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Poles, don’t be afraid to speak English! 
 

 

There are Polish migrants who, despite making errors when speaking English, are 
not worried about it at all. Others may speak fluent English and still get so 
anxious about making errors that they decide not to speak at all. Others still, 
would rather pretend not to speak English than let their Polish accent give away 
their nationality. Dr Jaroslaw Kriukow, a research assistant at the University of 
Edinburgh, has investigated Poles’ experiences in relation with the English 
language.  

 

Why did you decide to explore Poles’ experiences with communicating 
with the locals? 

 

As a Polish migrant myself, and an English language teacher, I was interested in 
the experiences of other Poles in communicating with Scottish people or, more 
broadly, with people for whom English is a mother tongue. I have many friends 
here whose experiences seemed like a potential material for an academic study. 
This is how it all started.  

 

What did you find out? 

One of the first observations that I made was that some Poles do not have any 
problems in forging relationships with the locals despite not being very fluent in 
English. The fact that they have not yet “mastered” the language does not seem to 
stress them. They are not concerned at all. Some of them have Scottish friends 
with whom they regularly hang out.  

There is also a group of people who speak English quite well, or even very well, 
but yet they think that this is still not good enough to freely converse with the 
native English speakers. Some of them are really anxious about it and socially 
isolate themselves from the local community of English speakers.  



I have always found this very intriguing, and I compared Poles with Spanish 
people, for example. It always seemed to me that the latter are less concerned, 
even if they speak ungrammatically. They are also very loud and speak fast. They 
don’t seem to be so stressed about not being understood by Scottish or English 
people. Poles, on the other hand, always seem so stressed. Some of them are 
petrified of the mere possibility of making an error. 

 

How many migrants did you talk to? 

Twenty. Thirteen females and seven males. Each of them was interviewed twice. 
Those were only migrants who arrived in the UK after 2004, not those who came 
during World War II or in the 80’s. They also had to have been here for at least 1 
year, so that they have had some experiences and observations. I also wanted 
them to be within the average age range of Polish migrants in the UK, which is 18-
35 years old.  

 

Are twenty participants enough in this kind of study? 

It is, in a so-called case study, in which even a single person, or ‘case’, or a very 
small group of people maybe enough. The purpose of this is an in-depth analysis 
of this group’s experiences, which cannot be achieved using exclusively 
quantitative methods, such as questionnaires. This qualitative part of my study, 
and the in-depth qualitative analysis I performed, have enabled me to determine 
some trends which formed the basis of the subsequent quantitative part. In this 
quantitative part of the study, the recruitment criteria were a bit less rigorous, 
and 400 respondents completed a semi-structured questionnaire I distributed. 

 

Under which circumstances do Polish migrants face the biggest 
problems with communicating in English? 

There is a vast variety of these circumstances. One participant told me, for 
example, that when asked for directions, she would rather lie and say that she 
doesn’t live in Edinburgh, or that she doesn’t speak English at all, than to attempt 
to explain how to get somewhere. When I asked why this was the case, and 
whether she would, indeed, have such a difficulty in giving directions, she 
responded that she would probably somehow manage. But the anxiety always got 
in the way. 

 

Anxiety about what? 



She was worried that she would hear something unpleasant about being Polish, 
about Poles in general. She believed that Polish people are perceived in a negative 
light in the UK. She would rather pretend to be a “tourist” who does not speak 
English, than admit that she is Polish and that she is not very competent in 
English despite having lived here for some time. 

 

Were your interviewees ashamed of being Polish? 

It’s different for everyone, but some have a problem with this. One of the 
participants, when asked where he was from, would pretend to come from Russia 
or Czech Republic. Anything but Poland. He believes that people would treat him 
worse if they knew he was Polish. Also, some Polish migrants, themselves, hold 
certain negative beliefs about their fellow migrants, and think that people in 
Edinburgh, or British people as a whole, share similar beliefs. 

 

Was this the main reason why they were nervous about speaking 
English? They are afraid of being negatively stereotyped as a Polish 
migrant? 

What was more important was the fear of losing face. One lady who worked in a 
shop told me that when she didn’t understand what the customers were asking 
her about, she would rather respond that they didn’t have that product than ask 
for clarification. She was worried about what the customer might think of her if 
she did. 

Others like to justify their low English competence to the interlocutor. They 
explain that they haven’t lived here for too long, that they are still learning. One of 
the participants told me that whenever he is required to communicate in English, 
he starts with explaining that he has worked in a restaurant with other Polish 
people and, hence, his English competence is low. 

Many Poles are worried about what others think of us, what they say about us, 
how they will treat us when they “find out” that we are Polish, that our English 
competence is still low, despite all these years spent here. Some of my 
participants were very stressed about it. 

 

Losing face, the possibility of embarrassing yourself, may result in 
stress.  

There was often a considerable discrepancy between how my participants 
perceived themselves, how they wished to be perceived, and how they believed 



they are perceived. The discrepancy or match between these various ‘selves’ was 
at the basis of their English Language Identity that I investigated. 

Interestingly, some participants who did not speak English very well still felt very 
comfortable in the surrounding English-speaking environment. They felt that 
their Scottish friends knew what they were like, where they come from and what 
their English level is, so they were not stressed about it. As they told me, “they 
didn’t need to prove anything to anyone”. How they wished to be perceived 
matched the way they believed others perceive them, regardless of their English 
skills. 

This was different for another participant of my study. He told me that at the 
beginning of his stay in Edinburgh he didn’t care about not understanding people 
or not being understood by them. After all, he was just a newcomer to this 
country, so nothing was expected from him. With time, however, as his English 
improved, ironically he began to feel dissatisfied with it. He felt that after all that 
time his English should be better, and this belief started to grow into a problem. 
He started to feel ashamed of his English and to worry about people’s perceptions 
of him. The discrepancy between how he wanted to be perceived and how he felt 
he was perceived increased. 

 

Have your participants experienced any particularly unpleasant 
behaviour from other people? 

There were some, although less than I had expected. One participant used to work 
in a pizza restaurant, where he was mocked by some youngsters because of his 
accent. One girl’s neighbour verbally abused her just because she was Polish. 
Someone else was told not to speak Polish on the bus. 

 

Did your participants admit at any point that low English competence 
and low self-esteem hinder their professional career or socialisation 
with the British people? 

Low English competence does affect many aspects of the migrants’ lives, 
including socialisation practices. However, as I said earlier, for some people this 
low competence does not seem to be as big a barrier as for others.  

 It’s not surprising at all that many Poles work below their skillset and education 
level because of their poor English. To explore these problems was also my 
motivation to undertake this research. I hope that the findings will be useful for 
the Scottish Government which does aim to retain the migrants in the country. To 
become part of the local society, they have to integrate. And how to do this 
without being able to speak the language? Those who don’t speak it will always 
live next to Scottish people, not among them.  



And what is the importance of this for English language teaching here, 
in the UK? 

Immense. There are more and more arguments in the literature, stating that the 
“traditional” way of teaching is irrelevant to the reality of today’s, English-
speaking world. My research has also confirmed that this “traditional” way may 
ultimately affect people’s self-esteem and, later, their migration experiences. 
Polish people do not just need to learn English, they have to believe in 
themselves, and this is where the role of education comes in.  

Do you have any piece of advice for Poles? 

After everything that I have just said it may sound a bit trivial, but: you have to 
constantly work on your English. Even if you think it’s poor, don’t be afraid to 
speak, to ask questions. Keep trying and don’t worry about making errors. Get rid 
of the fear of how others will react, what they will think or what they will say. We 
may often actually experience very nice reactions. A conversation with someone, 
even a short one, is often not only the best and the most practical, but also a free, 
English lesson. And don’t treat native English speakers as if they were infallible 
English experts. Many of them speak the language in ways which are, 
theoretically, incorrect and ungrammatical. Also, don’t try to imitate their accent 
at all costs. There is a multitude of accents. Great Britain is multicultural and 
multilingual. So, let’s not be afraid to speak English with a Polish accent.  

 


