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Abstract 

The transfer of cultural capital across borders is a common topic in transnational sociology. 
While the majority of studies investigates the opportunities and challenges of adult migrants 
and their social mobility in transnational social spaces, children in transnational social spaces 
are predominantly acknowledged either as indicators for their migrant population's mobility 
rates or as 'left-behinds'. While the first branch of literature investigates migrant population 
only in relation to the immigration country, the other does argue from a transnational per-
spective yet the ramifications and challenges of co-present parent-child relations in transna-
tional social spaces are an understudied topic. This article aims to raise awareness that the 
ways migrants raise their children in transnational social spaces is a crucial site to study the 
broader topic of the modes of the (re-)production of transnational social spaces. This is so 
because the intergenerational transmission of cultural capital is the main mechanism operat-
ing in the reproduction of unequal social structures and therefore also of transnational social 
spaces. Based on twenty semi-structured interviews with migrants from Poland in Germany, 
this article sheds light on migrant parents' childrearing orientations in relation to language 
and education. The article reveals that despite fairly similar orientations, parents have, de-
pendent on their cultural capital, very different opportunities to fulfill their parenting needs.   
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Introduction  

[The transnational turn in migration scholarship at the beginning of the 1990s placed the 

‘family’ as a dominant research topic and thereby deconstructed the notion of migrants as 

single (and male) economically motivated agents. The role of children in migration processes 

has however remained a one-sided social scientific endeavor. Migration scholars either study 

migrant children as indicators for their migrant populations' mobility rates in relation to the 

immigration country, or from a transnational perspective (over-)emphasize the various facets 

of ‘left-behind children’ as those children whose mothers emigrated to earn income abroad 

(for an overview, see Carling et al. 2012). While migration scholars widely agree that the in-

corporation into transnational spaces is an indispensable dimension of migrants’ lives, it is 

debatable thus to what extent children of migrants are and will be transnational actors and 

how their lives are affected by their transnational socialization. Most studies find that transna-

tional ties diminish across generations (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, Morawska 2003, Kasinitz 

et al. 2008, Soehl and Waldinger 2012) and therefore arrive to the conclusion that assimila-

tion is much more central to the second than to the first generation (Morawska 2003). Critical 

voices, however, emphasize the relevance of transnational incorporation for migrant off-

spring. Levitt (2009) argues that ‘we should not dismiss outright the strong potential effect of 

being raised in a transnational social field’ (p. 1226). Independently of the degree to which 

migrant children will be participating in transnational social spaces they are raised in spaces 

which are influenced by the cultural practices and norms of the emigration and immigration 

countries, i.e. the transnational social spaces arising from their connection. The main charac-

teristic of transnational social spaces thus is the overlap of ‘cultural orders’ (Amelina 2010), 

so that ‘actors or certain collectives are confronted with the simultaneous presence of differ-

ent meaning patterns regarding the same "object" or "situation"’ (p. 4). The participation in 

transnational spaces therefore is often associated with renegotiations of family, gender, eth-

nicity and class.  

Parenting is intimately linked with the (re-)production of family, gender, ethnicity, and class. It 

also represents norms, ideologies, and expectations prevalent in social contexts which make 

parenting in transnational social spaces prone to specific challenges, such as navigating be-

tween expectations and norms of the emigration and the immigration country and is influ-

enced by the positions of parents and families in transnational stratification systems. One of 

those expectations in transnational social spaces is related to the transmission of ethnicity. 

Spitzer et al. (2003) emphasize the central role of caregiving for the transmission of ‘cultural 

values that serve to shore up the boundaries of their ethnic community’ (p. 267). The inter-

generational transmission of cultural capital is the major mechanism of the reproduction of 
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social structures and therefore also of social inequalities (Bourdieu 1986). How migrants 

raise their children thus provides an insight into the future participation and social positions of 

children in transnational social spaces. Parenting practices and the transfer of parents’ cul-

tural capital to their children is a crucial site for studying the (unequal) structure and modes of 

reproduction in transnational social spaces.  

This article focuses on parenting practices in transnational social spaces and is based on 

stories of people who migrated at diverse points in time from Poland to Germany. There are 

two characteristics known of Polish migrants in Germany: First, they are largely invisible 

(Schmidtke 2004) because of their ‘silent’ integration (Boldt 2011) and second, they do well 

in the education system (Segeritz et al. 2010). For some time, Polish migrants were margin-

ally represented in the German public sphere. Very recently, however, the adult children of 

those who migrated during the 1970s and 1980s have raised their voice in German media 

and shared experiences about their parents’ painstaking migration1. Before the post-socialist 

transformation, one of the few opportunities to leave Poland was based on ethnic German 

origin. Many found some German ancestor and could leave Poland and immigrate to Ger-

many. Their settlement was often accompanied by the constant anxiety of prosecution. Oth-

ers felt that they were ethnic German and that their migration was rather a return ‘home’ 

(Fassmann and Münz 1994). In both cases, yet for different reasons, they did not encourage 

their children to learn the Polish language or other cultural practices. There is however em-

pirical indication that this is not true for all those who migrated during the 1970s and 1980s 

(e.g., Jańczak 2013). The empirical study presented here also reveals that for many migrants 

from Poland it was and to an increasing degree it is a wish to teach their children Polish and 

to maintain Polish identity.  

Parenting in transnational social spaces though is not only orientated toward the emigration 

country. Another major orientation is the successful adaptation of children in the immigration 

country. Polish migrants are known for the high educational aspiration they have for their 

children (Lopez Rodriguez 2012). Parents thus need to navigate between their orientations 

toward the emigration and the immigration country. Which orientation is the dominating one 

depends on the phase in the migration process migrants find themselves in as well as chil-

dren’s life-stage. 

                                                 

1 Two exemplary articles on adult children of Polish migrants are: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (May 21,2015): 
The invisible neighbors: http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/polen-in-deutschland-die-unsichtbaren-nachbarn 
13599176.html?printPagedArticle=true#pageIndex_2; or TAZ (June, 6, 2015) The invisible Poles: 
https://www.taz.de/Die-unsichtbaren-Polen/!5203994/ 



Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development 

 6

The article is structured as follows. In the next section some recent debates about childhood 

and raising children in transnational social spaces, as well as the role of children in migration 

processes are discussed. After that the empirical material and a short outline on the methods 

and the sample will be provided. The empirical results will be presented in two subsections, 

which correspond to two steps in the migration process. The first is the phase before migra-

tion and shortly after migration. In this phase, it is crucial to place children well in the educa-

tion system. Therefore parents’ experiences and reflections on the very important status of 

passage in the German education system, which is the transition from the primary to the 

secondary school, are at the core here. The most important pre-condition for children’s suc-

cess in the education system is their ability to speak German. How recent migrants intend to 

ensure that their children learn German is crucial in understanding the successful placement 

of children in the education system. For this, parents’ cultural capital plays an important role, 

although social capital can set off for lacks in cultural capital.  In the second phase, parents 

experience that they need to actively take care of their children having the ability to speak 

Polish and to have and maintain ties to relatives and friends in Poland. In this phase parents 

develop different strategies to maintain or establish their children’s ‘Polishness’ in a German 

environment. Likewise to the adaptation into the education system, language plays a crucial 

role. Yet, the language in this case is assumed to be to a lesser extent automatically ac-

quired and is to a large degree connected with creating ‘familyhood across distance’ (Bryce-

son & Vuorela, 2002) and within the migrant household.   

 

Transnational childhoods: The role of children and language in migration 

processes  

After long years of investigating migrant offspring mainly in terms of incorporation into the 

immigration country, recently scholars began to turn attention to the dynamics and idiosyn-

crasies of being raised in a transnational social space (Orellana et al, 2001, Levitt, 2009). 

Orellana et al. (2001) critically comment that ‘scholars who ignore children's presence and 

participation in processes of migration, framing them as baggage that weighs down adult 

migrants, neglect a central axis of family migration, and an important reason why families 

move across national borders and sustain transnational ties’ (p. 588). The majority of studies 

conclude that over time, migrants and their offspring will lose their attachment to their home 

countries (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, Morawska 2003, Kasinitz et al. 2008, Soehl and 

Waldinger 2012). Yet, most studies also acknowledge that although the attachments to the 

emigration country for migrants’ offspring will be different, for instance that they will be less 
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influenced by the norms of the emigration country (Kasinitz et al. 2008), they will still maintain 

some ties and symbolic attachments to the emigration country (Morawska 2003). Similarly, 

other studies argue for the central role of children in migration processes. For instance, fa-

thers plan their circular migration according to children's life-stage (Kilkey et al. 2014) or that 

their future prospect is an important motivator for the initiation of 'migration projects' (Pribilsky 

2014). As assimilation is supposed to be favoring education success (see for an overview, 

Kao and Tienda 1995), the decrease of transnational ties over time and generations has 

been interpreted as a sign for the upward social mobility of migrants’ offspring. 

Transnational social spaces have distinct properties that affect in a distinct way the lives of 

the people located within them, such as the overlaps in ‘cultural orders’ (Amelina 2010) 

which make it likely for people to encounter situations of competing expectations and norms. 

The most important cultural system is language (Brubaker 2013). Since it is crucial for social 

life and because it is a ‘categorically differentiated cultural practice that simultaneously 

unite[s] and divide[s]’ (p. 3), language is a crucial prerequisite for the participation in transna-

tional social spaces. The definition of language put forward by Brubaker (2013) argues that 

language is a relevant cultural practice uniting people together, but also in marking differ-

ences between people. As the transnational literature states that attachments to place are 

predominantly attachments to the people who live in places (Fog Olwig 2007), the involve-

ment of children in transnational social spaces largely depends on their abilities to communi-

cate and interact.  

Although language is crucial for social life, and therefore also (and maybe even stronger be-

cause of lack of physical co-presence in daily life) for social life across borders, transnational 

scholars have surprisingly not devoted much attention until now to the transmission of the 

emigration countries’ language to the next generation. Contrarily, socio-linguistics has inves-

tigated bi-and multilingualism and its outcomes on the development of children for several 

decades (for an overview, see Jańczak 2013). Recently, they have also analyzed the role of 

bi-or multilingualism in transnational families (see, Fogle and King 2013). Fogle and King 

(2013) for instance emphasize the central role of language as an active dimension of parent-

ing with the term ‘family language policy’, which refers to the decisions and practices within 

caretaker-child relations with regard to language. These might be active and overt, but also 

implicit, and are negotiated and modified over time (p. 2). These studies however do not 

shed light on the role of language for how transnational families 'hold together and create 

something that can be seen as a feeling of collective welfare and unity, namely “familyhood”, 

even across national borders’ (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002: 3). 
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 Contrarily to language, dealing with absence in transnational families is a common topic. 

Studies prove that physical separation does not impede, but modify intergenerational con-

tracts (Krzyżowski and Mucha, 2013) and acknowledge the role of ICT for keeping together 

(e.g. Wilding 2006), which often do not compensate, but ease the longing for physical co-

presence (McGhee et al. 2013). Nevertheless, ICT are common means for communicating 

with each other across borders and a medium through which children can participate in 

transnational family life (Baldassar and Merla 2013). Yet, in order to communicate through 

ICT, children need to have the competency to speak and understand the emigration coun-

tries' language, in cases where the immigration and the emigration country main language 

differs. The experiences and strategies in terms of language in childrearing practices are at 

the core of this paper. It is argued that they are an important dimension of childrearing in 

transnational social spaces and reveal the future reproduction of transnational social spaces 

and their unequal structures.  

 

Methodology 

This article draws on a research project conducted between 2012 and 2015 at Bielefeld Uni-

versity2. Within the project, 300 ego-centric network charts were collected and semi-

structured interviews were conducted with a sub-sample of 60 respondents. 30 interviews3 

were conducted in the countries of emigration with significant others of respondents in Ger-

many as well as with people without migration experiences (see, Barglowski et al. 2015b). 

This article draws solely from the subsample of Polish migrants in Germany (n=20) as well as 

the insights from the interviews with the significant others in Poland (n=10). Moreover, in-

sights from the interviews are complemented by participant observations in respondents’ 

households. The sample has an equal gender distribution with an age ranging from 22 to 78. 

Of these, eight had Polish citizenship, eight had German/Polish dual citizenship and four 

were naturalized German citizens; eleven were married, four were single, three were di-

vorced and only two were in an on-going relationship. Ten had a university degree, seven 

had completed vocational training, two were students at the time of the interview and one 

had graduated from secondary school. Respondents with degrees had received them in both 

                                                 

2 https://sfb882.uni-bielefeld.de/en 
3 All the quotes in this article have been translated by me from Polish to English. 
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countries. Thirteen of the interviews were conducted in Polish and the other seven in Ger-

man. Fourteen respondents had at least one child. All the interviews were transcribed verba-

tim and analyzed according to social-science hermeneutics with the aim to reconstruct the 

processes of meaning making (see Barglowski et al., 2015b). 4 recently migrated, 1 less than 

ten years ago, 3 migrated 10-15 years ago and 12 migrated more than 20 years ago. With 

this profile we would not expect very high transnational activities. And indeed those who are 

located in Germany longer have less transnational contacts. But, that does not mean that 

having contacts to Poland is not relevant at all. Although the ties to people do decrease with 

time, in line with most findings within transnational scholarship, some contacts abroad remain 

very important, among which are predominantly family contacts. In general, parents aim to 

have their children well adapted in the immigration and the emigration context, which they 

mainly try to achieve through language. Which orientation prevails depends on the position in 

the migration process and children's life-stage. Accordingly, the following empirical sections 

are structured according to two phases of the migration process: the first phase comprises 

the pre-migration phase and shortly after arrival. The second phase is the phase in which 

children are perceived as ‘adapted’ in the immigrant society. The length and stage of the two 

phases vary within the sample, but they represent two typical stages of experiences in migra-

tion processes.  

 

The first phase of migration: Migrant parents’ education orientation  

The first phase of migration typically includes the time shortly before and after migration. In 

this phase, parents are mainly oriented toward their children’s incorporation into the German 

education system. This involves learning the language as fast as possible and encouraging 

children to make German-speaking friends. This is not exclusive for the migrant population 

studied here, but can be assumed to be true for all migrant population around the world. Kao 

and Tienda (1995) for instance found that migrants in general have higher educational aspi-

rations for their children than non-migrants. Yet, the means they have to successfully place 

their children in the education system are very different. In general studies prove that chil-

dren of Polish migrants do comparatively well in the German education system. Segeritz et 

al. (2010) for instance found no differences in the education outcomes of Polish migrant chil-

dren and non-migrant children. The success of Polish migrant children in the education sys-

tem of the immigration country is often referred to the high education aspirations of Polish 

migrants (Lopez Rodriguez 2012). In her unique study on Polish mothers’ educational aspira-

tions and their interactions with the education system, Magdalena Lopez Rodriguez (2012) 

states that ‘regardless of class, they have robust educational capital, represented in the form 
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of meeting the educational standards and expectations as set by the English mainstream 

educational institutions, which they deploy notwithstanding their ascribed class or education-

al levels’ (p. 340). The empirical data gathered in my study also reveal that Polish migrants in 

general have high educational aspirations for their children. These are expressed in their 

wish to place their children in Gymnasium, which is the highest secondary schooling form in 

Germany. In line with the findings by Lopez Rodriguez, these aspirations were independent 

from class, but the means parents have to fulfill them are influenced by their capital disposi-

tion.   

Bożena is one example of someone with high educational aspiration for her children, with 

herself being not very highly educated. She migrated in 2011 from Poland to Germany with 

her two sons who were 6 and 14 at the time. Her husband works as a construction worker 

and was commuting for several years between Poland and Germany, and later on also to the 

Netherlands and Belgium. As a common pattern of Poland’s accession to the European Un-

ion, many who previously commuted decided to settle down in Germany. For Bożena, as 

also represented by many other families, her decision to settle abroad was not yielded by the 

wish to migrate but a wish to unite the nuclear family. She wanted to live together with her 

husband and children in one household, because this represents for her 'a normal' family life. 

The story of Bożena does only reveal that not all migration projects are started with a wish to 

migrate, but that migration means different losses for different types of people. For men, the 

pressure from the wives to stop commuting often comes with losses for their husbands when 

they after settling cannot offset their status loss in the immigration country by resources from 

the emigration country (Itzigsohn and Saucedo 2003). Women often report the loss of jobs 

and career prospects, family and friends and they also suffer when they cannot speak the 

language and do not feel as they could re-establish the same life abroad as they had before 

migration. The unification of the family and better-perceived future life-chances of children in 

Germany are then often used as rationalization strategies for these losses. But also not all 

children are perceived as having the same opportunities. Bożena when asked about what 

migration meant to her answered the following: 

What changed is that the children will maybe have a better education here, like chances for an 
easy life. Well, I don’t know, I feel like that, but I am not sure. Many people tell me that. Hmm 
although maybe not the older one. He was 14 when we came and he directly got enrolled in 
Hauptschule. Then I think the older will have a worse chance, that’s what they say. But the 
younger was in the first grade of primary school when we came. So he will maybe be attending 
Gymnasium. What I heard from other Poles is that the younger will have better opportunities in 
education and in the start of his life (Bozena, aged 40).   

This quote, similarly like other respondents reveal that migration is patterned around a sensi-

tivity of children’s life-stages and their concomitant school careers (see also Ryan & Sales, 

2011).  The older the child is, the less its chances are to adapt neatly into the immigration 
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countries’ education system. The older children are by time of migration, the more they run 

the risk of being stigmatized as a migrant and the lower the assumed chances are for them 

to overcome this with time. This indicates the inequalities within families in terms of the age 

of the siblings, who are supposed to have different chances of educational success. Migrant 

children are especially disadvantaged in school systems with an early selection from primary 

to secondary school, as the German system is a prime example of. In such systems, migrant 

children have less time to develop a habitus which is adequate for the immigration countries’ 

education system. As Bourdieu & Passeron (1990 [1972]) indicated quite early, the education 

system allocates, channels, and classifies students based on their class-specific habitus. The 

performance of students cannot be separated from their habitus and is rather used to legiti-

mize the class-related inequalities in education than it is an indicator for their different profi-

ciency. In Bożena’s case, her son has been directed to Hauptschule directly after migration, 

which is a common practice of the school council to channel migrant children independently 

of their skills and abilities into the lowest schooling segment. This is often not only providing 

worse educational opportunities but also means that they usually remain there with low 

chances for improvement. According to Becker and Lauterbach (2010), the secondary 

schooling system in Germany is characterized by a low degree of upward mobility between 

the highly segmented and homogeneous (in terms of parental background) school forms. 

Others can circumnavigate their children being channeled into lower segments of the Ger-

man education system, such as Andżelika. After her husband, a computer scientist, found a 

job in Germany, she joined him with their three children shortly after in 2011. One of her sons 

was advised to pass an IQ test by the kindergarten teachers because they assumed him to 

have developmental deficiencies and thought about enrolling him into a school for children 

with special pedagogical needs. Andżelika opposed the thought of her son having develop-

mental needs and rather referred to his performance as a ‘stress reaction’ brought about by 

migration. She was sure that he is a very talented and intelligent child:  

Well this kind of stress reaction is very common and I immediately wrote to them, you know in a 
German style, that if you conduct IQ tests, we have to control for the language dimension, and 
there are tests in the USA, which were invented to test ethnic minorities, and that they should 
test him with that, because I guarantee this kid’s intelligence and development is good. And if 
the pedagogues are not capable of doing those tests, then they are not able of fulfilling their 
jobs and that I will not go in any way to a special school. And they did the test and it appeared 
that the kid is very talented. But as I say, I had to take care of it and I think not many people 
would be capable of resisting and surely many of their children end up somewhere there. I 
heard a lot such stories (Andżelika, aged 40). 

Andżelika, with her professional knowledge and habitual self-esteem in judging her son’s 

abilities, could circumvent him to being placed in a special school. For some children, that 

may have been a ‘dead end’ in their educational careers. Migrant children are predominantly 

affected in this regard (Diefenbach, 2008). The interesting aspect here is not only that An-
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dzelika has the ability to professionally intervene into the situation, but that she also refers to 

her knowledge about German culture. She actively reflects that the communication in this 

respect needs to be written and bureaucratic, the ‘German style’. The ability to understand 

the norms of the immigration country can be conceived of as a specific form of cultural capi-

tal, which Andżelika possesses. How migrants transport their cultural capital across borders 

is a topic of ongoing scientific interest (Nohl et al. 2014). This is because the valuation of 

skills, degrees, and orientations, usually understood as cultural capital, depends on social 

processes of recognition, which were historically staged within nation states. Therefore, 

many migrants cannot transport their cultural capital from one country to another, although 

there is rising indication that some migrant groups can, such as highly skilled migrants 

(Weiss, 2005).  

Besides cultural capital, another important form of capital is social capital, which is usually 

defined as the access to social networks which can provide valuable resources. Emilia’s sto-

ry offers an empirical example of how social networks can make up for lacks in cultural capi-

tal. Her migration pattern is very similar to Bożena. She migrated after 2011 to settle with her 

husband who had been commuting. Right after coming to Germany, her 11-year old daugh-

ter was enrolled at Hauptschule by the school council. Since her daughter was a very good 

student in Poland and because Emilia heard rumors that Hauptschule provides very low 

chances for successful education, she contacted other Polish migrants through an online 

platform called ‘My Polacy’ and got to know Marta, who is a teacher in Germany. Marta ad-

vised that she does not have to enroll her daughter at Hauptschule. They decided to enroll 

the daughter at the Gymnasium, where Marta works. In turn, since Emilia hasn’t found a job 

yet, she helps Marta out with her children. Bourdieu’s capital approach (1986) states, that the 

forms of capital can be transformed, in the sense that one form of capital can make up for 

lacks in another. Based on this, migration researchers frequently indicate the relevance of 

social capital in migration settings for the formation of ethnic communities as well as patterns 

of social mobility (Portes 1998). Alejandro Portes argues that social capital can account for 

downward social mobility through leveling processes and social control as well as resources 

provided in ethnic communities and the formation of economic ethnic niches. The example of 

Emilia indicates that this also applies to how parents with lower cultural capital can make up 

for their lacks in knowledge of the German education system. In that regard, her case adds 

to the recent literature on capital conversion in transnational social spaces (Plüss 2013, 

Nowicka 2013). The main means by which parents transmit language is the household and 

the ‘family language policy’ (Fogle and King 2013) that can be found within the household. 

Yet, in both phases of the migration process, where different languages are at the core of the 

language policy, parents face different challenges. In this phase, where learning German is 
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at the top of the agenda, they are largely worried with their own, non-native, German speak-

ing ability. Therefore, they encourage children to consume German speaking media at home 

and to make German speaking friends. In the next phase of their migraiton, they are rather 

worried about their children losing touch to Poland.  

 

The second phase of migration: actively taking care of children’s ‘Polish-

ness’ 

In the second phase of migration, migrant parents experience that their children lose the abil-

ity and the inclination to communicate in Polish. How long after the immigration to Germany 

this occurs varies across the sample. Recently in the German media, the adult offspring of 

people who migrated during the 1970s and 80s expressed their experiences that their par-

ents did not encourage them to speak Polish, or sometimes even suppressed their ability to 

do so. Respondents' stories in the study here reveal that the wish to teach their children 

Polish varies among those who migrated during the 1970s and 1980s. Some of them intend-

ed to rapidly incorporate into Germany, which meant that it was important to them to learn 

German very fast and communicate predominantly in German. Studies attribute this to the 

fact that Polish migrants often migrated as ‘ethnic Germans’. This was one of the few oppor-

tunities to emigrate from Poland at those times and led many people to 'find some German 

ancestor'. Therefore many were anxious about being prosecuted for having immigrated un-

der false premises and put a lot of emphasis on a rapid integration (Fassmann and Münz 

1994). Moreover, for those migrants, the borders to Poland were more or less closed and 

even visiting Poland was a venturous enterprise. However, a closer look at those migrants 

who performed this kind of incorporation pattern (for instance by giving their children typically 

German names) often maintain ties to people in Poland. This is case of Danuta. She migrat-

ed in the 1980s as an ethnic German. She is the only person in my sample that did not en-

courage her children to learn and speak German and gave them typically German names. 

Although her children nowadays are not very attached to Poland, she herself is an active 

member of an association in the rural region where she migrated from.  

Others, as in most cases in this sample, however, those who migrated as ‘ethnic Germans’ 

during the 1980s did care for their children’s Polish speaking abilities. An illustrative example 

is Mateusz, who migrated in the beginning of the 1980s as a 2-year old child with his parents 

and 13 year old sister. After migration, both parents started working. Their child care strategy 

reveals sensitivity to their children's life-stage. While his sister was enrolled in a boarding 

school for a 'rapid integration', his grandmother came from Poland to take care of Mateusz. 
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This example illustrates that taking care of children's Polish speaking abilities, in addition to 

the phenomenon of commuting grandmothers, is by no means a product of the EU enlarge-

ment (for an overview, Kofman 2012, see also Barglowski et al. 2015a).  

In the first phase of migration, parents are mostly orientated toward taking care of their chil-

dren’s German speaking abilities and success at school. Then, there comes a time in the life-

course of their children when they discover that children do not automatically preserve the 

Polish language. Insights from socio-linguists, the interviews, and participant observation at 

home reveal diverse strategies for how parents aim to maintain their children’s Polish lan-

guage abilities. The main mode for establishing a Polish speaking environment at home is 

communication with relatives in Poland, mainly through Skype. In the first phase parents are 

usually focused on teaching their children Polish. After children are perceived to be adapted 

well in Germany, their 'Polishness' becomes the focus of attention. There are challenges in-

sofar that they actively have to adopt language acquisition into their parenting strategies. A 

quote of Aneta illustrates this best. She migrated in the 1980s with her husband and today 

they have three children: 

Well if you decide that your child goes straight and only into the German language, then there is 
no problem. But that is at the expense of the Polish. If you want to maintain a balance, then 
some problems may occur. You then have to take care of it and support it. You would then have 
to look at it all the time and pay attention that there is a kind of level maintained. If you want to 
have your children attending the Gymnasium [highest secondary school in Germany; KB], then 
they need to have a certain degree of German, and at the same time, if you want to have them 
a proper Polish language like we want them to speak, write and read it, then you really need to 
take care of it (Aneta, aged 40).  

Like in other respondent narratives, there are parenting challenges in different life-stages of 

children expressed here. The wish for the upward social mobility of their children, here signi-

fied by Gymnasium and the German language, may be at the expense of their Polish lan-

guage skills. Having both is perceived as a challenge. During the time shortly after migration, 

or when migrant parents give birth to children and do not feel competent enough to teach 

their children German, they actively establish a German speaking surrounding. Yet with time, 

they experience that their children are far better in German and that they lose their Polish 

speaking abilities. This usually happens when children start to spend more time outside the 

household. The transition to primary school is often experienced as critical in terms of chil-

dren changing their dominant language from Polish to German. The experiences of Adam 

and Zosia are typical. They have two children, both born in Germany: 

Adam: When our daughter was in kindergarten we were very proud about how well she speaks 
Polish.  

Zosia: And she also reads in Polish. 

Adam: Well yes, but you have to take care about that.  
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Zosia: Yes, you have to take care. Now, when she is at the end of the first grade, I have the 
feeling that at the beginning she was even in both languages, but now it’s easier for her in Ger-
man (Both aged around 40).  

 

The role of language in migration contexts is twofold. On the one hand it may be a marker of 

parenting success (see also Reynolds and Zontini 2014, but language is also a unifying me-

dium: in that it creates boundaries between ethnicized groups, it also is a source of common 

experiences and identity within groups (Brubaker 2013). Therefore, many migrant parents 

fear to lose that common experience with their children. Even in cases where they do speak 

German very well and could be communicating with their children in German, they prefer to 

do so in Polish. A prime example for 'family language policy' is how families spend time to-

gether, commonly it is watching movies. While in the first phase of migration, those movie 

events are often done in German, later on parents prefer to watch them with their children in 

Polish. As Aneta and her husband Janek explain: 

Janek: We watch movies together, for example “Shrek” or “Puss in Boots”. We watch them in 
Polish and the kids even wait for the Polish version, because they know… 

Aneta: ...that it will be funnier. For them it is easy to watch them in Polish, its actually the same 
for them whether they watch in German or in Polish. But we prefer to wait [Janek: for the Polish 
version] simply because it is more funny. Before, we watched movies in German. It was funny, 
but not the same. When we watch in Polish, it is much more funny. (Both aged around 40).   

Because language is important in unifying and creating a sense of belonging in the migrant 

household, it also is a medium of creating and maintaining the transnational family. The role 

of children in keeping transnational families together has been emphasized earlier by Orella-

na et al (2001). A common experience is that over time, children switch their favorite lan-

guage from Polish to German, which is often manifested in children speaking with their sib-

lings in German. This is interpreted as a loss for their children and for relatives. Especially for 

relatives abroad, the fact that their grandchildren abroad will not be able to communicate with 

them is a constant topic of sorrow. For instance, as Andzelika reports, her mother is really 

‘suffering when she hears them talking with each other in German, it’s even a kind of trauma 

for her’. The fact that grandchildren speaking German is experienced as a sorrow for grand-

parents abroad is embedded in the German-Polish history. There were many incidents 

throughout history in which Germans intended to suppress the Polish language and habits 

and the interviews reveal that the fear of ‘Germanization’ is still vivid (Schmidtke 2004).  

One way to avoid conflicts within transnational families is an extensive use of Skype. My par-

ticipant observations, but also interviewees’ reports, reveal that many migrants are in a very 

regular contact with their relatives, mainly parents and siblings abroad. Janek and Aneta for 

instance have Skype constantly on and share meals together with their families abroad. They 

also report, that even though their children often do not want to talk Polish, they hope that 
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simply by listening to their grandparents they will catch and maintain Polish language. As 

also McGhee et al (2013) reports, Skype is crucial for transnational family life as it eases the 

longing for physical co-presence.  

Another common way of teaching children the Polish language in a German speaking envi-

ronment is Polish schools. Such institutions are usually part of Polish churches and offer 

courses in Polish language, but also in Polish history and traditions. The great majority of 

respondents, albeit with a different regularity, make use of Polish schools. Instruction usually 

takes place on the weekends and many parents report conflicts with their children regarding 

the weekend schools. Children often do not want to go or feel tired. Therefore, as it requires 

effort to have their children speaking both languages, their bilingualism is a source of par-

ents’ pride and signifier of parenting success. Moreover, some parents also expect the bilin-

gualism of their children to be an asset for them in a transnational social space, where pro-

cesses of settlement are continuous and borders are fluid as probably never before (Amelina 

and Vasilache 2014).  

 

Discussion 

A main topic in transnational studies is the question of strategies and dynamics of social life 

across borders. It is being argued that transnational incorporation might be a new mode of 

incorporation which juxtaposes or even supersedes the incorporation into nation states. As 

migrants and their networks are involved in the production of transnational social spaces 

(Faist 2000), the ways they raise their children offers insight into the future development and 

reproduction of transnational social spaces. Based on interviews with Polish migrants in 

Germany and participant observations at their homes, this article showed how parents intend 

to ensure their children's incorporation in transnational social spaces. The major competency 

for transnational incorporation is their children’s language abilities. Although the role of com-

munication media for keeping transnational families together has been emphasized by many 

migration scholars (e.g. Wilding 2006), the ways migrants take care of their children's lan-

guage skills is a marginal topic. This is surprising, as language is the precondition for suc-

cessful integration into immigration countries and plays a crucial role for feelings of belonging 

and social life in general (Brubaker 2013). The study here showed that language plays a ma-

jor role and migrant parents' parenting in that they establish contexts in which their children 

can acquire and maintain the respective language skills. Which language, the immigration or 

the emigration countries' one, is being pushed by parents is orientated toward children’s 

stage in their life-course as well as in the migration process. While in the initial phase of their 
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migration process they are mainly involved in teaching their children the language of the im-

migration country, all of them experience a point in time where their children begin to lose the 

attachment to the emigration country, signified by their hesitant usage of the Polish lan-

guage.  

As the major source of the transmission of cultural capital is the family, in both ideal-typical 

steps of the migration process, the household and its ‘family language policy’ (Fogle and 

King 2013) is a major source of how parents manage the language acquisition and mainte-

nance of their children. Strategies, however, are always embedded in the availability of insti-

tutional infras  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development 

 18

References  

Amelina A (2010) ‘Searching for an Appropriate Research Strategy on Transnational 

Migration. The Logic of Multi-sited Research and the Advantage of the Cultural Interference 

Approach.’ Forum Qualitative Social Research 11 (1): art.17.  

Amelina A and Vasilache A (2014) ‘The Shadows of Enlargement. Theorising Mobility and 

Inequality in a Changing Europe.’ Migration Letters 11 (2), 109-124.  

Baldassar L and Merla L (eds.) (2014) Transnational Families, Migration and the Circulation 

of Care. Understanding Mobility and Absence in Family Life. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Barglowski K, Krzyżowski Ł and Świątek P (2015a) ‘Caregiving in Polish–German 

Transnational Social Space. Circulating Narratives and Intersecting Heterogeneities.’ 

Population, Space and Place 21 (3), 257-269.  

Barglowski K, Bilecen B and Amelina A (2015b) ‘Approaching Transnational Social 

Protection. Methodological Challenges and Empirical Applications.’ Population, Space and 

Place 21 (3), 215-226. 

Becker R and Lauterbach W (2010) Bildung als Privileg. Erklärungen und Befunde zu den 

Ursachen der Bildungsungleichheit. Wiesbaden: VS-Verlag.  

Bilecen B and Barglowski K (2015) ‘On the Assemblages of Informal and Formal 

Transnational Social Protection.’ Population, Space and Place 21 (3),  203-214. 

Boldt T (2011) Die stille Integration. Identitätskonstruktionen von polnischen Migranten in 

Deutschland. Frankfurt: Campus Verlag.  

Bourdieu P (1986) ‘The Forms of Capital.’ in Richardson J (ed.) Handbook of Theory and 

Research for the Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood, 241-258. 

Bourdieu P and Passeron JC (1990[1972]) Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE publications.  

Brubaker R (2013) ‘Language, Religion and the Politics of Difference.’ Nations and 

Nationalism 19 (1), 1-20.  



Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development 

 19

Bryceson D and Vuorela U (2002) The Transnational Family. New European Frontiers and 

Global Networks. New York: Bloomsbury Academic. 

Carling J, Cecilia M and Schmalzbauer L (2012) ‘Central Themes in the Study of 

Transnational Parenthood.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 38 (2), 191-217. 

Diefenbach H (2008) Kinder und Jugendliche aus Migrantenfamilien im deutschen 

Bildungssystem. Erklärungen und empirische Befunde. Wiesbaden: VS-Verlag. 

Faist T (2000) The Volume and Dynamics of International Migration and Transnational Social 

Spaces. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Fassmann H and Münz R (eds.)(1994) European Migration in the late Twentieth Century. 

Aldershot: Edward Elgar Publishing.   

Fog Olwig K (2007) Caribbean Journeys: An Ethnography of Migration and Home in Three 

Family Networks.  Durham/London: Duke University Press.  

Fogle LW and King KA (2013) ‘Child Agency and Language Policy in Transnational Families.’ 

Issues in Applied Linguistics 19, 1-25. 

Itzigsohn J and Saucedo S (2005) ‘Incorporation, Transnationalism, and Gender. Immigrant 

Incorporation and Transnational Participation as Gendered Processes.’ International 

Migration Review 39 (4), 895-920.  

Jańczak BA (2013) Deutsch-Polnische Familien. Ihre Sprachen und Familienkulturen in 

Deutschland und Polen. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.  

Kao G and Tienda M (1995) ‘Optimism and Achievement: The Educational Performance of 

Immigrant Youth.’ Social Science Quarterly 76 (1), 1-19.  

Kasinitz P, Mollenkopf J, Waters M and Holdaway J (2008) Inheriting the City. The Children 

of Immigrants Come of Age. New York: Russell Sage Publishing. 

Kilkey M, Plomien A and Perrons D (2014) ‘Migrant Men's Fathering Narratives, Practices 

and Projects in National and Transnational Spaces. Recent Polish Male Migrants to London.’ 

International Migration 52(1), 178-191.  

Kofman E (2012) ‘Rethinking Care Through Social Reproduction: Articulating Circuits of 

Migration.’ Social Politics 19(1), 142–162. 

 



Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development 

 20

Krzyżowski Ł and Mucha J (2013) ‘Transnational Caregiving in Turbulent Times: Polish 

Migrants in Iceland and their Elderly Parents in Poland.’ International Sociology 29(1), 1–16.  

Levitt P (2009) ‘Roots and Routes: Understanding the Lives of the Second Generation 

Transnationally.’ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 35 (7), 1225-1242. 

Lopez Rodriguez M (2010) ‘Migration and a Quest for ‘Normalcy’: Polish Migrant Mothers 

and the Capitalization of Meritocratic Opportunities in the UK.’ Social Identities: Journal for 

the Study of Race, Nation and Culture 16(3), 339–358. 

McGhee D, Heath S and Trevena P (2013) ‘Competing Obligations and the Maintenance of 

Physical Co-Presence: The Impact of Migration and Structural Constraints on Post-

Accession Polish Families in the UK.’ Families, Relationships and Societies 2 (2), 229-245. 

Morawska E (2003) ‘Immigrant Transnationalism and Assimilation. A Variety of Combinations 

and the Analytic Strategy it Suggests.’ in Joppke C and Morawska, E (eds.), Toward 

Assimilation and Citizenship. Immigrants in Liberal Nation-States. Houndmills: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 133-176. 

Nohl AM, Schittenhelm K, Schmidtke O and Weiss A (2014) Work in Transition. Cultural 

Capital and Highly Skilled Migrants’ Passages into the Labor Market. Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press.  

Nowicka M (2013) ‘Positioning Strategies of Polish Entrepreneurs in Germany. 

Transnationalizing Bourdieu’s Notion of Capital.’ International Sociology 28 (1), 28-46. 

Orellana MF, Thorne B, Chee A and Lam WSE (2001) ‘Transnational Childhoods. The 

Participation of Children in Processes of Family Migration.’ Social Problems 48 (4), 572–591. 

Plüss C (2013) ‘Migrants' Social Positioning and Inequalities. The Intersections of Capital, 

Locations and Aspirations.’ International Sociology 28 (1), 4-11. 

Portes A and Rumbaut R (eds.) (2001) Ethnicities. Children of immigrants in America. 

Berkeley: University of California Press.  

Portes A (ed.) (1998) The Economic Sociology of Immigration. Essays on Networks, Ethnicity 

and Entrepreneurship. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.  

 



Working Papers – Center on Migration, Citizenship and Development 

 21

Pribilsky J (2004) ‘'Aprendemos a Convivir'. Conjugal Relations, Co-parenting, and Family 

Life among Ecuadorian Transnational Migrants in New York City and the Ecuadorian Andes.’ 

Global Networks 4 (3), 313 –334. 

Reynolds T and Zontini E (2014) ‘Care Circulation in Transnational Families. Social and 

Cultural Capitals in Italian and Caribbean Migrant Communities in Britain.’ in Baldassar L and 

Merla L (eds.), Transnational Families, Migration and the Circulation of Care Understanding 

Mobility and Absence in Family Life. Abingdon: Routledge, 203-219.  

Ryan L and Sales R (2011) ‘Family Migration. The Role of Children and Education in Family 

Decision-Making Strategies of Polish Migrants in London.’ International Migration 51 (2): 90-

103.  

Segeritz M, Walter O and Stanat P (2010) ‚Muster des schulischen Erfolgs von jugendlichen 

Migranten in Deutschland. Evidenz für segmentierte Assimilation?‘ Kölner Zeitschrift für 

Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 62, 113-138. 

Schmidtke O (2004) ‚Die „unsichtbare“ polnische Community in Deutschland: Die 

strategische Entdramatisierung von kollektiver Identität.‘ in Eder, K., Rauer, V., Schmidtke, 

O., Die Einhegung des Anderen. Türkische, polnische und russlanddeutsche Einwanderer in 

Deutschland. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 134-157.  

Soehl T, Waldinger R (2012) ‘Inheriting the Homeland? Intergenerational Transmission of 

Cross-Border Ties in Migrant Families.’ American Journal of Sociology 118 (3), 778-813. 

Spitzer D, Neufeld A, Harrison M., Hughes K. and Stewart M (2003) ‘Caregiving in 

Transnational Context. ‘My wings have been cut; where can I fly?’’ Gender & Society 17 (2), 

267-286.  

Weiß A (2005) ‘The Transnationalization of Social Inequality. Conceptualizing Social 

Positions on a World Scale.’ Current Sociology 53 (4),  707–728. 

White A (2011) Polish Families and Migration since EU Accession. Bristol: Policy Press. 

 

 


