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The process of czech language acquisiTion by foreign 
pupils aT lower secondary school 

Introduction
The Czech educational system in its modern post-war history has 
not had a great deal of experience with the integration of foreign 
children. Following the fall of the Iron Curtain, however, the 
number of foreign immigrants began to rise, with a particularly 
sharp increase following the accession of the Czech Republic 
to the European Union. Between 1985 and 2008 the number of 
non-nationals residing in the Czech Republic showed a more 
than ten-fold increase, with numbers increasing from 37,000, 
approximately 0.36% of the population, to almost 440,000, 
over 4% of the national population (Drbohlav et al., 2010). 
Even though the global economic crisis has caused a significant 
decrease in the number of immigrants in the Czech Republic 
after 2008, the total positive balance of migration has remained 
at historically high levels (see Figure 1). 
The fall of the Iron Curtain, and especially the period after 
the Czech Republic joined the European Union, gave rise not 
only to a change in migration numbers, but also to a change 
in the immigration structure. Short-term labour migration was 
progressively replaced by immigrants interested in long-term 
residency. There was an increase in the number of immigrants 
coming to the Czech Republic together with their families or who 
came with the idea of starting a family in the Czech Republic 
and having children. Czech society, and particularly the Czech 
educational system, now faces the problem of how to address 
this newly emerging situation. In the search for solutions to this 
new situation we can be inspired by the international experience 
of countries that have a long experience with the integration of 
foreign pupils in the education system. For example Coleman at 
al. (1966) deal with the equality of educational opportunity of 
foreign students in the USA, Vallet and Caille (1999) describe 
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Abstract
The study results show that there is a significant difference between the needs of learners. Learners 
from related linguistic areas reach the threshold level of language skills very quickly, whereas children 
with a very different language (in our case, children from Asia) reach the threshold level of receptive 
skills quickly, but have big difficulties with productive skills. It is therefore necessary to focus on these 
areas and pay attention to this in Czech-language instruction. The study also shows that children who 
were born to foreigners in the Czech Republic or who moved to the country at a very young age do not 
usually have language problems that complicate their integration into the Czech school system, while 
children born outside the Czech Republic who move to the country at a later age face problems fulfilling 
the requirements of the school curricula, which are connected with their insufficient acquisition of the 
Czech language. 
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Highlights
• The study results show that there is a significant difference between the needs of learners

issues related to the integration of pupils of secondary schools 
in France, Spiess, Büchel and Wagner (2003) demonstrate the 
effect of age of the child entering school for the success of 
school integration. Our surveys carried out in primary schools1 
in Prague in the years 2009, 2010 and 2011 (Kostelecká et al., 
2010, 2011, 2012) point to the fact that one of the most important 
factors significantly affecting the successful integration of 
children with a foreign mother tongue into the Czech primary 
school system is the ability to communicate in Czech. 
The research presented in this article focuses on the issue of 
the linguistic integration of foreign children into the Czech 
primary school system. It is a crucial topic because at school 
these children acquire a key skill: the ability to communicate 
in the language of the majority society. The ability to master 
the majority language at the age of compulsory education is in 
fact the key to success both at school and in the wider society 
later in life (Remennick, 2003). We concentrated at testing of 
the validity of two hypotheses about the way how children 
of foreigners are integrated into Czech school system. We 
hypothesized that children of foreigners that have been more 
exposed to the Czech language are doing better in terms of 
Czech language proficiency. Although the positive effect of 
length of residence in the host country on language proficiency 
of immigrants have been widely documented in the foreign 
literature (Carliner, 2000, Stevens, 1999, Espinosa and Massey, 

1  For the purpose of this article, the term “primary 
school” will be used to define schools for children between the 
ages of 6 and 11, and “lower secondary school” for children 
between the ages of 11 and 15. These two levels make up the 
period of compulsory education in the Czech Republic.
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1997), this relationship was not analyzed among the pupils in 
the Czech primary schools. We also hypothesized that children 
from linguistically close language groups (Slavic) would acquire 
ability to use Czech language more quickly than children from 
linguistically more distant language groups (Asian). Number of 
studies prove that such relationships exist: Chiswick and Miller 
(1996) found that in Australia, Modoof et al. (1997) in the 
United Kingdom, Tribalat (1995) in France, and Hayfron (2001) 
in Norway to name some of them. Again, no such study has ever 
been conducted in the Czech Republic so far. 

Material and Methods
To be able to achieve the above-stated objectives, we first had 
to develop a diagnostic tool with which to assess the language 
proficiency of the children tested in relation to the levels defined 
by the CEFR2 (Šára et al., 2001, Cvejnová, 2006, Cvejnová 
et al. 2007) which implies a certain level of independence in 
communication. 
A diagnostic test3 was designed so as to meet the recommendations 
of the CEFR, the European Language Portfolio for the given age 
group and the recommendations of the international affiliated 
organizations ALTE (The Association of Language Testers 
in Europe) and EALTA (European Association for Language 
Testing and Assessment).4 The diagnostic test was developed to 
be applicable from zero knowledge of the language to level B2, 
for children in lower secondary schools. Subtests included all 
language skills, i.e. both receptive skills, such as reading and 
2  CEFR - Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (Council of 
Europe, 2011).
3  Each diagnostic test consisted of specifications, 
a recording script for the diagnostic test, recordings for the 
listening tasks, a script for the verbal part of the diagnostic test, 
assessment criteria, an answer key for the tasks, guidelines for 
examiners and instructions for the full version of the diagnostic 
test.
4  In the creation of the test we were taking inspiration 
from the diagnostic tests the Cambridge ESOL Examinations, 
English tests for young learners and also from Czech diagnostic 
tests, namely the Certified Examination in Czech for Young 
Learners, test developed by Cvejnová at al. (2007) and test for 
young learners developed by Kostelecká et al. (2011). In creating 
the tests we were also taking advantage of the experience in 
developing tests and test methods described in the technical 
literature (for example Harrison 1983, Davies 1990, Smith 1995, 
Hughes 2003, Hasselgreen 2005, Bachman, Palmer 2009).

listening, and productive skills, such as speaking and writing. 
Not only did this tool help us to quantify the progress achieved 
by immigrant children over a given period of time, but it also 
enabled us to objectively estimate how much time they needed 
on average to master the language at the B1 threshold level, and 
to assess the impact of various types of factors on the speed 
of learning the language. We also took into consideration the 
children’s nationality/native language and the length of their 
stay in the Czech Republic5. A total of 118 primary school pupils 
speaking 16 different native languages enrolled in 8 different 
schools took part in the tests. The schools that participated in 
the testing met the following selection criteria: they had a large 
number of foreign pupils and each was located in a different area 
of Prague (historical centre, inner city, suburbs). The research 
was a follow-up on a pilot survey similar to this one carried out 
in 2010.
Reliability and internal consistency of tests were tested by 
different methods. As a measurement of the internal consistency 
of the test, an alpha coefficient (see Cronbach, 1951) and a split-
half reliability (0.91) coefficient were computed (see Kuder and 
Richardson, 1937). The alpha coefficient (α=0.96) is higher 
than 0.9, what can be considered as proof of excellent internal 
consistency of testing. The alpha coefficient is also higher than 
the split-half reliabilities (which equals to 0.91), which again 
shows that this test is reliable. The quality of the test is also 
confirmed by the very high score in the Spearman-Brown 
Prophecy test (score equals 0.95). To describe the language test 
results we used descriptive analysis (Horn, 1993). To measure 
the relationships between language test results and selected 
indicators describing individual children (length of stay in the 
Czech Republic, language distance between native language of 
tested children and Czech language) we used correlation and 
regression analyses. The more detailed description of actual 
methods that was used could be found in the specific parts of 
the text below.

5  We expected that at all schools children are taught by 
standard methods.

Figure 1: Balance of migration in the Czech Republic in the years 1990 -2011, source: CZSO  
(Population change in the Czech lands 1785 - 2011, absolute figures).
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Results 
First of all, the data obtained during the research confirmed, as 
expected, that the length of stay in the Czech Republic has a 
positive impact on the level of language proficiency of foreign 
children enrolled in Czech primary schools. The length of time 
spent in the Czech Republic had a positive impact on pupils’ test 
performances in all categories. A moderate correlation (> 0.5, 
see Table 1) was observed between the length of residence of 
a pupil in the Czech Republic and the child’s achieved scores 
at each level of the test (A1, A2, B1, B2). There was also a 
strong correlation (> 0.5, see Table 2) between the length stay 
in the Czech Republic and the scores achieved by a child in the 
subtests dedicated to each language skill separately (listening, 
reading, writing, speaking). It appears that the length of time in 
the country has a higher correlation with the results obtained in 
tests at advanced levels (see Table 1). The length of stay in the 
country has more effect on the speaking and writing skills of a 
pupil (see Table 2) than on his ability to read and understand the 
spoken language (El-Hmoudová and Milková, 2012).
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Table 1: Corellation (Pearson correlation coefficient6) between  
the lenght of stay in the Czech Republic and scores at different 

levels of the language test
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Table 2: Corellation (Pearson correlation coefficient) between  
the length of stay in the Czech Republic and scores at different 

subtests of the language test
We also sought to discover what is the necessary length of stay 
in the Czech Republic for foreign pupils to reach the threshold 
level. The test results show that with each added year of 
residency in the Czech Republic, the number of children who 
do not reach the threshold level decreases, at least in certain 
speech skills. Most pupils in lower secondary schools, who were 
living in the Czech Republic before entering the school system, 
attain the B1 level in all language skills (Table 3). Nevertheless, 
the testing showed that even those children who had lived a 
long time in the Czech Republic country and were attending a 
lower secondary school may have problems understanding some 
linguistic specifics, which are culturally conditioned (e.g. they 
do not understand proverbs).

6  The values of Pearson correlation coefficient can 
theoreticall vary between -1 and 1. While value -1 means perfect 
inverse relationship and value 1 means perfect direct correlation, 
values around 0 indicate no relationships between variables. 

Length of time 
in the CR 
(years)

Lower than 
A1 A1 A2 B1 B2

0-1 10 5 3 0 0

2-3 4 7 14 1 1

4-6 1 4 9 6 8

7 and more 1 1 13 13 17

Table 3: Absolute number of children tested according to the 
highest attained language skill level and the length of time they had 
been in the Czech Republic (the level is attained when the success 

rate of each language skill subtest is at least 60%7)
During the survey we also observed the differences in the speed 
and the method of Czech-language acquisition by children 
whose native language belongs to the Slavic language family 
and is therefore related to Czech (53 pupils), and children who 
come from linguistically and culturally different regions, in our 
test these were children from an Asian background (58 pupils). 
It appears that learners whose background is in a language 
related to Czech have a strong advantage mainly during the 
first years they reside in the Czech Republic (see Figure 2) and 
reach a higher level earlier than learners from linguistically and 
culturally different (i.e. non-Slavic) backgrounds. Students from 
Asian countries who enter school upon arriving in the Czech 
Republic have absolutely no or almost no knowledge of the 
Czech language. These differences progressively disappear as 
the length of time in the Czech Republic increases.

Figure 2: Highest attained language proficiency level of Slavic and 
Asian children according to their length of timey in years in the 
Czech Republic (the level is attained when the success rate of each 

language skill subtest is at least 60%)
The following figure (Figure 3) further specifies the process 
of learning Czech by Slavic and Asian children according to 
the length of time they had been in the Czech Republic. The 
figure shows that while almost half of the students from a Slavic 
language environment reached the B1 threshold level after about 
six to seven years of residing in the Czech Republic, only about 
15% of children from an Asian background reached this level in 
the same period of time.

7  A tested pupil progressed to a higher level (A2, B1, 
B2) in each language skill only if he/she scored at least 60% in 
the lower level.
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Figure 3: Proportion of Slavic and Asian pupils that reached level 
B1 and B2 according to their length of time in the Czech Republic 
(the level is attained when the success rate of the given level subtests 

is at least 60%)
We also sought to ascertain whether the development of language 
skills is homogeneous in all areas, or whether pupils improve in 
some areas faster than in others. The data suggest that pupils, 
particularly those with an Asia background, tend to acquire 
receptive skills (listening and reading) much more quickly than 
productive skills (writing and speaking) (see Figure 4). But even 
here, the differences dissolve with time.

Figure 4: Achieved level in each language skill subtest for Asian 
pupils according to their length of time in the Czech Republic (the 
level is attained when the success rate of the given language skill 

subtest is at least 60%)
The question that is often discussed is to what extent the 
development of language skills is influenced by the age at 
which children arrive in the Czech Republic. Elementary school 
teachers who were interviewed during the research conducted 
at selected Prague schools in 2009 tend to claim that integration 
(including language integration) is generally much less of a 
problem for children who arrived in the Czech Republic at a 
very young age or were born in the Czech Republic (Kostelecká, 
2010). We were interested whether the data that we collected 
support such claims. First, we selected 58 children of Asian 
background from the whole sample, as their age structure was 
favourable to our purposes. From this sub-sample we selected 
51 children that formed three distinct subgroups:

• pupils that were born in the Czech Republic or arrived in 
the country during their first year of life (this subgroup 
consisted of 14 pupils)

• pupils that arrived in the Czech Republic when they were 
10 to 11 years old, that is during the two final grades of 
elementary school (this subgroup consisted of 18 pupils)

• pupils that arrived in the Czech Republic when they were 
12 years old or older, that is during the lower secondary 
school (this subgroup consisted of 19 pupils).

• The language testing provided information on each 
pupil’s highest attained level of language proficiency. 
Information about that is provided separately for the three 
above-defined subgroups in Table 4.

Age of arrival in the 
Czech Republic

The highest attained level of 
language proficiency

Lower 
than 
A1

A1 A2 B1 B2

0-1 years 0 0 0 1 13

10 – 11 years 1 0 1 4 12

12 years and older 2 3 2 7 5

Table 4: Absolute number of children tested according to the 
highest attained levels of language proficiency and the age at which 
they arrived in the Czech Republic (the level is attained when the 

success rate of each language skill subtest is at least 60%8)
It is clear from the table that the language skills of Asian pupils 
that were born in the Czech Republic or arrived in the country as 
babies were generally at the B2 level in the case of those of lower 
secondary school age at the time the testing was organized. This 
language skill level seems to be high enough and does not limit 
the pupil´s ability to fulfil school requirements. In contrast, the 
pupils who moved to the Czech Republic at the age of 12 or 
higher and therefore started attending lower secondary school 
more or less immediately after their arrival generally attained a 
much lower level of language proficiency when they were tested. 
It is not surprising but rather self-evident. We know that the level 
of language proficiency increases with the increasing length 
of stay of the children in the Czech Republic and, obviously, 
children who were born in the Czech Republic or moved to it 
at a very young age had spent more years in the country before 
entering lower secondary school than those who had arrived to 
the country at an older age. 
But how do the language skills of pupils develop during the 
time period that corresponds with lower secondary school? As 
we do not have panel data that would allow us to observe the 
language skills development of the individuals over time, we 
can only estimate the pace of progress from the data we have by 
comparing the language skills of pupils who have been in the 
Czech Republic for different lengths of time. To estimate the 
speed of progress we used the method of linear regression, which 
allows us to estimate the parameters of regression equation 

Y=a+bX
where Y is a dependent variable (in our case the attained level 
of language proficiency in the diagnostic test of language 
competences),  X is an independent variable (number of years the 
tested pupils spent in the Czech Republic), and coefficients a and 
b are the parameters of the regression equations. The regression 
equation can be expressed by a straight line that generally shows 
how the values of the dependent variables change in relation 
to the changes to the independent variables. We estimated the 
parameters of the regression equations separately for the three 
groups described in Table 4. The key parameter of the regression 
equation for us is coefficient b, which describes the slope of the 
line (coefficient a is called the intercept and is not relevant in 
our case). The higher coefficient b is, the greater the progress 
in attaining the language proficiency by the tested pupils in 
relation to the length of time of the pupil in the Czech Republic 
(see Table 5).

8  A tested pupil progressed to a higher level (A2, B1, 
B2) in each language skill only if he/she scored at least 60% in 
the lower level.
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Age of arrival in the 
Czech Republic

The slope of the regression line 
(coefficient b) 

0-1 years 0,19

10–11 years 0,33

12 years and older 0,46

Table 5: The slope of the regression line describing progress in 
attaining language proficiency by the tested pupils in relation to 
the length of time of the pupil in the Czech Republic (the level is 
attained when the success rate of each language skill subtest is at 

least 60%)
It is clear from Table 5 that the slowest pace of progress in 
attaining language proficiency in relation to the number of years 
spent in the Czech Republic was observed among the lower 
secondary school pupils who were either born in the Czech 
Republic or moved to it at a very young age. In contrast, the 
most rapid progress was found among those lower secondary 
school pupils who moved to the Czech Republic at age 12 or 
over. The findings concur with the results of previous research 
suggesting that the process of attaining language skills is not 
linear, but instead follows a logarithmic curve – the pace of 
progress is the quickest in the years immediately after arriving 
in the Czech Republic, while the pace of progress slows down 
with the increasing number of years spent in the country. This 
general model of language acquisition development as identified 
by the diagnostic test was valid for all pupils regardless of their 
gender, age, or ethnic background (Kostelecká et al., 2013). 
When language skill testing was organized among children at 
the lower secondary school level, the analysis of data suggested 
that children who were born in the Czech Republic (and 
therefore lived in the country for a relatively long time) were at 
that age already not improving their language skills as quickly 
as those who had come to the Czech Republic at a later age. 
This is logical, as the children who had lived in the country for 
a long time had reached or were close to the highest measurable 
level of language proficiency, and therefore, could not improve 
as quickly as those children whose language proficiency was 
generally at a lower level. These children had experienced the 
period in which language progress occurs most rapidly already 
when they were at an early school age or even a preschool age. 
Even if these children are still learning the Czech language, the 
pace of their language development is no longer measurable 
using our diagnostic instrument. Children who came to the 
Czech Republic between the ages of 10 and 11 were still making 
noticeable improving, even if they had already attained a 
relatively high level of proficiency. The most rapid progress was 
observed among children who had come to the Czech Republic 
in the oldest age category. 
Finally, we were interested in how individual language skills 
developed among the tested children. We used the same method 
of estimating the progress as was described in the preceding part 
of the text. The results of the analysis are summarised in Table 
6. The pace of the progress in language acquisition among the 
children who were born in the Czech Republic or came to it at 
a very young age is generally already very slow in the areas of 
speaking, reading and listening as the tested children had already 
mastered these language skills. The situation is different when 
the progress of this group of pupils in writing is considered – the 
pace of their progress is even quicker in this area than that of the 
other two groups of tested pupils. The ability to write correctly 
in Czech is evidently the most difficult of the tested language 

skills. This skill is generally acquired by children later than the 
other three tested skills. It seems that the ability to understand, 
speak and read in Czech must precede the effective learning of 
how to write. The attainment of language skills among the pupils 
that moved to the Czech Republic at age 12 or later generally 
progresses very quickly in the areas of listening and speaking, 
that is in the skills that are needed most in everyday life in the 
country that is their new homeland. The progress in reading and 
particularly the progress in writing is generally much slower in 
this group. It is possible that the learning of these “academic 
skills” will progress at a much quicker pace after their skills in 
the area of understanding and speaking reach some threshold 
level. 
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Reading 0,19 0,21 0,32

Writing 0,38 0,32 0,13

Listening 0,10 0,22 0,52

Speaking 0,02 0,34 0,43
Table 6: The slope of the regression line describing progress in 
attaining language proficiency by the tested pupils in relation to 
the length of time of the pupil in the Czech Republic by individual 

language skills 
The relationships that were identified by the analysis of the 
information obtained with our diagnostic tests can, however, 
only be considered possible clues from which hypotheses 
could be formulated and properly tested by testing the language 
acquisition of a substantially larger sample of foreign pupils in 
Czech schools. Such language testing is scheduled in 2014, when 
our research team will test at least 400 pupils in both elementary 
and lower secondary schools in the Czech Republic. Greater 
number of children enrolled into the survey could increase 
the significance of correlation. The results of this testing will 
answer the question whether the above-described relations can 
be considered general trends. 

Discussion
How our result are related to results of the other researchers? 
It is not easy question to be answered. While much attention 
is paid to the issue of the integration of immigrants into 
mainstream society both in the Czech Republic (e.g. Drbohlav 
and Dzúrová, 2007, Kušniráková and Čižinský, 2011) and in 
abroad (e.g. Djajic, 2003, Kasimis and Papadopoulos, 2005, 
King and Newbold, 2007, Ley, 2007), only limited number of 
studies has been devoted to the topic of integration of children 
of foreigners into schools in the host countries. Yet, many of 
the studies were theoretical scholarly publications (e.g. Průcha, 
2007, 2011; Šindelářová, 2005, 2008, 2011) and only some of 
them were empirical studies based on surveys carried out in 
schools (e.g. Kocourek, 2001, 2002). 
In the literature dealing generally with the linguistic integration 
of foreigners into host societies a number of hypotheses 
have been formulated concerning factors that influence the 
whole process. Chiswick and Miller (2001) mention among 
others exposure to the language, Beenstock et al. (2001) and 
Chiswick and Miller (2005) stress the linguistic distance of the 
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immigrant’s mother tongue from the language of the destination 
country. The data analysed in this article that come from surveys 
we conducted in 2011 at eight primary schools in Prague, 
allowed us to confirm the validity of both basic hypotheses. 
First, we proved that the language proficiency of foreigners in 
Czech schools was positively correlated with exposure to the 
Czech language (estimated as the amount of time the student 
had been in the Czech Republic). Second, we proved that the 
effectiveness of language acquisition related to the linguistic 
distance between the pupils’ native language and Czech. Our 
analysis proved that children from a Slavic background reached 
the so-called threshold level, which is equal to a B1 level of 
language proficiency, as established by the CEFR, and which 
implies a certain level of independence in communication, more 
quickly in every language skill area than the children from an 
Asian background.

Conclusion
The results of this study prove that the process of acquiring 
language skills is critical for the integration of immigrant 
children into the educational system. Some children enter Czech 
schools with basically no knowledge of the language. At the 
time of the research, Czech legislation guaranteed intensive 
language courses for children from countries of the European 
Union only. The results showed that this assistance was not very 
effective. The vast majority of foreign children attending Czech 
schools come from non-EU countries (Russia, Ukraine, China 
and Vietnam). In 2012, Czech legislation was amended. Free 
preparation for entering the primary school system, including 
Czech language classes tailored to the needs of learners, is now 
extended to all foreigners, i.e. including students from countries 
outside the EU. The study results show that there is a significant 
difference between the needs of learners. Students from related 
linguistic areas reach the threshold level very quickly, whereas 
children with a very different language (in our case, children 
from Asia) reach the threshold level of all receptive skills 
quickly, but have big difficulties with productive skills. It is 
therefore necessary to focus on this area and pay attention to it 
in Czech language instruction.
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