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The Netherlands has recently hosted around 98,000 Ukrainian refugees, including 

ca. 20,000 school-aged children. These children face important challenges in 

pursuing their studies in Dutch without being proficient Dutch speakers. This 

article investigates whether Ukrainian pupils received sufficient support in their 

native language and how children and parents experienced language support 

across different school types. The results revealed that pupils in language schools 

for newcomers received more support in their mother tongue, from both teachers 

and peers, compared to refugee children attending mainstream schools. At the same 

time, children in language schools had more limited contact with Dutch. Overall, 

both children and their parents reported positive attitudes towards language 

support in the Netherlands, but they expressed a wish for more support in the 

children’s home language(s), both for learning Dutch and for dealing with other 

school subjects.  

 

 

 
* This research was funded by the Utrecht University strategic theme ‘Dynamics of Youth’, 

Youth Education and Life Skills community. We would like to thank all schools, children and 

parents who made this investigation possible.  
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1 Introduction 

Recently, the Education Council of the Netherlands has published a 

recommendation to use multilingualism as a resource in education and to support 

multilinguals not only in Dutch but also in their home languages (HLs). This 

advice appears particularly vital to the needs of newcomer children, including 

refugees. Based on interviews with adult refugees, Reddick and Chopra (2023) 

posit that language is central to three key needs in exile. First, refugees need to 

acquire the majority language (ML), which they need for study, work and 

financial security. Indeed, research shows that poor ML proficiency is associated 

with higher levels of psychological distress in refugee populations (Halcón et al. 

2004, Iversen et al. 2004, Söndergaard & Theorell 2004, Paradis et al. 2022, 

Długosz 2023). ML acquisition is a protective factor that helps refugees cope with 

stress (Söndergaard & Theorell 2004).  

 Second, language is crucial to social connection (Reddick & Chopra 2023). 

For example, speaking the ML allows refugee children to socialize with locals 

and to establish new connections in the host country. 

Finally, language plays a key role in maintaining stable roots (Reddick and 

Chopra 2023). HLs connect refugees to people they left behind. HL maintenance 

is considered important for refugees’ wellbeing (Eisenchlas & Shalley 2019, Stolk 

et al. 2023). Furthermore, studies investigating the relationships between HL and 

ML proficiency suggest that HL skills transfer to ML, which means that stronger 

HL skills are also beneficial to ML acquisition (Blom et al. 2021, Soto-Corominas 

et al. 2022). Therefore, it appears crucial that refugee children receive support in 

their HL when entering the school system in the host country.  

 

2 The present study 

As a result of the Russo-Ukrainian war, ca. 98,000 Ukrainians found refuge in the 

Netherlands, of whom ca. 20,000 are school-aged children (Statistics Netherlands, 

2024). In the Netherlands, there are several possible trajectories for newcomer 

children (Rijksoverheid, 2025). In some Dutch cities, Ukrainian refugee children 

mainly started their academic careers in the so-called ‘language schools’ 

(taalschool), which are schools providing initial education to newcomer children 

who do not speak Dutch. Language schools usually actively engage with 

multilingualism and practice pedagogical translanguaging. For example, language 

schools in Utrecht hired several Ukrainian teachers to support children during the 

transition phase. Children in language schools are likely to be surrounded by HL 

peers but may have restricted contact with Dutch-speaking peers.  
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However, there were also many Ukrainian children, particularly, primary-

school pupils, who were immediately placed in mainstream Dutch schools. From 

the very beginning, these children were surrounded by Dutch peers, but the 

opportunities for communicating with Ukrainian peers and receiving support in 

the HL(s) might have been limited.  

This research set out to explore whether Ukrainian refugee children in the 

Netherlands receive(d) any HL support and to establish how children and their 

parents experienced language support provided by schools. 

3 Methodology 

This research was approved by the Ethics Assessment Committee of the Faculty 

of Humanities at Utrecht University. Informed consent was obtained from the 

parents/guardians of the participants, the children from age 12 onwards and from 

the participating schools. 

3.1 Participants 

We recruited a sample of 99 children (mean age: 12;2, range: 5;11–18;5), but three 

participants were not included in the analyses because of missing questionnaire 

data. Of the participating children, 37 acquired both Ukrainian and Russian from 

birth, 20 were L1 speakers of Ukrainian and 39 spoke Russian as their L1. All 

Russian L1 speakers also spoke Ukrainian as their L2. Of the 37 Ukrainian L1 

speakers, 32 spoke Russian as L2, and for 5 of the children this information is 

missing because the parents refused to answer the questions about Russian. Fifty 

of the children were below age 12, and 46 were above 12 years of age. Of the 

older (12+) children, 10 were in mainstream schools and 36 were in the language 

schools. Of the younger children, 37 attended mainstream schools and 13 attended 

language schools. The mean length of residence in the Netherlands was 27 months 

(range: 5–39 months). Most of the participants were mid- to high-SES. 

3.2 Questionnaires 

In the younger group (age 6–11), we administered a parental questionnaire asking 

questions about the children’s language background, language use in the home 

and outside of home, circumstances of the move to the Netherlands, motivation 

to learn Dutch and attitudes towards HL support in the Netherlands. Relevant to 

the present article are the following questions:  

(1) What language did the teacher speak to your child in the first 6 months of 

school in the Netherlands? 
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(2) What kind of help did your child receive in Ukrainian or Russian during the 

first 6 months of studying in the Netherlands, for example, additional 

lessons, explanations? 

(3) What kind of help, for example, additional lessons, explanations, does your 

child receive in Ukrainian or Russian at school now? 

(4) What language did your child use to communicate with classmates in the 

first 6 months of studying in the Netherlands? 

(5) What language does your child speak with classmates now? 

(6) Are there any Ukrainian peers among the pupils in your child’s class 

class/parallel classes? 

(7)  What do you like about your child’s language support in the Netherlands? 

(8) What do you not like about your child’s language support in the Netherlands?  

Each of the above questions was assigned one point if the HL (Ukrainian 

or Russian) was mentioned. The sum of the scores for questions (1)–(3) was used 

as a measure of HL use by teachers, and the sum of the scores for questions (4)–

(6) was used to as a measure of HL use with peers. 

In the older age group (age 12–18), both the parents and the children filled 

in the questionnaires. The child version contained all of the above questions 

(rephrased accordingly). Questions (7) and (8) were answered by both parents and 

children. 

In total, 96 parents and 46 children (12+) filled in the questionnaire. The 

questionnaires were available in both Ukrainian and Russian. Most of the 

participants (74% of parents and 63% of children) chose to fill in the Ukrainian 

version despite the fact that there were more Russian L1 speakers in our sample. 

This asymmetry reflects the ongoing shift from Russian to Ukrainian as a primary 

language of communication amongst Ukrainian refugees in Europe (Warditz & 

Meir 2024, Mena Montes & Boland 2025). 

 

4 Results 

4.1 HL use at school 

Most of the participants indicated that the teachers did not speak Ukrainian/ 

Russian to the children in the first six months in the Netherlands; in a third of all 

cases (N = 31), the teacher(s) did speak Ukrainian/Russian with the children. Half 

of our sample (N = 49) received some HL support at school during the first six 

months in the Netherlands, but current HL support at school was only reported for 

33 children. Most of the children did communicate with their schoolmates in 

Ukrainian in the first six months (N =73). Current HL use with schoolmates was, 

however, only reported for 37 children, although 74 participants reported the 
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presence of HL peers in the child’s class or school. Figure 1 shows HL use with 

teachers and peers, by school type. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1: HL use with teachers and peers, by school type. 

 

As can be expected, there was more HL support from teachers in language schools 

compared to mainstream schools (t(94) = −3.29, p = .001). HL use with classmates 

was also more prevalent in language schools than in mainstream schools (t(94) = 

−4.75, p < .001).  

4.2 Attitudes towards language support 

Of the parents, 67% (N = 64) left positive comments about language support, and 

only 30% (N = 29) left negative comments, reflecting overall appreciation of the 

language support in the Netherlands. Similarly, 66% of the children (N = 33) 

expressed positive attitudes, whereas 38% of the children (N = 19) mentioned 

some problems. 

4.2.1 Positive attitudes 

The positive comments by the parents revolved around the following themes (the 

percentages are relative to the number of parents leaving positive comments): 

(a)  teachers’ attitudes, willingness to help, kindness, patience (N = 16, 25%) 

(b)  teaching methods/approaches (N = 14, 22%) 

(c)  extra Dutch lessons provided by the school and/or volunteers (N = 14, 22%) 

(d)  support in the HL (N = 3, 5%) 

(e)  immersion in Dutch/contact with native speakers (N = 3, 5%) 

(f)  teacher professionalism (N = 3, 5%) 
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The three positive comments regarding HL support mentioned help with Dutch 

grammar provided by a Ukrainian-speaking teacher at a secondary language 

school and the fact that children in language schools could ask Ukrainian peers 

for help. A parent of a younger child attending a mainstream school mentioned 

the use of a website in Dutch and Ukrainian that the child could use for learning 

words. 

The positive comments by the children included the following recurrent 

themes (the percentages are relative to the number of children leaving positive 

comments): 

(a)  teachers’ attitudes, willingness to help, kindness (N = 10, 30%) 

(b)  support in the HL (N = 7, 21%) 

(c)  extra Dutch classes (N = 4, 12%) 

(d)  additional explanations (N = 3, 9%) 

 

The positive comments regarding HL support were all provided by the children 

from language schools. Four of them were happy with teachers who could speak 

Ukrainian, and three appreciated the support they received from Ukrainian 

classmates. One child mentioned the possibility to sit for adjusted (shorter) tests 

and to use translation tools on a test.  

 

4.2.2 Negative attitudes 

The negative comments by the parents mainly concerned the following recurrent 

themes: 

(a) lack of support in HL (N = 15, 52%) 

(b) little communication in Dutch outside school (N = 4, 14%) 

(c) teaching approach (N = 3, 10%) 

(d) insufficient number of Dutch lessons (N = 3, 10%) 

 

As is evidenced from the above list, more than half of the negative comments 

pertained to the lack of support in the children’s HL(s), particularly when learning 

Dutch and difficult school subjects. Most of these comments were given by 

parents of the children in mainstream schools. One of these parents mentioned 

that teachers assumed that the child cannot fail to understand Dutch, and another 

parent commented that their child would have learned Dutch much quicker if they 

had language support in Ukrainian or Russian. Yet another parent indicated that 

their 12-year-old child in a mainstream school was prohibited to speak their native 

language with Ukrainian peers. Also, parents whose children were enrolled in 

language schools noticed that there were not enough Ukrainian teachers and the 

children found it difficult to keep up with school subjects in Dutch. One of the 

parents added that their child was not as educated as their peers in Ukraine who 
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received education in their native language. Interestingly, of the parents who 

regretted missing HL support, 10 indicated that they were moderately motivated 

to learn Dutch, and 5 indicated that they were highly motivated.  

The negative appraisal by the children only pertained to two themes: 

(a)  no support in the HL and prohibition to speak HL with classmates (N = 12, 

63%) 

(b) complexities of the school subjects and the Dutch language (N = 4, 21%). 

 

Children in mainstream schools noticed that there was no support in the HL at all, 

and one child mentioned that they were not allowed to use their native language 

with peers at school. Pupils in language schools also expressed a desire to have 

(more) support in the HL when learning Dutch and other subjects, and some 

regretted that the support that initially received was discontinued. One of them 

expressed a concern that they were falling behind their level in school subjects 

because of proficiency limitations in Dutch. Another child mentioned that it was 

difficult to explain their problems to the teachers due to limited Dutch skills.  

 

5 Conclusion and discussion 

This study explored the experiences of Ukrainian refugee children and their 

parents regarding HL support at school and HL use with schoolmates. On a 

positive note, we found that almost half of our participants received some kind of 

HL support during the first six months in the Netherlands, although only a third 

of the participants still received HL support at the time of research. HL support 

was also limited to language schools, which illustrates that the newcomer schools 

are better equipped to deal with multilingual learners. Answers to the open 

questions indicated that both parents and children greatly appreciated the schools’ 

efforts to support the children in their native language(s). At the same time, the 

most common negative remarks among both children and parents pertained to the 

lack of HL support in mainstream schools and insufficient or reduced support in 

language schools. The pupils in language schools regretted that the initial support 

in the native language was reduced or disappeared altogether. Children and 

parents were concerned that the children were falling behind their peers in school 

subjects because it was too challenging for them to cope with these subjects in the 

new language. A promising avenue for future research would be to test the effects 

of HL support on the acquisition of the majority language and general academic 

performance.  

When it comes to communication with peers, almost all of the children in 

our sample spoke Ukrainian/Russian to their schoolmates in the first six months 

in the Netherlands. However, currently, only one third of our sample spoke the 
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HL(s) with peers at school even though 75% of the participants still had Ukrainian 

peers in their school/class. Some of the respondents regretted that the use of HLs 

with schoolmates was prohibited in their mainstream school, whereas other 

children indicated that they were happy with the possibility to receive help from 

peers in their native language. HL use with peers has been shown to be a protective 

factor for native language maintenance in exile (Paradis et al. 2020), and HL 

proficiency in its turn is a strong predictor of refugees’ wellbeing (Eisenchlas & 

Shalley 2019, Reddick & Chopra 2023, Stolk et al. 2023) and of their developing 

ML skills (Blom et al. 2021). Therefore, in line with the recent recommendation 

of the Education Council of the Netherlands, we contend that pupils should be 

given the opportunity to speak their native language with schoolmates, but the 

schools should have a clear policy regarding the contexts in which HLs can and 

cannot be used (Onderwijsraad 2025). At this point, it is unclear what role HL use 

with schoolmates plays in children’s wellbeing, majority language performance 

and academic achievement. We are currently exploring these questions in our 

research group.  

Along with HL support, both children and parents indicated that they 

appreciated extra support the children received in the majority language (Dutch), 

both from schools and from volunteers. The participants expressed gratitude to 

schools, teachers and volunteers for their patience and support. At the same time, 

a number of respondents noticed that they would like to have more lessons in 

Dutch and would welcome more opportunities to practice Dutch outside school. 

Given the importance of good proficiency in the majority language for refugees’ 

wellbeing (Halcón et al. 2004, Iversen et al. 2004, Söndergaard & Theorell 2004, 

Paradis et al. 2022, Długosz 2023) and employment opportunities (Długosz 

2023), it is important that this key need also receives enough attention, both in the 

educational system and beyond.  
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