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Abstract
For immigrants, linguistic competence in the national or minority language is fre-
quently viewed as a tool for emancipation, protection, and integration. However, 
in contexts where immigrants primarily work in ethnic-economy blue-collar pro-
fessions, language acquisition is less likely to function as a solution to adaptation-
related problems. This paper addresses one such case: the Vietnamese in the Czech 
Republic. Attention is devoted to the questions of whether and how 1st-generation 
Vietnamese acquire Czech, and whether and how their language acquisition and 
use is influenced by state policy, represented by the CEFR A1 examination require-
ment for permanent residence. Using the language management approach (Fair-
brother et al. in The language management approach: a focus on research methodol-
ogy, Peter Lang, Frankfurt am Main, 2018), which reflects connections between the 
management of language issues and the management of socioeconomic ones, we 
consider the activities of the relevant actors, state institutions and individual immi-
grants, in relation to the problem of ‘insufficient Czech’ on the part of 1st-genera-
tion Vietnamese. Based on the analysis of semi-structured interviews, it is revealed 
that the A1-level exam does not fulfill its intended aims. It neither enables easier 
communication with state offices nor supports integration. Individuals only acquire 
minimal job-related vocabulary, for other needs they use language brokers, upon 
whom they become dependent. Post-exam, they stop learning and use Czech only 
minimally. Overall, the time-consuming jobs done by the Vietnamese, the minimal 
language requirements for these jobs, and the network of available language brokers 
mean that these individuals design different adjustments to the problem of ‘insuffi-
cient Czech’ than the other relevant actors.
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Introduction

The linguistic integration of immigrants is a policy and planning issue common 
to many countries. In European nation-states, it may be connected to the idea that 
the majority society has a specific sociocultural character to which immigrants 
must accommodate. It is often presumed that immigrants need language to become 
employed, receive medical care, or engage in everyday activities. Linguistic compe-
tence may thus serve to both protect and emancipate them (Hogan-Brun et al. 2009; 
Milani 2017). However, if extensive support is provided from other sources such 
as the local community, individuals, especially those in blue-collar jobs,1 which 
require minimal speaking and writing skills, may lack the motivation to acquire the 
language.

This paper examines the context of the contemporary Czech Republic (Czechia), 
a Central European post-communist nation-state currently grappling with this issue. 
Here, the non-acquisition of the national language has typically been associated with 
educated individuals holding highly qualified (e.g. managerial) positions (Nekvapil 
and Nekula 2006; Nekvapil and Sherman 2013, 2018). On the other hand, up until 
recently it has been generally presumed that migrants in blue-collar jobs will acquire 
the language at least for the purposes of entering local job market sectors without 
high-level qualification requirements.

This paper does not concern a single workplace, but rather, the way the organiza-
tion of blue-collar work in a specific immigrant community is linked to the (non-) 
acquisition of language. We will analyze the situation of Vietnamese 1st-generation 
manual laborers, using the language management (LM) approach (Fairbrother et al. 
2018), in particular the connections drawn therein between the management of 
socioeconomic and partly sociocultural problems and the management of commu-
nicative and linguistic ones. In this case, we understand the non-acquisition of the 
majority language by immigrants as a problem primarily formulated by the majority 
language speakers and state institutions.

We pose two main research questions:

(1) How is Czech language acquisition and use by 1st-generation Vietnamese 
migrants working in blue-collar professions conceived of and managed by vari-
ous actors—the state and the migrants themselves?

(2) What connections can be found between the management of socioeconomic 
issues and the management of communication problems among 1st-generation 
Vietnamese migrants working in blue-collar professions?

1 The majority of the people we will discuss in this paper can be very generally classified as ‘working 
class’. They tend to have either elementary or high school education, and are employed mostly in whole-
sale and in retail, often in warehouses or stocking shelves, as cooks and/or food preparers, as hairdressers 
or nail technicians, and very occasionally as factory workers (often doing jobs such as sewing seats to 
go into cars, as the automobile industry in the Czech Republic is predominant). In other words, they are 
primarily in the tertiary sector with some overlap into the secondary one. Hence for the purposes of this 
text, we use the term ‘blue-collar’ to refer to an entire range of professions. The most prototypical blue 
collar workers are usually agency factory workers, to whom we had limited access.
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We will begin by exploring the linguistic and sociocultural integration of adult 
migrants as a problem. We will then briefly review the language management 
approach, focusing upon the connection between socioeconomic, communicative 
and language management. We will then summarize the situation of Vietnamese as 
blue-collar workers in the Czech Republic. This will be followed by an overview of 
our data and methods and the analysis of selected management of the problem of the 
1st-generation immigrant Vietnamese manual laborers’ ‘insufficient Czech’ on vari-
ous levels (state, individual).

The language management approach and adult migration 
as an organized language management challenge

In this paper, we utilize the language management (LM) approach (Jernudd and 
Neustupný 1987; Nekvapil 2016; Fairbrother et  al. 2018), a processual model of 
individual, collective or institutional metalinguistic behavior in which the concept 
of the language problem is central. As described in detail by Sanden (2016), this 
approach to language management represents a complex theoretical framework, as 
opposed to a smaller component of language policy (the others being language prac-
tices and beliefs) as conceived by Spolsky (2004, 2009) or a practical term for the 
strategic means used, for example, in the business world.

We understand a language problem in accordance with Nekvapil (2016: 15) as a 
deviation from a norm or expectation which has been repeatedly noted and evalu-
ated negatively. This may occur on the micro-level, for example, when Vietnam-
ese speakers of Czech repeatedly pronounce the /r/ sound as a /z/ sound, or do not 
distinguish between the fricative /s/ and the affricate /t͡s/. These deviations may be 
noted and negatively evaluated in interaction by interlocutors, but are typically only 
formulated as a problem and managed further by teachers or by L1 speakers for the 
purposes of ridicule (e.g. online). The language management process may then con-
tinue with the phases of designing adjustments to the problem, implementing them 
(Nekvapil 2016: 15), and sometimes even creating feedback or evaluation of the 
implementation (Kimura 2014).

Language problems may vary in scope, seriousness and complexity. In order to 
better elucidate this, the LM approach distinguishes between simple management, 
which occurs in the context of a single utterance or interaction, and organized man-
agement. The analysis of organized management involves utilizing the processual 
model described above, but with attention devoted to broader, more complex prob-
lems involving multiple individuals and institutions with their differing interests, as 
well as varying degrees of power to design and implement adjustments (Nekvapil 
2016: 5–6). We thus understand the management of large-scale problems which 
have typically been analyzed in the fields of Language Planning and Policy (LPP) 
as organized management. In this case, we will show that (a) there are differences 
in how a language problem is viewed and formulated among various relevant actors 
and (b) various adjustments may be designed to manage a specific language prob-
lem, but there may be barriers to their implementation on the socioeconomic level.
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In this case, the ‘problem’ at hand is that of linguistic and sociocultural integra-
tion of migrants, more specifically, the lack of such integration and the resulting 
reactions on the state policy level. Sociolinguistic research on this issue has focused, 
for example, on the relationship between language competence and the needs and 
other skills of migrants (Vigouroux 2017; Lising 2017) or the relationship between 
migrants’ language acquisition and use and their social identity (Block 2017).

The linguistic and sociocultural integration of immigrants as an organized man-
agement challenge is tied to the prevailing political and civic values of the given 
country. From the perspective of the state, multiple motivating factors may be rel-
evant, including participation in daily life, access to education, the harmonious co-
existence between ethnic groups or the reduction of safety risks and social problems. 
In the European context in particular, there are predominant ideological perspectives 
connecting integration and assimilation, presuming that immigrants will or should 
take on the language and culture of the new country as their own (cf. Milani 2017; 
Hogan-Brun et al. 2009).

Yet there are even substantial differences between countries within Europe. 
A Council of Europe Report from the LIAM (Linguistic Integration of Adult 
Migrants) project (Pulinx et al. 2014: 26) states that there is a link between the his-
tory of immigration in a given country and the language requirements imposed upon 
immigrants there. In other words, the longer a country’s immigration history is, the 
lower the percentage of purely economic migration (as opposed to migration for 
the purposes of family reunification) and the higher its language requirements will 
be. As an example, the report names (p. 27) ‘interventionist’ countries such as Ger-
many, which are ‘older’ countries of migration and thus typically have high migra-
tion rates based on family reunification as opposed to employment. In addition, in 
many regions, the majority population may have what Gogolin (1997: 38) refers to 
as a ‘monolingual habitus’, or “a fixed pattern of assumptions about language learn-
ing implicit in the idea of a national language”. Though Gogolin’s point of depar-
ture is the formal elementary educational setting, in which the multilingualism of 
children from immigrant families is often not taken into consideration, we believe 
that her concept is applicable to the ways in which the majority language speakers in 
some European nation-states understand the desired practices of immigrants—upon 
arrival in the country, they need to learn the national language to integrate.

We would argue that, in the Czech case, this mindset is typical for many educa-
tors and other language policy actors. In addition, the Czech Republic is generally 
understood as undergoing development from being a country of outward migration 
to a transit or even a target country (Sloboda 2016b). Having become considera-
bly less diverse following the Second World War and highly homogenized during 
the period of state socialism (1948–1989), which was highly restricted in terms of 
immigration (Sloboda 2016b: 143), the period of increased migration is viewed as 
the years following 1989. Accordingly, the Czech Republic is defined by the Coun-
cil of Europe report (Pulinx et  al. 2014: 26) as a “new country of immigration”. 
The most recent statistical data (as of the end of 2016) indicate that the number of 
foreign residents (including asylum seekers) in the population is 496,413, of which 
480,294 have residence for a period longer than 12 months, the latter number con-
stituting 4.5% of the country’s population overall (Czech Statistical Office 2017). In 
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2011, over 90% of the population declared Czech as their mother tongue (either the 
only one or one of two).2 For these reasons, in addition to the official status of Czech 
as defined by law for certain situations (Dovalil 2013), we understand the majority 
population in the Czech Republic as Czech-speaking and Czech as the majority and 
national language of the Czech Republic.

This basic background information sheds light on the Czech state’s point of 
departure for the management of immigrant language competence. In presenting the 
contrast between the state perspective and the way in which the Vietnamese commu-
nity and its individual members approach the acquisition of Czech, we aim to show 
that the economic factors are predominant in the latter case. We will begin to do so 
through the examination of the different levels in the hierarchy of management.

The reflection of socio‑economic management in language 
management

The language management approach accentuates the fact that the management of 
language is never about language exclusively. Rather, authors such as Neustupný 
and Nekvapil (2003) have pointed out that many language problems cannot be 
resolved without dealing with communicative and socio-cultural/socio-economic 
problems first.3 A prototypical example of the link between these three aspects of 
the management hierarchy (Neustupný 1992; Neustupný and Nekvapil 2003) is lan-
guage shift, exemplified by the case of speakers of Romany varieties in the former 
Czechoslovakia. For the Roma, losing their traditional culture in the twentieth cen-
tury, a part of which were traditional occupations, meant a significant change in the 
number of opportunities to use Romany varieties outside of the home and commu-
nity, leading to the shift toward the use of Czech and Slovak (Neustupný 2002: 434; 
see also Palmer 1997 on the connections between the use of the national language in 
employment and language shift among indigenous populations in the United States). 
However, this problem is not unique to autochthonous linguistic minorities. Rather, 
it is also common for new migrant groups, who have been known to tend toward lan-
guage shift over the course of several generations based on a number of extralinguis-
tic factors, including types of employment (cf. Sofu 2009; see also Fishman’s (1991) 
Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale).

Of course, the connection between national language knowledge and employment 
in a national labor market is not to be taken for granted. Some jobs require local or 
national language knowledge, while others do not. There are several reasons for this.

The first of these is that other larger or more global languages may be used for 
communication, above all in the private business sphere, as numerous studies (e.g. 

2 91.3% of census participants declared Czech or Moravian to be at least one of their mother tongues 
(Czech Statistical Office 2012). The same source reveals that 4.5% of participants did not declare a 
mother tongue at all, hence there is reason to suspect that this number may even be slightly higher.
3 Socio-cultural and socio-economic are sometimes used interchangeably in LM texts, above all with 
emphasis on the ‘socio-’ aspect. Here, like Vasiljev and Nekvapil (2012), we will focus on the economic 
aspects.
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Nekvapil and Sherman 2018) on multinational companies have shown. In addition, 
Dovalil (2015), in his application of the LM approach to a number of European 
court cases concerning language, observes that there are language requirements set 
up by states but unrelated to actual job tasks, which may serve to protect the national 
language and/or national labor markets.

The second reason is that the work itself may not require extensive speaking, 
writing, reading or listening skills at all, e.g. the tasks done by the meat workers 
discussed in Piller and Lising (2014) or the cleaners described by Strömmer (2016). 
In these manual professions, non-verbal communication plays a significant role.4 In 
frequent combination with this is the third reason, which is that the work occurs in 
the context of an ethnic economy (see “Vietnamese in the CR as blue-collar work-
ers” section below) which allows employees to use a language in which they are 
already proficient, such as the Portuguese housekeepers explored in Gonçalves and 
Schluter (2017). Piller (2016a: 89) describes the markets that create these types of 
jobs as having “alternative language regimes”, pointing out (2016a: 90) that “[l]
inguistic barriers to employment are lowest for self-employment in areas with lit-
tle state regulation. That is why migrant-owned corner stores are common.”5 Given 
the low level of state-regulated formal professional training required for such jobs, 
including limited language requirements,6 and following the establishment of ethnic 
business networks, Piller argues, it actually becomes an advantage to be a speaker 
of the given language. This can be observed, for example, among the Vietnamese 
manicurists examined by Eckstein and Nguyen (2011), who dominate their field in 
the United States (detailed in Piller 2016a: 91). In addition, in this type of business, 
migrants can utilize the non-linguistic knowledge and skills they have brought from 
home (Kloosterman 2010).

The situation of many 1st-generation Vietnamese in the Czech Republic falls 
mostly into this third category. This is even more so given the gradual development 
of specifically delineated physical spaces of concentration of Vietnamese businesses, 
above all the Sapa wholesale market in Prague.7 Vasiljev and Nekvapil (2012), in 

5 On the specific language strategies used by the owners of these stores cf. also Serwe and de Saint-
Georges (2014) or Collier (2010).
6 In the Czech context there is one small exception to this. According to §31/8 of the Act on Licensed 
Trade 455/1991 coll. (“the Trade Licensing Act”), private entrepreneurs must ensure that “a person 
fulfilling the condition of knowledge of the Czech or Slovak language is present in his establishment 
intended for the sale of goods or the provision of services to consumers during opening or business hours 
intended for contact with consumers”. In the case of any doubts, the trade license office can test the ven-
dor’s knowledge with an interview, however, it appears that this rarely occurs in practice. Our respond-
ents tended to consider their Czech knowledge sufficient for communication with customers.
7 The Sapa wholesale market opened in 1999 on the site of former meat-processing facilities. It is run by 
a Vietnamese company which rents space to other companies and vendors, mostly Vietnamese, but also, 
for example, Chinese ones. It serves not only as the center of economic activities (including services for 
Vietnamese clientele such as dental care, cosmetic salons, cell phone, insurance and travel services) of 
the Vietnamese in the Czech Republic, but also of religious and cultural life—holidays are celebrated 

4 See also research analyzing communication in the workplace based theoretically in mediated discourse 
and nexus analysis (e.g. de Saint-Georges 2014), which emphasizes that communication at work is real-
ized in other ways than merely verbally. In some types of professions, such as traditionally organized fac-
tory work (Boutet 2008), for the purposes of increased efficiency, verbal communication has been highly 
limited, if not prohibited entirely.
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their earlier summary of the situation, observe that the Vietnamese have essentially 
carved out a niche for themselves in a society where they do not have access to par-
ticipation in the knowledge economy, generally understood as encompassing profes-
sions in which human capital and creativity are at the forefront (Williams 2010), 
and therefore in which most of the labor is done through reading, writing and speak-
ing. They claim that, as concerns the acquisition of Czech language and culture by 
Vietnamese, little is done on the part of the state and other institutions to manage 
problems on various levels, which then become the responsibility of individuals and 
families. They further predict (2012: 330) that:

This is true even at present when the Czech government decided that starting 
in January 2009 all migrants except those from EU member countries will be 
required to pass a compulsory Czech language examination as one additional 
condition for being granted permanent residentship.

We are convinced that the job market conditions for 1st-generation Vietnamese in 
the Czech Republic have not changed to a great degree since the publication of the 
article by Vasiljev and Nekvapil.8 Following the adjustment design in the form of 
courses oriented toward the CEFR A1 level9 required for permanent residence, it is 
necessary to pose the question of how this new requirement factors into the socio-
economic, then communicative, then linguistic management of individual 1st-gener-
ation Vietnamese. In the context of the LM model of the interplay of different levels 
of management, it is also important to consider the perspective of individual rational 
choice or cost–benefit analysis (Rivers 2012). In other words, individuals choose to 
invest their time and energy into language learning largely based upon maximizing 
their returns from this investment. This is done given the circumstances under which 
their socioeconomic position has been pre-established by historical factors which we 
will discuss below.

8 It should be pointed out, however, that the past decade has seen a marked increase in job opportunities 
for bilingual Vietnamese of the 1.5 and 2nd generations, as well as in the number of 1st-generation Viet-
namese interested in studying at Czech universities.
9 The establishment of the exam requirement and the choice of the level required for permanent resi-
dence originated at the Czech Ministry of the Interior. The tasks of designing the exam and methods for 
exam preparation and the evaluation of the results were then assigned by the Ministry of Education to the 
National Institute for Education in 2008. In determining the appropriate level before the exam require-
ment was introduced in 2009, non-profit organizations were also part of the discussion, and they stressed 
that the level required should not serve as a barrier to successful integration (NIE employee, personal 
communication).

there, as are weddings, and there is also a Buddhist shrine. For many individuals, it is a microcosm 
where Czech is not necessary. See also Kušniráková et al. (2013) or Přidalová and Ouředníček (2017) 
on the compact spatial organization of Vietnamese life in the CR, Dana (2007) on ethnic economies in 
individual countries or in general, Airriess (2006) or Aguilar-San Juan (2009) on the Vietnamese ethnic 
economy in the US, or Schmiz (2013) or Schaland and Schmiz (2015) on the economic activities of the 
Vietnamese in Germany.

Footnote 7 (continued)
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Vietnamese in the CR as blue‑collar workers

The history of the Vietnamese as workers in what is now the Czech Republic goes 
back to the 1950s, and overall, their migration there has been considered by eth-
nologists (Brouček 2016: 13) to be primarily economic, including the element of 
migrants’ frequent initial aim of remaining only briefly, but often ultimately going 
back and forth between countries repeatedly. During the 1970s and 1980s, this 
migration occurred on the basis of economic aid agreements between Czechoslova-
kia and Vietnam, and enabled tens of thousands10 of Vietnamese citizens to take up 
work or training positions between 1973 and 1990 (Brouček 2016: 27). The follow-
ing period, with the rapid political and economic changes in the region in 1989, was 
marked by the end of these agreements, return migration to Vietnam, and the migra-
tion of many Vietnamese from the former German Democratic Republic.11 Given 
the favorable conditions for private entrepreneurs in the CR in the 1990s, as well as 
the reduced or even eliminated possibility of continuing with state-regulated manual 
labor and the resulting necessity to seek out employment on the newly established 
free market in combination with discriminatory conditions, many Vietnamese were 
only able to be economically active by setting up their own businesses. Not infre-
quently, these were individual ventures mostly in retail, and eventually, services. In 
later years, many Vietnamese were imported directly by agencies to do factory jobs. 
The numbers of such individuals peaked in 2007–2008, up to the world financial 
crisis, when many found themselves unemployed. Some returned home, while others 
remained and, in many cases, began working in retail, in wholesale warehouses, or 
elsewhere.

These individuals, of course, make up only one segment of the Vietnamese popu-
lation in the Czech Republic. The Czech census counted approximately 18,000 peo-
ple of Vietnamese ethnicity in 2001 and 52,000 in 2011. At the time this paper was 
being written, the Czech Statistical Office estimated there were a total of 58,080 as 
of the end of 2016 (Czech Statistical Office 2017: 2). Their greatest concentration is 
in large cities and in border regions, where the growing number of Vietnamese chil-
dren in schools also contributes to their visibility.

The Vietnamese ethnic economy12 developed in the 1990s, rooted in the efforts 
and contacts of those who worked and trained in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s 
and 1980s (Brouček 2016: 27). It is a network of businesses which are Vietnam-
ese-owned, employ Vietnamese, often utilize the services of other Vietnamese 

10 At its peak, as many as 35,000 between 1980 and 1983 (Brouček 2016: 37).
11 See Schaland and Schmiz (2015) on the situation of the Vietnamese in the GDR.
12 The concept of the ethnic economy i.e. “an immigrant or minority business and employment sector 
that coexists with the general economy” (Light et al. 1994: 65) has been described in various ways (con-
cisely summarized in Aldrich and Waldinger 1990; Light and Gold 2000; Kaplan and Wei 2006; Pécoud 
2010), most often with the focus on the ethnicity of the owners and managers, the dominant role of self-
employment, and business and employment networks made up of people of shared ethnicity, who would 
otherwise have very little chance of entering the general labor market, among others due to language bar-
riers. Additional aspects may include spatial concentration, specialization and specific skills brought in 
from the country of origin (Aldrich and Waldinger 1990; Kaplan and Wei 2006; Dana 2007).
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businesses, and in some specific cases, are primarily oriented to Vietnamese as 
clientele.13 It is the ethnic-economy-employed members of the 1st generation that 
arrived after 1989 that are frequently identified by the majority population very 
vaguely as the group that does not integrate (cf. Brouček 2016: 182). This is in con-
trast to the 1.5 and 2nd generations, who receive general societal praise, both in the 
media and in everyday life, for their Czech language skills and perceived success in 
school.14 This differentiation may have to do with the fact that many members of the 
majority population encounter 1st-generation Vietnamese in the retail contexts men-
tioned above, in which the extent of their Czech knowledge is observable.

The extensive business activities of the Vietnamese have even served to sup-
port their efforts to gain national minority status in the Czech Republic, which were 
eventually successful in 2013. The materials supporting their application for this sta-
tus argue that, even though the Vietnamese do not typically have Czech citizenship 
as other minorities do, they are numerous, run businesses in the CR, have many of 
their own cultural and economic organizations,15 and are similar to Czech communi-
ties in the US, which emerged as a result of economic and later political migration 
(Government of the Czech Republic 2013). It can generally be assumed that the new 
status was acquired with the influence of individuals from the Vietnamese cultural, 
social, and entrepreneurial spheres (Brouček 2016: 175–179; Sloboda 2016a).

Data and methods

The data were gathered as a part of a larger research project involving the main 
question of how Vietnamese in the Czech Republic learn, or in fact, do not learn 
Czech.16 Over a 5-year period, biographical interviews (and in some cases, follow-
up interviews) were conducted with 66 individuals of Vietnamese ethnicity living 
in the Czech Republic. The situation of 1st-generation migrants was the subject 
of the interviews in all cases to a greater or lesser degree. In 36 cases, the inter-
viewees were members of the 1st generation, while in the other cases the inter-
viewees from the 1.5 and 2nd generations reflected the circumstances under which 
family members–members of the 1st generation (parents, siblings, partners) were 
exposed to Czech. The interviews were mostly conducted on the premises of the 
non-profit organization with which we cooperated during the research, and occa-
sionally directly in the workplace. In the majority of cases, the interviews were con-
ducted using a Czech-Vietnamese interpreter. We also observed approximately 40 h 
of classroom interaction organized primarily by the same non-profit organization, 
above all in courses meant to prepare 1st-generation immigrants for the A1 exam, 

15 These include the Svaz Vietnamců v ČR [Union of Vietnamese in the CR] and the Svaz vietnamských 
podnikatelů v ČR [Union of Vietnamese Entrepreneurs in the CR].
16 Cf. the concept of “language shirkers” (Piller 2016a: 41–50, 2016b, c).

13 See also Kohlbacher and Matusz Protasiewicz (2012) on ethnic economies in large Central European 
cities, including Prague.
14 This success, however, may not necessarily translate to success on the Czech labor market (cf. Bartoš 
et al. 2016).
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and collected internet texts written by members of the 1.5 and 2nd generations, who 
frequently wrote about their parents or other family members. From all of these 
sources, we thus gained, either directly or indirectly, information about the language 
competence and use of approximately 150 1st-generation Vietnamese.

Brouček (2016: 49–50) groups the Vietnamese in the Czech Republic into the 
elite (wealthy business owners), the middle class (small-scale retailers) and the 
underclass (former agency factory workers, usually employed by someone else). 
Kušniráková et al. (2013: 32–34) in their classification of the Vietnamese working at 
the Sapa wholesale market, make a similar distinction between the elite, the middle 
class, and people with lower incomes. Freidingerová (2014: 100–106) divides the 
community into ‘old residents’, ‘descendants of Vietnamese immigrants’ and ‘newly 
arrived adult (economic) migrants’, who mostly belong to low-income households 
and are worse off in terms of their linguistic and other knowledge. Our research par-
ticipants constitute an overlap between the second and third categories in the first 
two cases and the third category according to Freidingerová’s description.

All interviews quoted here were interpreted and the quotes represent the Czech 
version. For this reason, the interviewee is occasionally represented in third person 
and the interpreter in first person. In the relevant places, the referent is marked using 
double parentheses. All names have been changed, and all translations into English 
are ours.

We also gathered information on state language policy from the document 
entitled Aktualizovaná “Koncepce integrace cizinců—Ve vzájemném respektu” 
[Updated “Conception of the Integration of Foreigners—In Mutual Respect”], here-
after Koncepce (2016) prepared by the Czech Ministry of the Interior and ratified by 
Government Resolution no. 26 on January 18, 2016. Information on the introduction 
of Czech language tests at A1 level as a requirement for permanent residence and on 
the success rates of applicants with specific ethnolinguistic backgrounds was pro-
vided to us by an employee of the National Institute for Education (hereafter NIE) 
who has been involved in the preparation of the tests and their realization from the 
very beginning.

For the purposes of this paper, specific examples were selected based on their 
descriptions or summaries of any processes of language, communicative, or socio-
cultural/socioeconomic management as explained above.

‘Insufficient Czech’ among 1st‑generation blue‑collar workers: 
problems and adjustments

In this section, we will introduce the problem which a government document has 
referred to as ‘insufficient Czech’, among 1st-generation Vietnamese doing primarily 
blue-collar jobs in the Czech Republic. This formulation of the problem (in Czech 
“nedostatečná znalost českého jazyka”) appeared in the above mentioned govern-
ment policy document (Koncepce 2016). For the Czech state, one major issue is a 
practical one: there is a large group of people that the authorities cannot communi-
cate with directly. Another issue is ideological in character, focusing on the general 
necessity of language knowledge for the successful integration of all immigrants, 
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and observable in vague formulations in this policy document (Koncepce 2016: 20, 
translation ours):

Not knowing Czech is an essential barrier to integration. The level of Czech 
language has a direct influence on the development of the social and profes-
sional potential of foreigners, the intensity and the quality of interaction 
between foreigners and the majority and the expansion of opportunities for 
their integration into the majority society.

The Czech state itself has already designed a number of adjustments. Asylum seek-
ers are entitled to 400 h of language preparation to better enable their integration into 
Czech society, but they are the only such group. Foreigners seeking long-term resi-
dence, i.e. including Vietnamese, are not required to demonstrate language knowl-
edge, but from the very beginning of their stay, they must submit all documents for 
the permit in Czech or Slovak, which can be done with the help of numerous trans-
lation services. But the main state-level adjustment takes the form of standardized 
examinations. In order to apply for permanent residence, after at least 5 years of res-
idence in the country, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) level A1 is required, and for citizenship, after at least 10  years, level B1 
is required in addition to a test in Czech government, culture, geography and his-
tory (for an overview on the testing of migrants’ language knowledge, both in gen-
eral and in selected countries, cf. McNamara and Shohamy 2008; Extra et al. 2009; 
Gysen et al. 2009; Hogan-Brun et al. 2009; Kremer 2014).17 Another related actor, 
then, are educational institutions given the task of designing and administering lan-
guage exams. These exams are administered by certified institutions, i.e. both state 
and private language schools. Throughout the period of these language requirements 
(beginning in 2009), non-profit organizations have been able to apply for grants to 
offer free language courses aimed at the A1 exams in particular, though preparatory 
courses are also offered by private institutions for fees. For these institutions, the 
problem of ‘insufficient Czech’ among Vietnamese is reflected by their low exam 
success rate in comparison with other ethnic groups. Another part of the problem as 
perceived by the institutions is the frequency of exam repetition among this group, 
as well as proven cases of fraud (individuals hiring others to take the exam for them) 
(NIE employee, personal communication). Because many of the exam-takers are 
speakers of Slavic languages (e.g. Russian, Ukrainian), who are viewed as having 
an advantage when learning Czech, the problem is frequently attributed to the differ-
ences between languages.

This explanation, however, assumes that Vietnamese individuals manage their 
sociocultural and communicative problems through language learning. In the hier-
archy of management, we understand ‘insufficient Czech’ as a primarily commu-
nicative problem, and there are major differences between the management done 
by various actors in relation to this problem. Above all, these actors differ in their 
beliefs as to (a) whether a large-scale communicative problem exists at all, and (b) if 
a large-scale communicative problem does indeed exist, whether it should indeed be 

17 There are, of course, some exceptions to these requirements in both cases.
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managed in the form of language learning, i.e. whether Vietnamese 1st-generation 
immigrants should actually learn Czech. What is sufficient or insufficient for the 
state, and even for teachers, diverges from what is sufficient or insufficient for indi-
viduals. The participants in our research, when asked about language specifically, 
formulate ‘insufficient Czech’ differently, for example, saying that they do not speak 
Czech at all, or very little, or that there are certain communicative situations that 
their level of Czech does not permit them to handle.

Put in terms of the language management approach, while state policy documents 
depict immigrants’ learning of Czech, and the subsequent testing of this knowledge, 
as an adjustment design, Vietnamese individuals often conduct communicative man-
agement in other ways than through language acquisition. Those who gained per-
manent residence prior to the implementation of the exam requirement and/or who 
do not interact with Czechs at work often even reach the conclusion that Czech is 
not necessary for their daily lives. For example, one participant, when asked about 
the Czech level of his mother, who had been in the CR for approximately 20 years, 
answered: “My mom works in a restaurant here at the market, so she doesn’t need 
Czech”.18

There were several main declared adjustment designs among our research partici-
pants. The most extensively observed can be understood as ad hoc management in 
the family and community. This means that for communicative situations in which 
Czech is required (doctors, offices, etc.), 1st-generation immigrants rely above all on 
language brokers. This adjustment is not just related to unavoidable communication 
with state offices, but rather, often supports their entire existence in the CR. Bro-
kers are other Vietnamese speakers of Czech, either paid professional interpreters,19 
younger family members or acquaintances,20 or, in some spontaneous cases,21 1st-
generation members, who, paradoxically, state that their own knowledge of Czech is 
limited. Hanh, who works in a shoe store, states the following about interpreting for 
her husband in extract 1:

Extract 1
So sometimes sometimes for example he simply needs to explain something or 
I ((Hanh)) tell him how how to say it, for example, how to address people, he 
doesn’t know that at all. He doesn’t know how to speak for himself.

A long-term, though less common variation on this adjustment design is one prac-
tice of 1st-generation Vietnamese (usually men), who find partners from the 1.5 and 
2nd generations, or Czech partners who are able to speak Vietnamese.

18 The Sapa wholesale market described in footnote 7 above contains restaurants which employ people 
both as waitstaff and in the kitchen. It is typically the latter group which does not require language skills 
to do their work.
19 These are part of what is known as the dịch vụ, or self-sufficient services provided by Vietnamese 
community (Brouček 2016: 23).
20 For a more detailed analysis of the phenomenon of child language brokering in this context, see Sher-
man and Homoláč (2017).
21 These individuals interpret in work situations based on the principle of “whoever speaks the best 
Czech, interprets”.
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Brokers are either 1st-generation Vietnamese who studied in Czechoslovakia 
before 1989 or 1.5- and 2nd-generation Vietnamese who typically began at an early 
age, some of whom have transitioned into professional brokers as adults. In some 
cases, such as at the foreign police, these individuals cooperate with non-profit 
organizations to provide these services, in which case they are in fact supported by 
the state financially. Overall, there appears to be a general community expectation 
that people with Czech language skills will help those without them. For example, 
members of the 1.5 and 2nd generation commented in interviews that older Viet-
namese they did not know had approached them spontaneously with the expectation 
of such help, e.g. in the post office. It is also not uncommon to see photos of official 
documents from Czech institutions posted to a local Vietnamese Facebook group 
with requests for translation assistance.

This adjustment design, though it is often successfully implemented, may be 
hampered in realization by a whole slew of further barriers, which scholars study-
ing language brokering worldwide (Orellana 2009; Kam and Lazarevic 2014) have 
pointed out. Implementation is hindered on two levels: (1) practical: children may 
not necessarily comprehend the content of what is being interpreted, or may have 
insufficient competence in Vietnamese, and (2) personal/psychological: some con-
tent may be too sensitive for children to hear, or children may experience trauma 
upon being placed in such situations. Also, state institutions may refuse children as 
interpreters and demand professionals.

Another common adjustment design is the acquisition of minimum necessary 
vocabulary from acquaintances, relatives or at work.22 For many Vietnamese work-
ing in wholesale, retail and the services, this often includes the names of individual 
products (e.g. colors, fruits and vegetables or types of haircuts), numbers represent-
ing prices or phrases associated with basic transactions. As Lan, who operates a 
small fast-food restaurant with her husband, told us in extract 2:

Extract 2
People who had learned Czech, what they had learned well and what they 
knew could be used, I copied that down or they gave me some information and 
I studied that…greetings, then numbers, colors…then questions, how are you 
and stuff like that. Then some words, but grammar…that’s too difficult.

Though there are some exceptions to this adjustment design, including individuals 
who find Czech speakers to communicate with and study on their own, what we 
observed most often was that when the period of time an individual had been in 
the Czech Republic approached 5 years, only then did that individual begin to think 
about attending language courses in preparation for the CEFR A1-level examination.

Some younger 1st-generation members included another management strategy in 
their portfolio—opting to devote their time and energy to learning other languages 
(above all English) which they viewed as more useful. In some cases this was 

22 Some respondents had in fact attended a Czech course lasting several months, either in Vietnam or 
immediately upon arrival in the Czech Republic, but even these individuals learned the necessary vocab-
ulary from relatives or acquaintances at work.
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connected to the declared desire to move on to countries further west, but in others 
it was designed based on lived experience. In one case, we observed one partici-
pant, Tuan, over several months in a language course. He was initially working as a 
hairstylist in the Sapa market area, with clientele that included Czechs and Koreans 
in addition to Vietnamese. He told us that he spoke English with the Czechs and 
Koreans, and that he had become more motivated to improve his English than his 
Czech. During the second interview, which took place after a period of 9 months, he 
had found a Vietnamese girlfriend with Czech citizenship, who could help him with 
translating and interpreting when needed. As he explained in extract 3:

Extract 3
When I came to Czechia, I had the chance to compare Czech and English, and 
it seemed to me that English was simpler, uh easier to understand, uh like to 
speak and to use, because you can get by in English everywhere.

He declared his aim to open up a barbershop in the center of Prague. Several months 
later, it was revealed that he had in fact opened the barbershop. The Facebook page 
for the barbershop was in English, with comments on various posts in Vietnamese.

These examples illustrate that the problem of ‘insufficient Czech’ is defined and 
adjusted differently by the state policymakers, by the language specialists and teach-
ers involved in its implementation, and by the speakers themselves. The state, which 
determines the degree to which certain categories of foreigners are required to learn 
Czech, through the official requirements, defines the problem (‘insufficient Czech’) 
as a deviation from the norm of A1 as ‘sufficient’ and offers an adjustment design 
via the exam. However, Czech knowledge at A1 level is not sufficient to realize the 
aims of the Koncepce mentioned above. In addition, this adjustment has signifi-
cantly shaped the non-profit organizations’ course offerings, which are almost exclu-
sively oriented toward the exam, not toward the everyday situations in which the 
participants need to communicate. This is primarily because these organizations run 
their courses based on demand from their target groups.

The National Institute for Education, which designs the tests and the methods 
for evaluating the results, primarily fulfills the assignment from the Ministry of the 
Interior to create tests at A1 level. Based on sociological research (Leontiyeva et al. 
2013) commissioned in preparation for the tests, the employees of this institute ini-
tially prepared a referential description of the language in order to better correspond 
to the needs of potential exam-takers. In the past 2 years, following the evaluation of 
the results, which have shown, among others, that test-takers of Vietnamese ethnic-
ity are the group with the lowest level of success,23 the institute, based on its own 
initiative, has been trying to prepare methodological and study material to reflect the 
specifics of individual ethnic groups.

23 Test-takers of Vietnamese ethnicity during 2013–2016 had success rates of 39%, 43%, and 30%. Some 
individuals took the test as many as 8 times. Their success level was always at least 20% lower than that 
of other ethnic groups frequently taking the test, such as Ukrainians and Russians (Sladkovská 2014–
2016).
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The Ministry of the Interior is informed about the fact that A1 level is insuffi-
cient for communication with state offices by the employees of the Foreign Police, 
who come into regular contact with foreigners. Communication problems at the 
Foreign Police are likely one of the reasons that the raising of the level to A2 is 
being considered (NIE employee, personal communication). Some offices of the 
Foreign Police direct foreigners who cannot communicate in Czech to the inter-
preting services of a non-profit agency to which space has been provided directly 
on the police premises. However, establishing more difficult exam requirements 
would most likely not eliminate this problem, because language knowledge at A2 
level are still not sufficient for communication with institutions. And above all: in 
implementing a new adjustment design, the state should depart from a thorough 
evaluation of the implementation of the previous one. In the case of the Vietnam-
ese, this would mean (a) considering the difficulties the Vietnamese have in pass-
ing the A1 exam (see the NIE statistics in footnote 23); (b) communicate with the 
organizations that realize the courses in preparation for and administration of the 
exams, as well as monitor the course content. These steps, based on the informa-
tion we received from a NIE employee in charge of preparing and evaluating the 
tests as well as from a long-term organizer of Czech courses for Vietnamese, have 
thus far not been taken.

Our research participants, when prompted, describe ‘insufficient Czech’ as a lan-
guage level that does not allow them to communicate with state offices or visit the 
doctor independently, without using an interpreter (and potentially incurring the rel-
evant costs). This independence is also a goal mentioned by parents (mainly moth-
ers) wanting to be fully active participants in their children’s education. The need to 
help a child get ready for school, as well as the need to communicate with teachers 
as a strong motivation for improving one’s Czech language skills, is described by 
Minh, who works at a fast-food stand and is a widowed father, in extract 4:

Extract 4
Ten years ago I had different opinions, but now my opinion has changed, now 
I actually want to integrate myself into Czech society and my opinion changed 
mainly in the last three years because one of my reasons was that I have a 
daughter that goes to school and she’s already more grown up and when I have 
to communicate with the teacher or at the class meeting, I don’t understand 
I’m not able to understand or when I…want to address a friend, but he doesn’t 
have time, so I don’t have the opportunity, sometimes I’m ashamed and that’s 
why I’m trying to learn and that reason is forcing me to learn Czech.

Otherwise, in the interviews the participants only very rarely mentioned that they 
would need or want to use Czech in any other situations. Our data therefore do not 
support the idea that they view the improvement of their Czech knowledge as a 
means to improve their social and economic situations. As for employment, they 
consider their low to minimal Czech skills sufficient, and they do not predict that 
better Czech knowledge would bring them any extra profit or other economic advan-
tage. We can thus state that, for them, preparation for the state-designed exam, as a 
means for gaining permanent residence, does not constitute language management 
or communicative management, but rather, socioeconomic management.
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The predominance of this highly pragmatic approach is supported by the fact 
that most of our research participants stated that they were attending the courses 
solely in order to prepare for the exam.24 In addition, almost no one who had already 
passed the exam and gained permanent residence, was attending (or even consider-
ing attending) any further language courses, although at the same time they claimed 
that more advanced language knowledge would come in handy, for example, in deal-
ing with government offices. They did not even state that their communication in 
Czech had improved or that they had begun using it more frequently.

Two cases of individual management: before and after the exam

In order to more explicitly demonstrate (1) how all of these adjustment designs 
mutually influence one another and (2) how the trajectories of the individual life 
course are tied to language acquisition, we will briefly examine two individual cases 
of 1st-generation Vietnamese who passed the A1 exam. In the first course we vis-
ited, there were two students who caught our interest. They were selected for analy-
sis here due to their exceptionally active approach during the course. They were of 
different ages when they arrived in the Czech Republic as well as in different situ-
ations (one with family, the other by herself, to join a friend). We will now discuss 
how certain aspects of their professional trajectories were intertwined with their 
preparation for the A1 exam as well as their lives after passing it.

Pham

Pham arrived in the Czech Republic in 2009 at the age of 17. Together with his 
two siblings, then aged 13 and 6, he followed his parents, who had been working in 
the country, running various types of stores (selling shoes, then household goods), 
since 2007. Pham did not complete high school in Vietnam. He knew nothing of the 
Czech Republic or the Czech language before he arrived. He was initially assisted 
by a cousin in figuring out basic tasks such as using public transportation, and a 
Czech family acquaintance briefly taught Czech to him and his younger brother.

Upon arrival, he began helping his parents in the store. His parents, a cousin 
and some acquaintances taught him a few basic words, and he learned others 
from customers by asking them to write down words for him, and also using an 
electronic translation device. He also learned basic greetings and numbers in the 
store. In situations in which he could not solve communication problems alone, he 
sought help from Czech-speaking Vietnamese friends. And as he was unsure of 

24 This is also confirmed by our experiences from more than 2 years of course observation. The students 
generally accepted the form and content of the teaching, based on textbooks written for A1 exam prepa-
ration, and only very rarely did they ask questions on topics that would help them in their everyday or 
administrative communication. The teachers told us that they occasionally consulted with students indi-
vidually regarding such issues. This however, does not change the fact that students viewed the course 
primarily as exam preparation.
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his pronunciation, in social situations where Czech was used among Vietnamese 
for whom Czech was the stronger language, he remained silent. He thus only used 
Czech when alone with Czechs. Outgoing and enjoying new things, he would fre-
quently go to Czech restaurants and try new food, communicating with the help of 
menu photographs or the few words he did know (e.g. beef or potatoes). He was 
interested in learning Czech, would page through dictionaries, and actively sought 
out courses, as he explains in extract 5.

Extract 5
Interpreter: He ((Pham)) often leafs through dictionaries… both Czech-Viet-
namese and Vietnamese-Czech and he looks up words that might be useful or 
he sometimes just leafs through and writes them down and studies, and he says 
that since he doesn’t use them…. he forgets a lot… the only words he knows 
well are those that he uses in the store, but other words that are maybe com-
mon in life in general, he doesn’t use them, so he doesn’t remember them.

He attended the course offered by the non-profit organization and passed the exam 
even in spite of the fact that his stay in the country was not long enough for him to 
apply for permanent residence. He took the exam because his classmates were tak-
ing it, and found the exam easy.

Hung

At the time when we first met Hung in 2013, she had been in the Czech Republic 
for 6 years. A high school graduate, she had originally come to earn money at the 
age of 20–21 on the advice of a friend who was already there. She initially lived 
with this friend and helped her in the bar the friend owned. During this period, her 
friend helped her with the basic vocabulary needed for this job, such as the names 
of menu items, as well as for some practical aspects of everyday life. She also stud-
ied a bit on her own with a textbook for Vietnamese learners. After 6 months, she 
began attending a manicurist course in a Vietnamese-owned nail studio, where she 
worked for several years before joining her husband, another 1st-generation Viet-
namese, in his hair salon on the grounds of the Sapa market, in 2011. At the stu-
dio, located in the center of Prague, her (Vietnamese) employers helped her. Once 
she got into a routine and had more work, she stopped learning Czech, though the 
situation did improve once she began working with her husband in the hair salon. 
Her husband had previously worked for a Czech employer and knew basic words. In 
some cases Hung helped him translate or they communicated with customers using 
photographs, and they generally tried to converse with the customers as much as 
they could. They eventually hired a 2nd-generation Vietnamese employee, and prob-
lems with communication were thus eliminated.

Hung attended her first Czech course 5 years after her arrival. At that time, her 
Czech knowledge was limited to the professional contexts in which she had worked, 
and she had little to no knowledge of Czech for everyday needs. She anticipated hav-
ing children, who would have an additional set of needs. She thus did want to learn 
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the language, but also knew that she would have to pass the exam to gain permanent 
residence:

Extract 6
Interpreter: She ((Hung)) never had the feeling that her Czech knowledge was 
enough, she always wanted to learn Czech because as she’s living here she 
wants to learn Czech, but the circumstances didn’t enable it, because when she 
started working all at once there was too little time, she worked all day from 
morning till evening uh in the center, she came home and cooked and then 
there was simply no time left for studying, and only when- the change hap-
pened when she began working at Sapa and she wasn’t working for someone 
else.

Follow‑up

Both Pham and Hung passed the A1 exam on their first try. We interviewed them for 
the second time 2 years after the exam. Pham had already gained permanent resi-
dence. He was initially unaware that he could eventually apply for citizenship if he 
passed the B1-level exam. This served as his major motivation, though it was clear 
that his Czech had not improved much since the first meeting, though he stated that 
given the chance, he would attend another course. As he points out in extract 7, his 
work-related adjustment designs remained the same:

Extract 7
For example, a lady comes in and wants something and when I don’t under-
stand her, she goes looking for it herself, and when she finds it, she shows me 
that’s what it is. Or when I ask what it’s used for, and it’s for bathing, for exam-
ple, so I lead her to the shelves with the bath products and she finds it herself.
At the store, when they ask for something, I ask them to write it down for me 
and I translate it directly through the internet, and otherwise I ask friends, my 
sister, basically whoever’s around…. when I don’t have anyone, I look it up on 
the internet.

Pham continued to work in his family’s store, but had also become involved in 
organizing concerts for Vietnamese, inviting Vietnamese singers to Prague, lead-
ing to the broadening of his predominantly Vietnamese social networks, including 
younger, 2nd-generation Czech speakers who could help him, for example, during 
business negotiations.

Hung had passed the A1 examination and, at the time of the interview (1.5 years 
later), she expressed interest in attending a municipality-organized course for peo-
ple who had already passed the exam and wanted to continue (which she had heard 
about from a friend), which she details in extract 8:

Extract 8
Interpreter: The others were also only interested in the A1 exam, so since 
they’ve already got it, they’re not continuing on. But her ((Hung’s)) friend is 
now attending a course for those who’ve passed the exam and are continuing, 
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it’s somewhere uh past the post office, past Libuš, I ((interpreter)) think they’re 
courses organized by the city borough of Libuš, I don’t know, but she ((Hung)) 
said she’d like to go there too…
She ((Hung)) always wanted to learn, and she also knew that she needed the 
exam to apply for permanent residence, and she was also thinking about the 
future, that she would like to stay here and have children and [they] need 
something else.

At the time of the second interview, Hung had an 18-month-old daughter, who had 
been attending a Czech nursery since the age of 13 months. A friend had helped 
her sign her daughter up for the nursery, but she was able to fill out the form herself 
and can now communicate with the teacher by telephone and text. She preferred 
telephone communication, because it did not require completely precise and correct 
formulations. When Hung’s daughter asks what something is in Czech, and Hung 
knows what it is, she says it in Czech.

The adjustment designs selected by Pham and Hung, as well as the others dis-
cussed above, reveal a specific issue regarding state language policy. The 1st-gen-
eration immigrants arrive in the country and, particularly during the first year of 
their stay, establish a routine that involves finding work and establishing a routine 
for communication in it. The 5-year period after which they can apply for permanent 
residence is still far off in the distance and they often do not spend these first 5 years 
continually learning language, as they have no practical impulse to do so. It should 
be pointed out that Pham and Hung represent successful cases of language learn-
ers in this context. But even so, it was not possible to conduct the second interview 
without the help of an interpreter.

Differences in the success of individual learners, in addition to economic motiva-
tion, are closely tied to the life course trajectories of individuals. A very important 
factor is the age of arrival. This is most clearly illustrated by families with multi-
ple children. With a few exceptions, children who arrive during the first level of 
elementary school (up to 5th grade) are able to acquire Czech at a level enabling fur-
ther (secondary and higher) study, participation in the local labor market, and gen-
eral autonomy in everyday life. Children who arrive later, we observed, frequently 
have greater difficulties. This, in combination with the employment opportunities 
(or, as we also observed, expectations and responsibilities toward family members 
who own businesses and brought them to the Czech Republic to work for them) 
makes them more likely to cease attending school after the mandatory period and, 
ultimately, more dependent on the community.

Concluding remarks

Here we have demonstrated that, for this group of primarily blue-collar workers, 
language courses and exams as adjustments designed by the Czech state do not, 
and perhaps cannot enable individuals to be autonomous in matters of communi-
cation on a large scale. In other words, they are not highly realizable adjustments 
to the problem that both the state and individual educational institutions define as 
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‘insufficient Czech’. This group receives little to no state-supported impetus, and 
minimal to no support, to learn Czech for a 5-year period, but is then required to 
pass an exam. As we have shown throughout this text, 1st generation Vietnamese 
working in blue-collar professions prefer other forms of management of ‘insufficient 
Czech’, which they also define differently.

We have confirmed the previous findings by Vasiljev and Nekvapil (2012: 312), 
who express doubt regarding potential economic motivation for language learning 
among the Vietnamese:

the competence of individual migrant speakers in the language of the host 
country and their ensuing communicating performance was in most cases 
more or less severely limited. Most benefits associated with “linguistic capital” 
as described by P. Bourdieu were out of those speakers’ reach. Yet, irrespec-
tive of this, many of them were economically successful in the market niche 
they were able to cut out for themselves in Central Europe, and we have found 
little evidence that economic success is directly linked to language competence 
or vice versa.25

We also agree with their prediction regarding the non-effectiveness of the language 
exam as an adjustment design in the case of migrants who are on the periphery of 
the knowledge economy. The academic sphere is not alone in observing this. There 
has been post-implementation feedback (Kimura 2014), otherwise interpretable as 
the beginning of a new management process, on the part of the state (Koncepce 
2016: 28, translation ours):

Knowledge of Czech at the A1 level, which has thus far been required for per-
manent residence, is not sufficient support for independent communication for 
the foreigner. For this reason, increase in the required level of Czech knowl-
edge to A2 (according to CEFR) is anticipated in the future for foreigners 
applying for permanent residence.

Our prediction is that this particular adjustment design will lead to a continuation 
of what we might call both a ‘learn for the test’ (on the part of the students) and a 
‘teach to the test’ (on the part of organizations providing language instruction) ten-
dency.26 The only successful motivating factors for the acquisition of Czech are the 
result of policies that are not necessarily directed toward foreigners. First, there is 
the school attendance requirement for children, who must attend school for 9 years 
or until age seventeen. Having one or more children in school and the resulting 
need to participate in parent-teacher conferences, receive written information and 

25 A similar conclusion was reached, for example, through research conducted on small Polish, Kurdish, 
and Chinese companies in the UK (Hewitt 2007).
26 Cvejnová and Sladkovská (2017) in their evaluation of the first 5 years of the A1 requirement also 
point out that it cannot serve as a substitute for a more systematic approach to migrant acquisition plan-
ning. Over the past year, the National Institution of Education, in cooperation with non-profit organiza-
tions and local experts on specific languages and cultures, has commissioned the creation of teaching 
methodology materials targeted at these speakers, including the Vietnamese. The outcome of the use of 
these materials, however, remains to be seen.
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instructions from teachers, help the child with homework assignments, and commu-
nicate with the child’s classmates and other parents, was one of the only motivating 
factors we observed. It must be emphasized, though, that these were minority cases, 
simply representing a more thematically unified variation on individual initiatives 
that proved key to successful Czech acquisition. Second, Czech is the language of 
accreditation and instruction at institutions of higher education, which, at present, 
allows for tuition-free study by anyone (i.e. both citizens and non-citizens) who 
passes entrance exams in Czech. This was the case for some older 1st-generation 
Vietnamese who are now working as interpreters, and we observed several 1st-gen-
eration new Vietnamese arrivals who had come for precisely the purpose of univer-
sity study.

Ordinary members of the majority Czech population, e.g. state office employ-
ees, business people and customers, or others with which the Vietnamese come into 
daily contact may negatively evaluate the fact that Vietnamese cannot speak Czech 
and interpret it as their unwillingness to accommodate to the Czech environment. 
Yet the communication management done by institutions and individuals, for exam-
ple the fact that customers in Vietnamese fast-food restaurants often order using 
only the numbers of the food, or the fact that some hospitals have information cards 
translated into Vietnamese, does not create any specific impetus for Vietnamese to 
learn Czech.

Overall, the 1st-generation Vietnamese in the CR have adapted to life in the 
Czech Republic. Yet this adaptation is not bound to the acquisition of Czech. Rather, 
it consists in a portfolio of management strategies which, for the purposes of eve-
ryday life, are often sufficient. In evaluating this reality, there are two sides to be 
considered. For many of the relevant actors, such as larger business owners, pro-
viders of translation and interpretation, or consumers of the inexpensive Vietnam-
ese-produced goods and services, who may reap the benefits of the 1st generation’s 
non-acquisition of Czech, this system works just fine. But from another perspective, 
often expressed by members of the 1.5 and 2nd generations as well as non-profit 
organizations, people with limited Czech may be at a great disadvantage. They may 
remain stuck in a job (or a living situation) which is somehow detrimental to them, 
or may be limited in access to important information and support from outside the 
community (cf. Fong and Ooka 2002; Piller 2016a: 130–163). They may also find 
themselves entirely dependent on low-quality intermediary services. On top of all of 
this, it seems that there is a double standard in effect—‘blue-collar’ foreign employ-
ees are often the target of criticism, their speech is parodied, and they are spoken 
down to, e.g. through the use of informal address forms. The fact that they cannot 
speak Czech is frequently interpreted as a sign of their unwillingness to integrate. 
Meanwhile, ‘white-collar’ foreign employees, who also often do not speak Czech, 
are forgiven, even revered for producing a few words.

The question remains, then, of how to actually improve the Czech competence 
of 1st-generation Vietnamese blue-collar workers. Given the extent to which the 
situation with employment of Vietnamese in the Czech Republic was permitted 
to develop from the beginning of the 1990s up until 2009 (cf. Brouček 2016), and 
based on our observations during the research period, we are not sure how much 
interest there would be on the part of large numbers of Vietnamese in free language 
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courses. In this respect, the Vietnamese in the Czech Republic are similar to other 
groups, above all speakers of English (whether as a first or additional language), 
in that the adjustment design of teaching Czech to adult newcomers has been, and 
will continue to be, very difficult to implement. In addition, the Vietnamese, the eth-
nolinguistic community with the lowest level of success in passing the A1 exam 
required for permanent residence, display a strong preference for courses organized 
exclusively for Vietnamese. For the relevant language planners (ministries, govern-
ment agencies, non-profits), this is a problem, because it clashes with the goals of 
integration efforts, which often aim to support individual autonomy, i.e. the idea that 
every immigrant should be able to take care of daily needs without too much help 
from the community. It is also a problem in that the state’s language policy is con-
ceived in a more general sense and does not differentiate between individual ethno-
linguistic groups.

In returning to the considerations of connections between socio-economic/
sociocultural, communicative and language management, then we can see that the 
value of Czech on both local and international labor markets is not strong enough 
to inspire this one group of individuals in particular to take on the extremely high 
costs in terms of time, effort and, to a certain degree, financial resources required to 
achieve communicative autonomy in Czech. At the same time, organized manage-
ment in the form of top-down acquisition planning has not been extensive, as other 
areas of public policy have received priority. This is due to the efforts required for 
the country to undergo political and economic transformation beginning in 1989 and 
the relatively low percentage of foreigners in the overall population of the country. 
As a result, many foreigners experience relative community and/or individual auton-
omy when it comes to rational choice-based decisions of whether or not to learn 
Czech, or to what degree. In other words, it is highly difficult to compel any large 
group of immigrants to learn a majority language without creating sufficient eco-
nomic motivation for them to do so. The long hours the Vietnamese work at the jobs 
mentioned above, the limited amount of language needed in these jobs, the avail-
ability of brokers, and numerous firmly established ways of managing the problem 
we call ‘insufficient Czech’ mean that the likelihood of Czech acquisition en masse 
by this particular group is exceedingly slim. This case is thus one out of many to 
demonstrate that policy directed at language alone cannot function as a large-scale 
solution.
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