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INTRODUCTION

With most literature focusing on European student migration through organised 
channels of mobility, mostly ERASMUS-Socrates programme and students’ 
experiences of short-term studying abroad, there are few national studies about 
graduates pursuing spontaneous and independent movements abroad (Guth and 
Gill, 2008; Wiers-Jenssen, 2008; Bond et al., 2010), and, in particular, these with 
a focus on the new EU members of Eastern and Central Europe (Csedő, 2008; 
Cairns, 2009; Brooks and Waters, 2010a, 2010b; Trevena, 2011), and their career 
trajectories development after migration (Szewczyk, 2013, forthcoming). Most of 
the literature addressing motivation for migration concerns broadly highly skilled 
migrants (Salt and Koser, 1997) or provides information on graduate migration 
as a stage process from domicile to the place of study and then onto further 
employment. Such links between studying outside of individuals’ home localities 
and subsequent mobility for employment purposes was captured by the research 
conducted by Faggian et al. (2006). They argue that “higher human capital encourages 
migration”, with higher qualifi cations and university grades reduce the likelihood 
of being a non-migrant, or returning home to work (Faggian et al., 2006: 469).

In terms of the labour market incorporation of graduates in the European 
Union, Kostoglou and Paloukis (2007) observed the current trend among fresh 
European graduates that of searching for a job not related to their subject of 
study. As they conclude, “the society invests in human capital – knowledge and 
specialisation with doubtful results” (ibid.: 104), where the waiting time for the 
graduate to enter the job market varies from country to country within European 
Union, with one of the largest problems in graduate unemployment observed 
in Poland. Such scenarios can lead to deskilling of young graduates. Therefore, 
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the pattern of migration of those young highly qualifi ed individuals requires 
further research, since such mobility may impact on both countries: origin and 
destination, contributing to “brain training” (Baláz and Williams, 2004:218), 
or even “brain circulation” (Vertovec, 2007; Portes, 2009) within the European 
Union and worldwide. 

At the same time, Poland has experienced an educational advancement. The 
demand for higher education in Poland increased after 1989, and following the 
data from the Central Statistical Offi ce the gross enrolment ratio in the 19–24 year 
old age group was close to 50 per cent in the early 2000s “meaning that Poland has 
almost matched the higher education participation rates of developed countries” 
(Fihel and Kaczmarczyk, 2009:43). The graduation rate of Poles increased from 
34 per cent in the early 2000s to 50 per cent in 2008, which is above the OECD 
average and positions Poland in fourth place in the ranking above the UK with its 
mid 30s per cent (OECD, 2010). However, as Żuk (2010) points out, the quality 
of ‘commercial’ or ‘industrial’ education became uneven across different higher 
education institutions. 

According to Ministry of Science and Higher Education (www.nauka.
gov.pl), private higher education institutions have become dominant in the 
education market, numbering 338 in 2010/2011 academic year, with only 132 
public universities including polytechnics, economic academies and theology 
academies. Whilst acknowledging the increase in number of students to 2 million 
in 2009, as registered by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, Nowak 
(2010:128) comments critically on the quality of private education. According to 
him, private schools “do not transmit cultural assets”, therefore, their “students 
do not multiply the cultural and social capital”. As a result, students of private 
educational institutions and also those studying in the system of extra-mural 
studies are left outside of the academic habitués, which leads to further social 
class division in Poland (Nowak, 2010). 

Some scholars underline the problem of inequality in access to higher 
education, visible in the example of individuals living in the countryside and the 
city (Żuk, 2010). According to Nowak (2010), individuals who, due to geographical 
constrains, were less mobile, and with less economic and cultural capital not 
allowing them to study fulltime at the tuition fee free public universities, tended 
to choose tuition fee based private educational institutions, which are widely 
available. Therefore, those with less capital tended to pay for their own education, 
decreasing their own chances for cultural and economic capital accumulation. 
Consequently, it is argued that social upward mobility could not be fully achieved 
by those individuals (Nowak, 2010). 

Moreover, Białecki (2003:11) recognised that the disproportionate access 
to higher education of those who came from educated family backgrounds and 
those from backgrounds with less cultural capital was greater than in the rest of 
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Europe. Also, Domański (2000) argued that the Polish intelligentsia has had the 
most resources to enter the top universities, understood in terms of cultural and 
economic capital, yet life strategies of young educated generation of Poles started 
to resemble British “professionals”, more than a class of Polish intelligentsia. 
This new cohort is more mobile and plans their careers, and as a result graduates 
are more strategic and aware of opportunities abroad. However, there is a lack 
of information on graduate migrants’ educational background, whether they 
graduated public or private universities and their qualifi cation acquisition and 
career trajectories development after migration.

The aim of this article is to bring attention to contemporary European graduate 
migrants with a focus on Polish graduates in the East Midlands, who as highly 
educated and referred to as “searchers” (Eade et al., 2006), may provide evidence 
for a whole range of different career trajectory development patterns across 
Europe. The following section will explore the relevant cross disciplinary theories 
which form the basis of the research. These include the importance of the social 
background and human capital obtained in career trajectories development after 
migration. The next two sections will address the study outline, the impact of the 
public and private higher education received in Poland on career trajectories after 
migration, and the motivations for further and higher education in the UK. 

SOCIAL BACKGROUND AND GRADUATES’ MIGRATION

One of the effects of globalisation is “massifi cation” of international migration 
opportunities linked to careers and education. Therefore it is not “elites”, but the 
middle class who is facing personal and social uncertainties that globalisation 
imposes (Favell and Smith, 2006). Similarly Carling (2002: 33) argues that “most 
of the migrants come from the middle socio-economic strata”. Castles (2000: 272) 
links this to economic and educational improvements, with increasing number of 
countries becoming more developed, or providing broadly shared opportunities 
for migration (Favell and Smith, 2006), that make people seek better opportunities 
in other places. As a result, “middle-income groups in developing areas are most 
likely to depart” (Castles, 2000: 272). In addition, changing political situations, 
i.e. the enlargement of European Union, have infl uenced migration choices, 
but also the motivations of young people with tertiary education coming from 
various social backgrounds from Europe. Therefore, middle class migration 
strategies become a tactic to maintain their position in the class structure through 
the process of reproduction, as theorised by Bourdieu (1984). He considers 
the ability to perform well in an academic environment, and the association of 
other talents as an investment of time and cultural capital, that begun within the 
domestic environment and continued in further schooling. Therefore, the cultural 
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and social reproduction leading to the maintenance of one’s high level of social 
background became infl uential factors for employers when recruiting for jobs. 

However, there are numerous critiques of Bourdieu’s (1984) cultural 
reproduction theory. Goldthorpe (2007) reveals cultural capital as something that 
can be achieved by an individual, but admits that certain cohorts may be endowed 
with parental cultural capital making it more probable to happen. At the same 
time, he also argues that with the schooling system becoming more inclusionary, 
education becomes available to working class families, through which a social 
class upwards mobility may be incurred. This leads to searching for alternatives 
in education for higher social classes, such as studying in another country and at 
the top universities, and such patterns become the norm for social cultural capital 
acquisition of these cohorts. An example of this is provided by Waters (2006), who 
studies the geographies of cultural capital of East Asian middle class families and 
their decision making in education, for which the choice of migration in pursuit 
of a Western university degree becomes a form of social reproduction. 

Nonetheless, Favell and Smith (2006) question the subject of highly educated 
migrants and “wealthy elites” who tend to be associated with the privileged 
class and they hypothesise that they may not necessarily originate from elite 
backgrounds. He calls them “career-frustrated ‘spiralists’” who have gambled 
with dramatic spatial mobility in their education and careers abroad to improve 
social mobility opportunities that are otherwise blocked at home” (ibid.: 9). A few 
scholars on international and immigrant students suggest that young cohorts are 
strategically planning and consciously pursuing their educational and career 
advancement against steeply rising competition on local and national levels that 
is combined with the recent global economic downturn (Baláz and Williams, 
2004; Baláz and Williams, 2005; Waters, 2006; Rivza and Teichler, 2007; Brooks 
and Waters, 2010c). 

Additionally, Brooks and Waters (2010c: 217) refer to the spatially uneven 
and socially exclusive nature of international higher education that has not 
changed with the “democratisation” of access to it. They argue, that middle class 
families in order to maintain their position in the class structure and ensure “social 
reproduction” (Bourdieu, 1984), use various tactics. Securing one’s “positional 
advantage” in relation to increasing numbers of graduates with undergraduate 
credentials through the pursuit of further education at Master’s level and Doctoral 
level at international institutions is one of these strategies (Brooks and Waters, 
2010c; Brown and Hesketh, 2004). 

To recap, individuals from various backgrounds aim to acquire human capital, 
often measured by economists in terms of years of completed education, with the 
more credentials achieved the higher level of human capital reached, which due to 
rising labour market competition locally and internationally is sought worldwide 
in order to maintain positional advantage. They are consciously pursuing their 
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educational and career advancement against steeply rising competition on a local 
and national level which is being heightened by the recent global economic 
downturn. However, mobility of those with high level of human capital may not 
always guarantee their ultimate success in terms of desired job or income in the 
host country. 

This is mainly because human capital can only be treated as a piecemeal in 
the understanding of career trajectories of graduates in migratory context, where 
further experience and abilities, which often cannot be obtained solely within 
a classroom (Cranmer, 2006), infl uence the graduate migrants’ life and career 
trajectories. The available research indicates that a degree gained at university 
forms just a minimum towards employability and during which other extra-
curricular activities should form a top up of the human capital package prepared 
whilst at university (Brooks and Everett, 2009:338). These should include 
sandwich placements, and other employment based training which allow for 
the full employability management (Brown et al., 2000; Mason et al., 2003; 
Cranmer, 2006; Brooks and Everett, 2009). Thus, as Brown et al. (2000:120) 
argue, “the value of an individual to an employer is no longer represented by the 
denomination of academic currency, but by the economy of experience”. Thus, 
it is vital to look more closely at the impact of graduates’ social backgrounds on 
migration and career trajectories development pursued after migration, with an 
outlook on the perceived status of the institution graduated from in their home 
country, and how the cultural and human capital is moulded after migration. 

In particular, one of the examples of migration differentiated among students 
and graduates, is to enhance their human capital in forms of further education, 
language and other skills, named as “brain training” (Baláz and Williams, 
2004:218). Temporary in nature, such a brain migration could be regarded as 
a phase in the migration process, contributing to brain circulation (Vertovec, 
2007; Portes, 2009), that “feeds new forms of global competition” (Favell et al., 
2006:25), with frequent movements of migrants, ideas, knowledge, information 
and skill sets between localities and countries. Therefore, it is important to look 
into the potential outcomes of Polish graduates’ migration to the UK, in terms of 
enrolment in any form of brain training, which may feed in to wider agenda of 
brain circulation within European Union. 

STUDY OUTLINE AND METHODS

Semi-structured intensive interviews with 40 Polish graduates were the 
main method used in the research. The data collection took place between May 
and October 2011. Only those Poles who arrived in the UK after 2004, were 
aged 22–35 years old, resided in the UK for a minimum 12 months and hold 
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at least a Bachelor degree from any Polish university were considered. The 
sample characteristics correspond with characteristics of Polish migrants in the 
UK after 2004, as reported by other studies. According to them these migrants 
were predominantly young below the age of 35, often single and relatively 
well educated (Kaczmarczyk, 2009), with the median age being 25 (Fihel and 
Kaczmarczyk, 2009). 

According to the Polish LFS, number of highly educated Polish migrants 
in the UK was 24 per cent, whereas in pre-accession only 11 per cent, and in 
general every fi fth post-accession Polish migrant had a tertiary degree (Fihel 
and Kaczmarczyk, 2009). Within the interviewed sample, 36 graduated with 
Masters Degrees and only four respondents fi nished their education in Poland 
with Bachelor degrees. The high number of those with Masters Degrees found for 
this research may indicate a general trend within Polish society that “in Poland 
everybody needs to have Masters to be qualifi ed” (I25), and yet, with increasing 
number of students and graduates due to expansion of public and private higher 
education institutions, having obtained such a degree is treated as “normality”: 

“Master degree is really in the middle, it’s nothing. I think MA is just normality” (I12)

In total 13 graduates migrated to the UK with an intention to undertake studies 
at universities and all of them commenced various degree courses, and 24 decided 
to undertake further or higher education, including English language courses, 
after arrival in the UK (Table 1). Consequently, 37 of all graduates enrolled in 
various institutionalised forms of education in the UK, and among those there 
were 11 respondents contemplating enrolling into additional types of training in 
the near future. 

Table 1. Courses attended in the UK

COURSES ATTENDED IN THE UK NUMBER OF GRADUATES

PhD 8 (with Masters)

Masters  8

Bachelor  1

Other non-university training (i.e. college courses, NVQ, 
professional training, online courses)

14

English courses  6

None  3

Source: Own elaboration.
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What is more, the research fi ndings indicate that 32 of the interviewees 
graduated from public universities in Poland, in particular, those that are regarded 
as one of the best in the country according to Academic Ranking of World 
Universities (www.arwu.org), i.e. Jagiellonian University, University of Warsaw, 
University of Poznań, University of Silesia. From the whole sample, six persons 
attended mixed programmes, doing one of their degrees at private and another 
at public universities, and there were only two persons who did both Bachelor 
and Masters Degree at private institutions in Poland. Obtaining qualifi cations 
from better universities may refl ect the theory proposed by Mosca and Wright 
(2010:13) that those who obtained a superior class of qualifi cations have a higher 
international migration probability, and as this article implies, it may impact on 
graduates’ interest in continuing independent higher and further education abroad. 

EDUCATION ATTAINED AND CAREER TRAJECTORY 
MANAGEMENT AFTER MGIRATION

Many graduates strongly criticised that the majority of the private educational 
institutions and some public ones in Poland, do not require much effort to be put 
in the studies, and where the education level is of much lower value:

 “Going to university is easy, there are so many public and private ones, which 
you can afford or not, but you can just go and you don’t really have to study very 
hard to fi nish university. Let’s just say that!” (I17)

At the same time, the labour market requirements, as perceived by graduates 
are very high, with employers expecting job seekers to have higher education 
completed, and due to increased number of graduates it would be unreasonable 
not to utilise people with more education when they become more and more 
available on the market. Such a trend is propelled by employers who preferentially 
employ graduates in lower-level jobs (Green and Zhu, 2008), and what overall 
has a negative impact on the quality of gained knowledge and skills, unevenly 
distributed through public and private higher education institutions, as one 
graduate expressed: 

“In Poland almost every job requires HE! I don’t know why...for what reason...
but because of that a lot of graduates from private HE institutions, and some of 
the public ones too, they do not have skills, and the knowledge!” (I31)

Therefore, there is a clash of interests, with employers preferring to choose the 
best candidates, with high level of skills and qualifi cations, which as Oxenham 
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(1984) underlines, would signify superior academic ability and potentially more 
desirable social background, linked to cultural capital reproduction (Bourdieu, 
1984). These often were more important to employers than the general education 
obtained as such (Oxenham, 1984), and which not necessarily holds true in case 
of Polish graduates. As Żuk (2010) highlights, the unbalanced quality of the 
developing on an industrial scale education in Poland, with the education passed 
on to students at private and some public institutions argued as weaker, students 
do not multiply cultural and social capital (Nowak, 2010). 

Another imperative factor related to education of respondents gained in 
Poland, is their social background and one of its indicators – education of their 
parents. This research shows that those Polish graduates who migrated to the UK 
specifi cally to commence a university course (N = 13) derived from families where 
at least one parent had a higher education degree, which accords with Bourdieu’s 
(1984) cultural reproduction theory and maintaining of a higher social status. 
This also corroborates with Andrejuk’s (2011) fi ndings that those Polish migrants 
who came to London to study were born to wealthy families, particularly middle 
and upper middle classes, where usually both parents had university degrees, and 
lived in bigger cities in Poland. 

However there were many more graduates (N = 24), for whom education did 
not constitute a primary motivation for migration, and who enrolled into further 
or higher education some time after arrival in the UK. Within those migrants 
the majority of their parents did not have a tertiary degree, signifying that the 
education obtained at more prestigious universities in Poland allowed for 
achieving cultural capital individually (Goldthorpe, 2007), and which infl uenced 
their further career trajectories after graduation and migration to the UK. 

Therefore, this paper stresses further, that the knowledge of mobility, espe-
cially at academic level has not been well developed among graduates at the 
majority of private and some public educational institutions. As a result, they 
may have not considered moving to the UK for “brain training”. The outcome 
is refl ected in a number of graduates recruited for this research, who graduated 
predominantly from one of the best public universities in Poland, and decided to 
pursue further education or training after migration to the UK. However, before 
making the association between the type of graduated higher education institution 
in Poland and graduates further career and education trajectories after migration 
crystal clear, the author recommends further quantitative and qualitative research 
to support such a statement.

Overall, the majority of graduates recruited to this study, who predominantly 
attended public universities in Poland, can be regarded as an example of newly 
upgraded Polish middle class, whose cultural capital did not begin within the 
domestic environment (Bourdieu,1984), but was passed on by public universities. 
In addition, this research supports Carling’s (2002) stance that most migrants 
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derive from the middle socio-economic strata searching for better opportunities in 
other places, highlighting that Polish graduates proved to be strategic in planning 
and pursuing of their careers, resembling British “professionals” (Domański, 
2002), or “career-frustrated ‘spiralists’” through education and careers abroad 
(Favell and Smith, 2006:9). 

What is more, this research provides a better outlook on the new Polish middle 
class graduates’ career development after arrival in the UK. It indicates that 
graduates “shop around” for qualifi cations and skills upgrade, irrespective of to 
decisions made on whether to stay in the UK or return to Poland, but which was 
diffi cult to achieve in Poland. Similarly to Andrejuk’s (2011) fi ndings, the most 
common types of a degree for those who arrived to study and for other reasons 
to the UK, were Masters and PhD programmes, with 16 respondents registered 
for such degrees (Table 1). However, after the planned tuition fee increase at 
English universities from 2012, an interest in further education appears to have 
shifted to non-university training and courses, which offer more affordable 
alternative to full and part-time education at universities. This indicates that 
the majority of Polish graduates interviewed, similarly to some respondents in 
Brooks and Everett’s (2009) study, use various routes to upgrade their skills 
and qualifi cations upon arrival in the UK having no familial fi nancial support. 
However they tend to opt for cheaper alternatives to a full-time postgraduate 
degree in the UK:

“While searching for jobs in market research, I was looking at various diplomas too 
in that area, and that’s something that maybe I will do one day. Well, I’ve never tho-
ught of going to university as a full time anyway. If anything, I would do only degree 
level courses, but all like self-study basis, so I wouldn’t have that expense. When 
I looked at it, it was like 2000 pounds. So it’s not 9000...that is slightly better!” (I14)

More importantly, this paper highlights that the majority of Polish graduates 
after migration to the UK realised that it is not only a degree that becomes 
important in searching for an employment. It is also having work experience and 
skills which are emphasised by many Higher Education Career Services in the 
UK and Dearing Report (1997), such as: communication skills, being able to be 
fl exible and adaptable, to work in teams, and to manage own development and 
career. These were not only thought about as British labour market requirements, 
but as useful elsewhere, for example in Poland. Many of those who were still 
contemplating undertaking education in the UK (N = 11) treated it as a preparation 
for return to Poland and beginning of a new life from a scratch. Predominantly, 
decisions on obtaining further qualifi cations derived from the perception on 
previously attained education in Poland, and considered as providing strong 
foundations for further career development:
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“Polish system gives you a marvellous background and foundation; there is 
a huge emphasis for a theoretical knowledge” (I9)

Nonetheless, graduates complained at the lack of emphasis on employability 
skills (Dearing Report, 1997) at the majority of Polish universities. Many of 
graduates indicated that such a broad theoretical knowledge gained in Poland was 
not applied in to real life scenarios or put into practice: 

“The person that graduates Polish universities is very well prepared in terms of 
theories but not so much in application of these into real life” (I2)
“In Poland I felt like I was being thought a lot of theory, which later on I was not 
able to use in a real life. It’s because I have never had that training to realise that 
I can actually apply it to a real life” (I10)

Such a way of preparing students for the labour market at universities, made 
some respondents to think that they were not skilled to do the job that they gained 
qualifi cations for:

“The subject, that I’ve chosen, was very hard basically. It was more about theory 
than practical things. So I thought I’m not skilled at the job I should do. I didn’t 
feel skilled enough” (I21)

Therefore, for the new Polish middle class graduates it is not just about 
securing “positional advantage” in relation to increasing numbers of graduates in 
the labour market, through education at Masters or Doctoral levels at international 
institutions (Brooks and Waters, 2010c; Brown and Hesketh, 2004). Above all, 
it is recognising the gaps within their obtained education, forming as Brooks 
and Everett (2009:338) name it, “a basic minimum”, after which other activities 
should top up the human capital package. The majority of Polish graduates 
interviewed regarded obtained higher education in Poland as providing strong 
foundations for further employability management (Brown et al., 2000), and 
additional education and training after migration as an upgrade of qualifi cations 
and skills. 

What is more, and as this paper emphasises, the need for further education 
in the UK was mentioned by both groups, those who did not consider returning 
to their home country, and graduates who already planned a commencement 
of their new life in Poland. Such behaviour of graduates interviewed confi rms 
Domański’s (2002) stance on young educated generation of Poles, who started to 
resemble British “professionals”, showing greater mobility, being more strategic 
in planning and pursuing of their careers, and as this paper argues, using further 
education abroad as a preparation for return to Poland, which is linked with brain 
circulation (Vertovec, 2007). 
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FURTHER EDUCATION IN THE UK

Among respondents interviewed, there were 11 who were still considering 
doing some form of training in the UK, and among them the majority were 
respondents who already planned their return to Poland. For those graduates, 
additional training and education was perceived as a strategic move to prepare 
themselves for a new life commencement in Poland:

“We’ve got one year, and during that time I’m going to do some courses which 
will help me in Poland [...] Probably, it will be some technical qualifi cations, 
things that I can do but I haven’t got a paper for, like CAT programming, these 
kind of things. Maybe...some qualifi cations on paper, that I can be a quality in-
spector. This kind of thing... Just to have it, in case” (I27).

The decision to do particular courses was dictated by the trends and 
appreciation of certain diplomas from England within the Polish labour market. 
Another respondent who was planning to go back to Poland became aware 
of required qualifi cations and skills through maintaining contacts in Poland, 
receiving advices from friends for her preparation for return. This and an interest 
in the English educational system became motivations for attending some form 
of education in the UK: 

“I’m thinking now about some courses, it’s a PR or spokesman. Because we are 
going to go back to Poland next year [...] I want to touch this English system of 
education, so I think it’s a good idea. And I have a friend in Poland, and they 
work in PR, and they said that the best school of PR is in the UK, and that they 
use this system in Poland. And the same is with spokesman” (I26).

Another graduate planning to return to Poland considered undertaking 
additional training, before the ultimate move back, explaining that the reasons are 
predominantly fi nancial, as well as personal interest and he hopes to gain a job 
within a preferred area upon return:

 “We think to come back, and I would like to fi nish studying, and to complete full 
personal training course, actually I’ve got a personal training done, but there 
are some extra courses to complete and after these courses I would like to teach 
in Poland. I would like to gain qualifi cations here, because it’s easier for me be-
cause of the fi nancial reasons, and then I would like to get a job in school where 
I would be teaching young students who would like to start with fi tness” (I30).

Similar perceptions showed another graduate planning to go back to Poland 
within half a year. He decided to do additional training during the remaining time 
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to improve his chances of getting a job in Poland, considering his fi rst degree, 
Masters in History, as unsatisfactory to be able to secure a good job in Poland. 
Instead, he aimed to do training that is recognised around the world, and provides 
some technical skills:

“I’m going to attend Network Administration CISCO course...because that’s qu-
ite a good option, and the only possible decent qualifi cation to obtain in half 
a year, and this qualifi cation is well regarded around the world [...]It improves 
my chances of getting a job. Otherwise I’m still just a history MA, which in Po-
land is not a good start” (I31).

Therefore, this research has recognised that there is an ongoing motivation to 
gain more skills, which can enable graduates to upgrade in the labour markets, 
and which are not only sought at universities, but also through other forms of 
training, most often stemming from the fi nancial rationales of these new middle 
class graduates:

“I’d like to do some course, which would be benefi cial for me, not in a sense that 
I will just fi nish it, but some course that will allow me to gain some skills” (I21).

More importantly, graduates aimed at gaining skills, rather than titles when 
considering doing an additional course at university or elsewhere, and which can 
be in the UK or any other location:

 “I’ve already got Masters so do it just for the sake of the title doesn’t really inte-
rest me that much. As I can always call myself Master. If I ever go to university, or 
any other form of education, it will be purely for skills, rather than for titles” (I14).

Consequently, graduates’ pursuit of further qualifi cations after migration 
needs to be regarded as working towards fi lling in the gaps in their gained 
education, which is a strategically elaborated mechanism of multiplying human 
capital, to be able to re-establish in the Polish reality of a growing number of 
graduates, and shrinking labour market opportunities. The importance of such 
gaps fi lling in graduates’ human capital can be also seen from the perspective 
of a brain circulation within Europe, where previously gained fi rst degrees 
in Poland, forming a foundation, or “a basic minimum” (Brooks and Everett, 
2009:338), constitute a starting base for an upgrade after migration. However, 
this paper argues, that due to inequality of cultural capital passed on to students 
(Żuk, 2010; Nowak, 2010; Białecki, 2003), the “brain training” (Baláz and 
Williams, 2004:218) has a greater signifi cance for graduates with cultural capital 
obtained through the process of reproduction (Bourdieu, 1984), or individually 
(Goldthorpe, 2007) through attaining more prestigious universities.
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CONCLUSIONS

On the basis of narratives with 40 Polish graduates, this article suggests that 
the division of higher education in Poland into public and private, and widely 
disputed by education scholars as providing varied cultural level on to students 
(Żuk, 2010; Nowak, 2010; Białecki, 2003), has a broader impact on their migration 
motivations, and brain training after migration. It may also contribute to brain 
circulation across European Union, and as a potential scenario, it is discussed 
below, and should be considered in further studies. 

This article follows Carling’s (2002) argument that most migrants derive from 
the middle socio-economic strata and are searching for better opportunities in 
other places. It highlights that the attention should be placed on the new social 
middle class migration, who are graduates of more prestigious universities 
in Poland, but who derived from the lower echelons of the society. Such new 
middle class graduates pursue further and higher education after migration to 
the UK, indicating that “brain training” (Baláz and Williams, 2004) can take 
place sometime after arrival in the new destination country, rather than being 
previously planned. On the other hand, planning of an upgrade of international 
value, was predominantly visible in case of the middle class who maintained their 
position through the process of reproduction as theorised by Bourdieu (1984), 
which begun within the domestic environment and continued in further schooling. 
Moreover, this paper argues and calls for further study on, graduates’ interest 
in continuing independent higher and further education abroad is linked to the 
type of university graduated in Poland, forming “a basic minimum” (Brooks and 
Everett, 2009), allowing for subsequent educational advancement. 

Subsequently to Mosca and Wright’s (2010:13) statement, that obtaining 
superior class of qualifi cations have a higher international migration probability, 
this paper shows that attending more prestigious education in Poland, also 
contributes to “growing mobility of human talent across countries boundaries” 
(Daugeliene and Marcinkeviciene, 2009:50), or in other words “brain circulation” 
(Vertovec, 2007). 

Following Domański (2002), the new class of Polish graduates shows strategy 
in the planning and pursuing of their careers, which has an effect on brain 
circulation of such a cohort, and is also dependent on ever changing individuals’ 
motivations, which has been demonstrated using the example of graduates 
pursuing further training in preparation for return to Poland. Thus, the new Polish 
middle class’ circular migration, viewed as a means of disseminating acquired 
knowledge and generating new ideas that can be used across borders, became 
possible due to the availability of affordable university courses and other types of 
training in the UK. However, after the tuition fee increase in 2012 across English 
universities, the positional advancement of the Polish middle class graduates may 
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become limited to other means of education, or as one graduate elaborated, other 
countries destination for university based brain training: 

“But why would you be so desperate to spend 9000 on education? How long you 
would need to work afterwards to get it back? It wouldn’t be worth it. You can go 
to Holland and get the education for 1000 Euros. Because that’s how people think 
nowadays; they can go to Holland, Sweden or Germany and do exactly the same 
thing” (I16).

All in all, brain circulation is the idea also that sending and receiving countries 
benefi t from such mobility of highly skilled workers. It is not just about their 
movement, but circulation of knowledge and skills, which if restrained in both 
sending and receiving countries may lead to eventual brain waste (Ackers, 2005).  
Therefore, further studies are required to shed the light on the brain circulation 
of the most talented and ambitions Polish middle class graduates, who with their 
particular capital undergo brain training in other countries across the European 
Union and what the impacts of this mobility are for Poland and the countries they 
move through. 
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