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Strengthening Roma-Youth Participation in Higher Educational Policy Paper
The primary aim of policy development in the Soros network is to ensure that programs relate directly and effectively to the overall mission of promoting open societies. This involves the identification of key issues, their exploration and analysis, and the formulation of ways, i.e., methodology and methods, in which the needs might be met and the problems overcome. This policy paper will provide guidelines in relation to the under representation of Romani youth in higher education in Central and Eastern European countries.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper requests a different educational policy towards Roma youth in the realm of higher education. Access to education is more important than ever before in enabling individuals to maintain and develop living standards in Europe's increasingly knowledge-based, (i.e., international language skills, post-graduate qualifications, etc) economy. Education also plays an important role in promoting awareness of diversity within society underpinning our concepts of democracy and human rights.

To strengthen the position and increase the number of Roma youth at the higher education level, one of the primary aims could be to nurture Roma professional leadership in order for them to play an active role in the improvement and capacity building of their own communities.

Today, many governmental and NGO's positions related to Roma affairs are still occupied by non-Roma, based upon the notion that " Roma are not ready yet to occupy these positions". More contentiously, the unfortunate argument proffered by some of the NGOs that "the top positions of these organisations should be filled by non-Roma because international donors will be more appreciative of the skills and attributes of non-Roma participants than Roma". These kinds of statements are implicitly racist because they simply perpetuate the negative perception of Roma by the mainstream society that they (Roma) cannot take the responsibility to address the oppressive cycle of racist, counterfactual, and spurious stereotyping of Roma as wilful under-achievers in academic circles.   

It is critical to improve the social capacity of Romani communities through education, and to use and mobilise community resources rather than render them dependent upon various external financial sources.

This policy paper attempts to provide strategic ‘tools’, aimed at stimulating, encouraging, and strengthening Roma youth participation in higher education.

BACKGROUND

The Roma community in Europe represents a unique phenomenon in European history and culture. From their first appearance in the historical record over 600 years ago, the relationship between Roma and mainstream societies has experienced many tensions and changes. According to the international ngo, Minority Rights Group (MRG), the Roma are now widely considered to be Europe's largest minority. The continental population of Romani people is estimated at from 7 to 8.5 million and raising. Over three-quarters of European Roma live in the post-communist countries of Central and South Eastern Europe.

Regarding social transition in the region, Roma have been the most vulnerable of the social impact of the economic, social and political change. Some reasons for this are:

· Roma generally have lower levels of education and professional skills, thus they have had difficulty competing for and maintaining jobs in the new competitive market economies in many countries in the region.

· A variety of economic crises have exacerbated the numerous social problems facing Roma, including low educational attainment and poor health status.

· The economic transition in Central and Eastern Europe has had a profound impact on Roma housing. Roma, historically, are not, generally speaking, landowners. This phenomenon, combined with governmental policies of land restitution and privatisation, have further diminished the amount of land and housing available to Roma.

· Economic crises in many countries, combined with political instability and weakened state institutions, have contributed to an increase in the level of discrimination and racially motivated violence against ethnic minorities, including Roma.

Aspects of Roma group status and living conditions also reinforce stereotypes by limiting communication between Roma and non-Roma, and contributing to a vicious circle of ignorance, hostility, isolation and marginalisation.  Moreover, the overall absence of Roma personnel involved in policy design and public services means that there are very few individuals who can play an important role in the decision making process.

Since 1989, the policy paradigm of Roma and their access to public services, including education, has undergone dramatic changes due to the new societal constellations in Europe. The current lack of success of Roma within the mainstream educational systems, reflects a long history of governmental failure to adopt appropriate and effective policies toward Roma in general.

The lack of "professional leadership" of the Roma people has led to the perpetuation of the societal dependency. The structural position of Roma in contemporary Europe could be enhanced through education, which is measured by degrees, diplomas, and language skills. Without good appropriate education, mobilisation is impossible.  Therefore strengthening Roma-youth participation in higher education will be one of the most powerful tools in the quest to change the existing policy paradigm towards Roma.

SCOPE OF THE PROBLEMS

Over the last few years, a number of educational initiatives have been undertaken in Central and Eastern Europe with alternative approaches mainly to elementary and secondary school for Roma children. However, very few of them directly address the participation of Roma in higher education. 

Currently, the higher education diploma rate amongst Roma in every respected country is minuscule.  Even so the achievements of those who have graduated from university is a mission to increase and support Romani participation in higher education.  Among the younger generation of Roma leaders, some attended university with the assistance of government programs or NGO’s scholarship program aimed at enabling Roma to obtain advanced degrees. These range from the use of quotas, to the provision of financial assistance through various scholarships and grant awards. 

The scholarship program for Roma students was mainly established by the Soros Foundation Network and, subsequently, in some CEE countries, the governments partially adopted the program. 

 In 2001 the Open Society Institute (OSI) announced a new scholarship program called the Roma Memorial University Scholarship Program for eligible Romani students at the university level.  The funds for this memorial program derive from gold appropriated by the Nazis during World War II and held by the Allied Powers since then.  A portion of he funds from the gold was allocated to Roma, and these funds are supplemented by OSI. Scholarship winners must come from Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia. Preference is given to those studying humanities or social sciences – economics, political science, journalism, sociology –, or medicine, public health, computer sciences, urban planning.  

The selection committee makes its final selection with advice from the respective national foundations of the Soros network. In practice, those who receive a scholarship from the national foundation cannot get the Roma Holocaust Memorial Scholarship, due to the fact that they are already recipients of the Soros network scholarship, however the applicants do not know this.

Roma from Central and Eastern Europe who are seeking scholarships in law and public administration can apply to the European Roma Rights Center (ERRC), based in Budapest, under its Human Rights Education department’s Scholarship Programme. In the 2001\2002 academic year there were 140 applicants who were eligible to receive scholarship. The estimation of Roma students in higher education in Central and Eastern Europe based upon the number of the scholarship recipients stands at more than 800.  

An example of governmental efforts aimed at assisting Roma participation in Higher Education is the approach adopted by the Romanian government since 1993, mainly to ensure places for Roma students at public universities. The program began with ten reserved spaces for Romani students at a public university of Social Work in Bucharest. In 2000, the program had expanded to potentially cover some 150-200 Romani students. Unfortunately, a failure of the system is that it does not necessarily ensure that every reserved place will be taken up by Roma applicants, due to the fact that in order to be in the position to consider this award, Romani applicants must still pass an entry exam. In mentioning this however, the program does make it more likely that Roma students will attend university. Besides this quota system in Romania, in 2000 almost 150 Roma students receive a scholarship from the Open Society Foundation Romania
. 

Another approach that has been set up by the Hungarian government is the provision of preparatory scholarships to enable Roma students to qualify for and attend certain universities
. According to the Hungarian Government more than 200 Roma university students received a scholarship in 2001 and there is political will to increase the state budget for scholarship for Roma students.
   

A different model is the American University in Bulgaria, sponsored by the Open Society Foundation, Sofia, which has, for several years, funded approximately 30 Roma students to attend a one-year program at the university. Participants in the program studied English, computer skills, and other subjects thought helpful in preparing them for higher education.

In 2001, the Open Society Institute launched a new program, “Romaversitas” based upon the Hungarian model. Despite sharing basic principles and a name, the two programs are not exactly identical and differ in many ways. Principally, each program is locally specific, attuned to the problems faced by Roma university students in their respective countries. The Romaversitas program has the following components:

· Tutorial system for students

· Students Club

· Open lectures programme

· Skills development training 

· Students resource centre

· Language courses. 

The Hungarian model was created in 1996 in order to support Romani students attending higher education institutions. One of the goals have been to foster a strong identity for Romani intellectuals and young leaders within the newly emerging “civil society”. The basic assumption was that, without significant numbers of highly educated Romani graduates, Roma would not have a real structural change in the society.  Commensurate Roma participation is essential in policy-and decision making, since without them, many initiatives remain superficial and serve the existing power structure.

A similar program exists in Macedonia based, once again, upon the same principles as the two mentioned above. The Macedonian model works with 15 identified Roma students all enrolled in their first academic year, at the “St. Cyrilus and Methodious” university studying humanities, social sciences and arts. The program will follow these 15 students until they finish the university. 

Here as in other areas, there are ranges of views about the most effective approach toward increasing the numbers of Roma students at university level. However, in mentioning this, there is a common view on the importance of this goal. Beyond qualifying Roma graduates for professional employment, their graduation from university is seen by many activists as the emergence of an effective professional leadership of a Roma elite
. 

The various programmes adumbrated above, indicate a concerted effort aimed at addressing the many problems faced by much of the Romani youth population in Central and Eastern European countries and their quest to obtain higher education diplomas. However, it is clear that these efforts are not enough. The problems faced by Roma are manifold and deep-seated. Currently, in regards to the assistance provided by ngo’s and other [governmental] agencies, the heart of the problem is the fragmentation of the existing programs in the Soros network as well as low efficiency and low constituency. More pertinently, any of these programs are not easily accessible for local applicants.

For example students, who apply for scholarship from the Memorial Holocaust Scholarship in Bulgaria or the European Roma Rights Center must have a personal bank account. This in itself is not a problem. However, in order to open a US Dollar bank account requires them having a certain amount to deposit, and if they do not then the scholarship transfer takes a very long time and probably during this prolonged time, some may face or, in extreme cases, can be expelled from university because they did not pay their fees on time. 

To sum up the problem then, simple scholarship policy alone is not enough. In the worst case scenario, the policy of simply disbursing funds to Roma students in higher education simply perpetuates dependency since there is little or no supplementary policy aimed at providing programs offering additional skills in order for these Roma students be successful at the university.

CONSULTATIONS

In light of EU accession many Central Eastern European Governments envisaged initiating new policies towards Roma. One of the areas, which should be seriously considered as a major priority, is a fundamental rethinking and revision of higher educational opportunities for young Roma.  Participation of Roma youth in the higher educational system is area of concern that should be developed in the region. As an affirmative policy in Hungary for example, the government has widely publicised the award of 8,000 scholarships (approx. 200 students in higher education) for Roma students for the year 2000\2001, a move praised by the European Commission. However, the scholarship scheme promises more than it delivers. The average amount HUF 3-4,000 per month (c. 10-12 USD per month), represents nothing more than a token gratuity even for the poorest families.

There is a possibility for NGOs to introduce a scholarship scheme coupled with tutorial systems and other additional developmental training.

There is a great opportunity to influence the donor policy of the European Commission’s PHARE budget that is usually administrated by governmental agencies. One of the main objectives of this kind of grant is to improve the situation of Roma in the candidate countries. Significant Roma participation in higher education should be one of the main priorities governments in the region in the immediate future and beyond.

The Soros Network scholarship program has, potentially, several possibilities for Roma university students. However, the program does not offer more than financial assistance. Whilst acknowledging the absolute necessity in providing monies to Roma students, this only addresses one part of the problem many of them face. The one-dimensionality of the program is something that needs to be tackled as well as the fact that for many Roma students in higher education institutions, the newly founded scholarship is not accessible for them. 

Romaversitas Macedonia and Hungary introduced a new approach aimed at strengthening the participation of Roma youth in higher education, through offering scholarships, implementing an extra-curriculum tutorial system, and some additional skills that are necessary on the academic field.  This initiative should be extended in the region and should involve all the Roma students who would like to participate and not just the very limited number of students as is currently the case. These organisations should be launched on the national level and receive financial support from national and international donors, i.e., from governmental and non-governmental agencies.  

In 2000, the Central European University (CEU) initiated a round-table discussion on increasing Roma applicants at the CEU and establish a Roma Studies and Research Center in the CEU framework. If this ambition is realised it should be coordinated and integrated into a new scholarship framework. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. A Roma educational scholarship agency should be established at the national level in the various countries in the region. This should be done with the financial and specialised assistance of the Soros Foundation, as well as with the support of governmental funds. The mandate of the agency should not be limited to just awarding scholarships. It should be coupled with a tutoring system and various training for students, which helps them to strengthen their participation at universities and help them to contend with all the disadvantages they face, all stemming from their disadvantaged origins/backgrounds. These Roma educational scholarship agencies should operate like a community centre accessible for all the students and  offer different preparatory courses for Roma high-school students. 

2. Special consideration should be given by the governmental and non-governmental agencies to the situation regarding Roma youth in the higher education system. Roma educators, experts, university students should be involved in the design and implementation of programs that will help and develop their participation at higher educational level.

3. Among the more promising approaches in this regard, governments and non-governmental agencies may wish to consider supporting preparatory courses that help to prepare and increase Romani youth participation at the higher educational level.

4. National governments must make concerted efforts to eradicate manifestation of anti-Roma discrimination in the entire educational system, including universities. To this end, governments should ensure that national law include adequate provisions banning discrimination in the sphere at all levels of education and providing effective remedies.

5. The National Roma Scholarship Agencies should be established by Roma organisations with the financial assistance of the Soros Foundation, national governments, and international donors (including European Commission Funds and international donors such as, Ford Foundation and MOTT).  The agency can function as a public foundation, in which the government is committed to provide a substantial part of the annual budget. The organisation has to be directed by the board, which will consist of the representatives of the Soros Foundation, government experts, educators, policy makers, representatives of the community.

6. The National Roma Scholarship Agencies could have partner organisations such as Civic Education Project (CEP) to help frame the program and offer expertise to devise the higher educational strategies. The board in this regard, should define the role of the CEP  and its mandate. 

The entire existing scholarship scheme for Roma students in the Soros network should be rethought, revised, and restrategized in the light of the very real needs of the Roma students.

COMMUNICATION ANALYSIS

In some of the most hostile Central Eastern European countries, governments have inadequately communicated various special measures for Roma, thereby rendering the situation somewhat controversial, ultimately contributing to the volatility Roma experience at the hands of the “majority” population. This is because many governmental programs designed for Roma, are not explained properly to the majority of the population who wrongly feel that the Roma are receiving undue benefits at the expense of the rest of them.

Certain approaches in this regard have acquired a negative connotation in some countries and may even be counterproductive.  It falls to political leaders and civil society to frame appropriate policies aim to improving the educational status of Roma. It is crucial that Roma must play a central role in developing these educational policies. By equal measure, political and civil society leaders must assume their responsibility for educating citizens about the justification for such policies when they are indicated.

As mentioned earlier, the donation of cash, though necessary, is not actually dealing with many of the problems Roma youth face. Also, the fact many of the scholarship programs set English language communication skills (Romaversitas being the only exception), as a prerequisite, thereby precluding many numbers of Roma youth from applying is an issue that needs to be addressed immediately by those responsible for administering the programs. That monies are awarded in isolation of any other form of supplementary program, creates the notion of dependency amongst the recipients who feel that the various financial assistance they get is a form of reward or wage for attending university. It is not seen as a grant that assists their endeavours to academic achievement.  It is my opinion that this fact of dependency actually undermines the veracity of the various programs.

In order for the policies to have a deeper impact on the situation, a more integrated process needs to be established with various programs linked to one another thereby enhancing the quality of the “service” that they provide. The model of Romaversitas in Hungary, Romania, and Macedonia mentioned earlier, should be expanded to other countries in the region. This can be done with the help of the Civic Education Project, who have offices and networks in 28 former communist countries in the region. Essentially, the major components of the Romaversitas initiative that concerns us here are the tutorials, capacitating of participants, English language training, mentoring, and provision of student social centre for Roma.

The key message is that in contemporary, CEE countries, society should provide equal opportunities for the most discriminated and disadvantaged groups. Also, they have to make sure that access to higher education for these same disadvantaged peoples is available and unfettered, otherwise the societal distance between them (at the margins) and the “mainstream” will deepen leading to greater, graver, and serious social consequences for the whole of society
� Interview with M.Z. Roma educational officer, 2001.


� specifically, this alludes to the fact that the scholarship awards are only for those Roma students applying to enrol at the Social work university in Budapest


� Interview with  K.M. officer in the Office for National and Ethnic Minorities, 2001


� Roma university graduates can provide help for the young generation as positive role models, to fulfil academic accomplishment and strengthening the self-confidence amongst them. 
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