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I. ROMA CHILDREN IN EUROPEAN EDUCATION

The Roma / Gypsy population is Europe’s largest ethnic group, their number is estimated 7-8.5 million. These Roma communities live in almost all of the countries of the continent. At the same time, heterogenity is a well-known feature of the Roma / Gypsy “society” — usually it cannot be defined as one ethnic group in the sense of the traditional sociological term. It is characteristic in all European countries that the Roma / Gypsy communities have a traditional culture very different from that of the majority; their status in society and economy is usually lower than the average; and very often they suffer from the disadvantages of their social-ethnic belonging in education — which usually recreates these disadvantages. The social integration of the Roma is a very slow process, and it has not even started in many countries.

Most governments have realised that the basic element of integration is to reduce and completely erase these disadvantages in the education of Roma children. There is, however, a difference between the particular countries whether they consider this goal as their own, governmental task, or they try to make the Roma communities, the parents, or the non-governmental sector responsible. The determination of a given country’s government and the measure of the financial support they provide for the solving of this problem depend on their choice of the above-mentioned attitudes, and, naturally, the economic situation of that country. The aim of present thesis is to summarise and compare the practice, policy, and initiatives of the governmental and non-governmental spheres of a Western European and three Eastern European countries. My initial aim was to examine the practice of two extremes in Western Europe (Great Britain and Spain), but I was deprived of the chance by the lack of availability in Hungary of the publications and documents concerning Spain
. Although there is only a relatively small Gypsy population in the United Kingdom, the government shows a committed attitude towards the question and they spend substantial amounts on solving the problem. On the other hand, the two countries cannot be compared in as much as the Roma living in Spain are particularly traditional, and so are their lifestyle and social status. This traditionalism is not a characteristic of the Roma living in the United Kingdom, where ethnic belonging and lifestyle mingle, and everybody is cast according to their ethnicity or lifestyle into one of two groups (Gypsy or Traveller). Therefore, the question of education is mainly relevant in examining the incompatibility of travelling lifestyle and the static educational system.

Roma / Gypsy population in European countries
:

Country
Roma population
Percentage of Roma population

France
340 000
0.6%

Germany
130 000
0.2%

Italy
100 000
0.2%

Spain
800 000
2%

United Kingdom
120 000
0.2%





Bulgaria
800 000
10.3%

Czech Republic
300 000
2.9%

Hungary
600 000
5.9%

Romania
2 million
8.9%

Slovakia
520 000
9.6%

The chart above indicates the regional differences in respect of the size of the Roma population. The largest number of the European Roma live in the Middle-Eastern countries: it has been estimated that the total of the Western European population is less than the Roma / Gypsy population of Romania alone. It can also be seen that while the percentage of the Roma population of the Western European countries is relatively small (even the biggest number — 2% in Spain — remains below the data of the Eastern European countries), in almost all of the Eastern European countries the Roma population consists a large percentage of the population of the given country (5-11%). This fact, naturally, determines the main differences between the Roma educational policies of the two regions. Another determining factor is the standard of living, the huge differences between the GDPs of these countries, which obviously determines how much a government can spend on the facilitating the school integration of children belonging to minorities. The third major difference is due to the differences between the Roma communities themselves: in many countries the Roma / Gypsy have successfully integrated into the majority community, accepting the majority’s language as their first language. In other countries, there is no trace of such integration, and in these countries, the forced assimilation-policy has not achieved anything but the boomerang-effect. In these communities, it is not rare that the Roma do not speak the majority’s language, or, if they do, they speak it on a basic level. Undoubtedly, this causes further difference on the level of the educational policy (as well).

Although there are regional differences between the Roma / Gypsy communities, all countries are similar in certain aspects: the unsuccessfulness of the Roma in majority institutions (especially in education), the spreading of the disadvantaged social and economical status within these communities, and, finally, the majority’s distrust, prejudice, and discrimination towards the Roma. At the same time, the European process of integration offers a new perspective: Roma / Gypsy politics can step out of the former national framework and be part of a united European framework. Since 1990, there has been an increased interest on the part of different organisations of the EU in the Roma-question. The number of Roma and non-Roma institutions and initiatives that deal with the integration and education of this community has grown drastically throughout the continent. Especially the activity of those organisations overreaching the borders of the EU (OSCE, EC) is important in this field, although their activity mostly consists of systematic collecting of data and analysing of situations. The task of offices operating in the individual countries is mainly the constant monitoring of the national data concerning the Roma population, and the exchange of information. The OSCE and the EC also play an active role in the wording and practising of the principle of minority rights, and the acceptance of minority languages.

The EU focuses on two activities: on the one hand, they support already existing programs and initiatives set up to provide equal opportunities for, and help the integration of Roma children into education; on the other hand, they pressure the countries wishing to join the EU to assure human rights, abolish discrimination, and provide equal opportunities.

Obviously, the EU and other European organisations only provide frameworks for the solution to the questions concerning the Roma. The desired integrated Europe, as a common home for the Roma ethnicity living in different countries, is only a dream yet. It is important to note that the different European organisations approach the question from different perspectives, and this affects the educational policy as well. The main perspectives are the following:

Ethnic / Minority perspective

Certain European organisations consider the education of the Roma from the minority-ethnic point of view. This is supported by some of the Roma organisations as well, who — in the lack of a country of origin — consider the integrated Europe as the Roma’s country above nations. In 1984, majority politics concerning Roma issues have taken certain steps that deal with the Roma-related problems as a question of an all-European ethnic group or minority. The resolution of the European Parliament, “On the situation of the Gypsies”
, suggested that each national government should synchronise their politics concerning the Roma. The “common European home” may be of great significance for the Roma from the ethnic-cultural (linguistic) point of view, as well as that of the rights of the minority. The OSCE, too, primarily treats the problems of the Roma as a minority question. The most important resolution was passed in 1991: the Paris Charter deals with the rights of minorities in detail. These rights are also dealt with in the 1995 EC agreement on the Protecting National Minorities. These documents are the most important bases of reference, and they greatly influence the shaping of certain national minority educational policies. (However, not every country considers the Roma / Gypsy communities national minorities – V.M.). These agreements provide international guarantee that the national minorities can preserve their identity and culture in education as well, and that they can receive education in their mother tongue.

Human rights perspective

In the examining of the situation of the Roma, the viewpoint of human rights is, primarily, represented by the EU and the international human right organisations. It is a characteristic of the post-W.W.II Europe that as a solution to the national / ethnic questions, the minorities’ equal rights have been declared, and any kind of discrimination have been prohibited. The policy concerning the Roma — including the education policy, if there was one — was understood and practised on national level. The expansion of the European Union, however, allows a bigger role to be played by the international agreements, as well as it facilitates a greater pressure to be exercised so that these agreements are put into practice. Apart from this, the EU can influence the governments of the countries outside the union via the harmonisation of the legal system. In 1993, in the Parliamentary session of the EC, the 1203 Proposal, “The situation of the Roma in Europe” has been accepted. This explicitly calls upon the governments to keep the Roma-related principles drawn up in international agreements. After this, the EC and the OSCE have created offices in every country, whose task is to give advice and monitor the governmental and non-governmental policies and initiatives concerning the Roma.

Political perspective

The quality of the majority politics concerning the Roma-question is highly influenced by the way the decision-makers consider the Roma population. At present, it is general in Europe that (except for a few countries) the Roma-related conscious strategic policy and, within this, educational policy is very insufficient. The reason for this, among others, is that following the tradition of past decades (or, rather, centuries), majority politics and the educational system have failed to develop an effective integrative strategy, since the Roma population has been considered a “social burden” rather than a partner. This caused a reluctance n the part of the majority decision-makers to work on a strategy that would take the Roma group’s unique historical and ethnic (customary law, cultural, linguistic) features into account, and respect this group’s difference resulting from these features. At the same time, it has been common up to recent times (and, in some countries, it still is) to treat the Roma as a community that must be assimilated by all means — despite the fact that several centuries of history of living together have not produced a single example for the success of this policy.

Save the Children’s report (2001) stresses that the planning and executing of a successful Roma education policy are impossible without effective Roma self-organisation and Parliamentary representation. Be it formed with the best of intentions, governmental policy cannot achieve its goal as long as it is put into practice “above the head” of the Roma community, without their consent, and without their opportunity either to express their opinion on a policy that concerns them, or to monitor the working of these programs. This, I may add, raises further important questions: (1) who represents the Roma, this society of so heterogeneous ethnicity and interests, (2) are there such Roma experts who can deal with educational issues not only as civilians but co-operators in working out educational programs? Nevertheless, the programs forced “from above”, without doubt, cannot be efficient.

Most important European documents and initiatives concerning the consolidation of the situation of the Roma
:

There are hardly any independent EU-initiatives and recommendations concerning the educational integration and successfulness of Roma children — most of these appear as part of a larger agreement, proposal, or strategy. The most important pan-European initiatives and documents concerning the Roma (as well) are listed below:

2000: The report of the OSCE Commissioner of National Minorities on “The Situation of the Roma and Sinti in the OSCE Region”.

1999: The EU accepts the recommendations drawn up for the countries wishing to join the EU (“Principles of Improving the Situation of the Roma”). The document contains various suggestions for the educational integration of Roma children.

1998: The EU sets up the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia. The Centre’s task is the constant collecting of systematic comparative data about the majority’s racist and xenophobic attitude towards ethnic minorities. The Centre presents an annual report about the member countries of the EC. Since its establishment, the Centre has had a special focus on collecting information concerning the Roma / Gypsy minorities; the lack of such information had been the obstacle of creating efficient minority and education policies.

1997: The beginning of negotiations with Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, and Slovenia in connection with joining the EU. The situation of the Roma is discussed within the framework of political criteria, and it is recommended in the case of almost all the countries wishing to join that drastic steps should be taken. Apart from Slovenia, the situation of the Roma is one of the major problems in all these countries, one of the neuralgic points of their joining the EU. The European Union has an annual publication (“Report on the Process of Joining”), which document always contains precise steps as to the integration of the Roma.

1997: EU-Amsterdam Convention, the accepting of the 13 sections which provide a base for the EU and its member countries for the fight against racial discrimination and to facilitate equal treatment.

1996: The OSCE founds in its member countries the Contact Points for Roma and Sinti Issues. The role of these Contact Points in European institutions is to synchronise the initiatives concerning the Roma, and to constantly monitor the political and legal steps taken in these particular countries. Additionally, the Points undertake the task of supporting Roma self-organisation and representation.

1995: The European Migration Commission of the European Council founds the Specialist Group on Roma / Gypsies.

1995: The European Council accepts the Framework Agreement on the Protection of National Minorities which summons the member countries to protect the culture, language, and identity of national minorities. The Agreement deals with the educational system as well, inasmuch as it dictates that the member countries have to provide the conditions of minority education.

1993: The European Council’s 1203 Recommendation on “The Situation of Roma in Europe”.

1993: The 249 Resolution of the European Conference of Local and Regional Governments on “European Gypsies: the Role and Responsibility of Local and Regional Governments”.

1993: The report of the OSCE High Commissioner of National Minorities on “The Situation of the Roma in the OSCE Region”.

1992: The EC European Agreement on Regional Languages, which includes the Romany language as well.

1991: The OSCE “New Europe” Paris Agreement deals in a separate section with the solving of the special problems of the Roma within the rights of the minorities.

II. Great Britain

II.1. Gypsy / Traveller communities in Great Britain

Roma / Traveller communities living in Great Britain form a heterogeneous social-ethnic group even as to their names. Moreover, it is debatable whether one can treat communities that differentiate themselves from other groups of society by their (travelling) lifestyle as an ethnic group. In the literature found the terms are used covering inner and outer identification at the same time — therefore, everybody belongs to this group who claim to be Gypsies or Travellers, and who are considered as such by their environment. This means that people can be considered Gypsies or Travellers because of the way they live, even though they do not belong to this ethnic group, and also if they do belong to this ethnic group, irrespective of the fact that they have settled down. Another element of identification is culture, the language (dialect), the place of living, and the traditional professions. According to the regions of Great Britain and language usage, there are four bigger groups:

1. English Gypsies (Romanichals). This is the largest population, their language is a mixture of English and Romany.

2. Welsh Gypsies (Kalé). A small community, most of its members settled down, and they speak Romany.

3. Irish Gypsies (Minceir). Nomadic group, who speak a mixture of English and Gammon.

4. Scottish Travellers (Nachin). Mostly nomadic people, but many of them have settled down partly or completely.

Apart from these groups, others belong to the Gypsy / Traveller category as well, for example the so-called New Travellers, whose identification is even more difficult. There is a little obscurity as to who these New Travellers would be; according to the publications, this is not an origin-based ethnic community, rather a group comprising individuals who have been forced (by a personal, family, or other reasons
) or who have chosen to lead a Travelling life.

Apart from the ones mentioned above, “immigrant” Gypsies are a separate group. They have come to Great Britain from Middle-Eastern Europe (Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic) during the twentieth century, and they got immigrant or refugee status.

Demographic features

In Great Britain there is still no systematic nation-wide data collection about the demographic and sociological characteristics of the Gypsy / Traveller communities. The existing data are very fragmented, the national census has no separate Gypsy / Traveller category, despite the fact that the 1976 Race Relation Act described this group as a separate ethnic minority. As a consequence, there is no reliable data concerning the population and other demographic features of this group. There are, however, estimations, but their figures show considerable differences, if for no other reason, for the different categorisation of this group. The base of these estimations is provided by the calculation made upon the biannual counting of mobile homes / caravans, and the reports of the Gypsy / Traveller organisations and local school authorities.

To sum it up, the more or less generally accepted estimation is that 120 000 Gypsy / Traveller live in the United Kingdom (this is 0.2% of the total population)
. The English Gypsies (Romanichals) comprise half of this number (63 000), while the number of the “New Travellers” is estimated 15 000. The Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish populations are relatively small: the number of households is about 500-600, 700, and 1400, respectively.

Consequently, there is no data about these populations as to the percentage of age groups either. However, the few and most reliable data are about children of school age. These figures come from the LEA (Local Education Authorities), whose task is to collect data concerning the number, attendance, qualifications, and results of the Gypsy / Traveller children. These data are reported to the DfEE
 every year, which finances according to these figures. (1996 Education Act, Section 488). The most recent report has registered 28 000 Gypsy / Traveller children of school age. Based on the annual reports it can be stated that the number of the Gypsy / Traveller children is gradually growing (with approximately 7% per year). The reason for this growth is obscure, but might be due to the much greater number of children than the average of the rest of the population on the one hand, and the growing willingness to stand up for their ethnic identity on the other.

The report
 of the OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education) gives a very different, much larger figure as to the estimated number of Gypsy / Traveller children. The difference between the two estimation can be due to the difference between the usage of definitions.

To sum up, the estimated number of the Gypsy / Traveller children of school age in all four parts of the United Kingdom (England, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland) is 35-60 000.

II.2. Gypsy / Traveller children in education

In Great Britain the education of the children of Gypsy / Traveller families — due to their lifestyle — has to face different problems than that of the Roma in Middle-Eastern Europe. The basic problem is to provide a continuous education for those leading a travelling life. Most of these families move not once, but several times during a school year, which makes it difficult to guarantee the continuous and adequate education for their children.

Another problem is that Gypsy children very often leave school before they finish it, since they do not consider the knowledge they can learn at school or the quality of the education useful. The scale cannot be compared to that of the Middle-Eastern European countries, but there are signs of ethnic segregation in Great Britain as well, which also keeps children away from school.

Another field of problems is caused by the negative attitude, prejudice, and racism of the environment.

II.2.1. Travelling lifestyle and education

Travelling lifestyle is the main obstacle of educating the children of Gypsy / Traveller families. Spending short periods at various schools within a school year can deprive the children of improvement. The situation is further complicated by the reduced space of travelling families: almost all local authorities forbid their staying at unauthorised areas, and the caravan owners are forced to move from the illegally taken places.

The Local Education Authorities collect data about the children’s school attendance, which are annually reported to the Department of Education. According to these data, there has been a significant improvement in the attendance of Gypsy / Traveller children during the past three decades. There is almost full attendance in primary schools — bearing in mind that these are various alternative options here (home teaching, on-site teaching, distance teaching). However, alternative education is only available for a strictly defined period of time, with strictly defined conditions, and it always has to serve the purpose of securing the continuity of these children’s education. For this, the British government has created an extended network of institutions and syllabi, and has allocated significant sums for this task. The network seems to be successful: during the past years, the attendance of the Gypsy / Traveller children has greatly improved, that is, there has been a decrease in the number of those not receiving education. Furthermore, according to research
, there has been considerable change in the attitude of the children and their parents towards the school — going to school has become a positive notion. The government’s program and steps concerning Gypsy / Traveller children will be dealt with in II.2.

In connection with the school attendance of children of school age, there is a legal enforcement in Great Britain. The parents of children who regularly play truant can be prosecuted, although this is a last resort which the authorities very rarely use. Usually they can find a solution to ensure the Gypsy / Traveller children’s primary education in a way that suits the parents as well. According to a study of the University of Wales, as a result of the enforcement of the law — when a parent was convicted for not providing the conditions for her child to go to school —, the scale of school attendance has significantly grown. Therefore, the enforcement of the law, although it is not a positive measure, can be effective — provided the educational system is flexible enough and takes the particular needs into account. At the same time, the 1996 Amendment of the 1993 Education Act protects the parents of Gypsy / Traveller children: provided they can prove that their sustenance requires a travelling lifestyle and their children are officially registered in a school, they cannot be prosecuted for their children being truant from school as long as the children spend the minimum of 200 teaching days/school year in the school. If the children are lagging behind due to their absence, it is the parents’ responsibility to give them every help to catch up with the others. According to the law, the 200 teaching days are not the norm, that is, children have to spend as many days at school as possible, and unjustified absence cannot be accepted within this frame.

In secondary education the number of Gypsy children is quite low: according to the estimated figures, it is below 20%.

Primarily, it depends on the active co-operation of the school and the local authorities that none of the children is left out of compulsory education, despite the fact that some of them move on several times during one school year. School authorities have created an information network that enables the moving children to find a school in the new town, and, at the same time, they inform the authorities of the particular area about the arrival of the family; thus they do not let the child disappear from the horizon of education.

Many Gypsy parents are reluctant to take their children to ordinary primary schools (occasionally 3 or 4 times a year) for various reasons — they worry about the children losing their culture, fear from racist incidents, or they question the adequacy of school education in general. Mainly for these parents have the institutions of alternative education been set up: home teaching, distance teaching (mostly in secondary education), and on-site teaching. The latter provides education at the caravan site of travelling families (usually for the children of ten or more households).

In some cases, the higher percentage of leaving school can be attributed to such practical reasons as the school’s inaccessibility from the caravan site, or the compulsion to wear a school uniform. However, very often the reason is that parents doubt the usefulness of state primary education, therefore they do not have their children attending school regularly.

There have been numerous governmental steps and resources delegated in order to overcome the practical obstacles. As to the popularisation of school education among the parents, the British government has launched comprehensive programs (changes in the syllabus, refresher courses for teachers, etc.).

II.2.2. School results

There is no official, systematic register containing school results of Gypsy / Traveller children. However, there are occasional reports, according to which the performance of Gypsy children at the very beginning of the educational system (between ages 5 and 7) is similar to that of the other pupils; but later, when the learning of various subjects requires fluent knowledge of the English language, they gradually fall behind. Only a mere 15-20% of the children reach secondary education, and in higher education the number of Gypsy students is minimal.

Poorer school performance has several reasons, of which the major ones are listed below:

· The low prestige of school education among Gypsy / Traveller families. Many Gypsy communities think that their children can acquire the knowledge they will need in their life at home rather than in the school.

· Travelling lifestyle and the frequent changing of schools impedes the progress of these children. It is impossible to enhance the performance when children have to adapt themselves to new types of conditions and requirements every couple of months in a new school.

· Language can also be a source of problems, since in the case of many of these children English is not their mother tongue or first language.

· The occasional hostility and racist incidents can also deter children from going to school. In a negative environment a child’s priority is obviously not his learning, but his self-protection against these incidents.

· It can also inhibit the performance of Gypsy / Traveller children that teachers are sometimes prejudiced and they do not have sufficient knowledge of the culture of these communities.

II.2.3. Segregation, discrimination

Although in different form and measure than in Central and Eastern Europe, but there are examples in Great Britain for the segregation of Gypsy / Traveller children in the school. Integration is a basic element of the British education system, and all types of race-based segregation and discrimination are explicitly forbidden. These laws and moral “rules” are usually obeyed in the schools, but there are precedents of segregation and racial discrimination. Although very rarely, but Gypsy children are occasionally segregated within the school (they attend their own separate class), or within the class (they have to sit in a certain corner of the classroom). There are examples (e.g. in Belfast
) for schools that are attended exclusively by Gypsy / Traveller children. This, however, is not a type of segregation forced from outside — the children’s parents choose these particular schools.

Another form of discrimination of Gypsy / Traveller children is sometimes the teachers’, but mostly the classmates’ racist or prejudiced remarks, and the insufficient handling of these incidents. Gypsy children occasionally face some kind of an insult, which is then not dealt with by the teacher properly. If these insults happen too often, they may lead to Gypsy children starting to play truant, or their choosing an alternative form of education. The integration programs of the Department of Education set out the task of eliminating such incidents and of improving the teachers’ conflict-handling skills with the help of training courses, and with the employment of teacher assistants and advisers (these programs will be discussed in II.2.).

II.2.4. Inadequacy of syllabi of schools

Minorities refer to the insufficiency of school syllabi as a further reason for poor school attendance and frequent unsuccessfulness. Parents often consider the school and the subjects taught there useless from the point of view of their children succeeding in life. Many of them think — and, as a consequence, prefer home learning and other forms of alternative education — that their children can attain more useful knowledge that will help them in the future if they study at home, rather than in a majority state school.

Another problem of syllabi is that usually they contain inadequate details of cultural differences, and they do not prepare for accepting these. Rarely is there any mention of the history and culture of the Gypsy communities or the facts of the Gypsies and the British living together. Minorities, including the children of the Gypsy communities feel that they are omitted from the curriculum, which also alienates them from the school.

This also affects the attitude of the teachers. The OFSTED survey
 on the education of Gypsy / Traveller children claims that the attitude of these children towards the school is mostly influenced by the attitude of the teachers and the pupils towards them. In those schools where the teachers find it important that the Gypsy / Traveller children are accepted, and therefore they induce the basic elements of the minority’s history and culture into the curriculum, the Gypsy / Traveller children more easily integrate, and their performance is better at school. That is, where these children can proclaim their roots, which are combined with positive values with the help of their teachers, the performance of these children is enhanced. On the other hand, in those schools where they have to conceal their identity, because only negative prejudices are attached to it, and where the teachers do not sustain this negative attitude, these children leave school much earlier.

Because of this phenomenon, the British government has worked out a program to provide continuation courses for teachers of Gypsy / Traveller children, and to improve the curriculum.

II.3. Governmental policy

What is unique in Great Britain is the government’s synchronised and well-organised education policy concerning Gypsy / Traveller communities, and its extensive, well-functioning system of institutions. The British government has worked out a strategy for the education of the children of travelling communities, to provide for the continuity of education and to overcome various obstacles. For this, the government has developed and financed numerous programs, as well as created a complete system of institutions. It is worth noting that these programs have been developed in agreement with the travelling communities, and the programs are financed by the government generously. Judging by the available material and documents, it seems that the government’s most important priority is to provide for the continuous education of every child, and to achieve this, the government is trying to comply with the lifestyle, needs and wishes of the families as best as possible.

In Great Britain, LEAs
 are placed under a duty
 to make education available for all school-aged children in their area, appropriate to their age, abilities and aptitudes. This duty extends to all children residing in their area, whether permanently or temporarily. Paragraph 210 of the 1993 Education Act states that LEAs providing education for the children of travelling families receive additional funding to cover the extra expenses. The aim of this support is “to ensure the continuous education and integration [of the children of Gypsy / Traveller communities] in majority institutions”. The Local Education Authorities receive extra financial support for the added expenses of educating Gypsy / Traveller children.

The TES (Traveller Education Service) has been set up from these resources. The TES-program has a considerable budget: in a larger city area it can reach Ł500.000, while in smaller rural areas it is between Ł12-25.000 per year. In 2000/2001, the LEAs received Ł162.5 million to enhance the school performance of children belonging to various minorities and ethnic groups. The activities of the TES cover numerous areas:

· Their most important task (on which they spend the largest part of their budget) is the employing of co-ordinators, teachers and teacher assistants, who provide administrative and professional help for the children of families living a travelling lifestyle. The aim of their administrative activity is secure the children’s continuous education, irrespective of their moving to a new place. For this, they have set up a chain of information which helps the co-ordination of the changing of schools when a family is moving to a new place, as well as it makes sure that nobody can “disappear” from the educational system.

· The TES has diverse professional tasks: on the one hand, their teachers and teacher assistants help the integration of Gypsy / Traveller children in the new school, and they also give professional support for these children to overcome their learning difficulties. On the other hand, the TES employs peripatetic teachers, which enables those children who cannot go to school for some reason (e.g. they receive alternative teaching, or a temporary problem or travelling prevent them from getting to the school) to continue their studies at home, therefore they do not drop out from the educational system. Another area where the employment of peripatetic teachers is advantageous is at schools where the sudden growth in the number of the students causes unforeseen difficulties. At the moment, there are 351 teachers, 170 teacher assistants and 54 special advisers are employed within the framework of this program. The most successful model is when a few teacher assistants complete the group of peripatetic teachers in a certain area who, therefore, can flexibly adapt to the sudden demands. Teachers are employed where there is a rise in the need for teachers because of the children of travelling families.

· The activities of the TES is different from area to area. A key to their successful work is the establishment of a good and trusting relationship with the parents. Therefore, they have institutionalised the maintenance of relations and communication with the parents: it is the task of the peripatetic teachers working for the LEAs, and the Education Welfare Officers (EWO). They regularly visit the parents and inform them about everything that happens in the school. This is a basic condition of co-operation; the TES could not do its work if the parents did not feel a supportive attitude in these offices. Only the parents can inform the co-ordinators of the TES about their plans to move, for example, and this information is necessary to ensure the continuity of the children’s education. If it is known when and where a family is planning to move, the possibilities of the children’s further education can be discussed together — whether they should go to the state school of the new city (which is co-ordinated by the TES), or if it is not possible for some reason, what are the options the parents can choose from (distance learning, home teaching, becoming private student temporarily, or part-time studying).

· The TES also provides information and documents needed for the relocation of the family, and the registration in the new school: the TES looks for places in schools for the children, they inform the school about the arrival of the family, and they issue the so-called Green Card that contains the children’s school results and performance, and other relevant information. This card is stamped by the school where the children are registered, but it contains all the information needed for the continuous education when a child changes schools. If the parents choose some alternative type of education, the TES provides for the necessary educational material, and they help with the administrative tasks. It is important to note, however, that the authorities do not consider alternative education a satisfactory solution in the long term, and they only allow this option (and only temporarily) if the continuous education of the children cannot be secured any other way.

· Another task of the TES is the organising of training courses for teachers educating Gypsy / Traveller children. The aim of these courses is to prepare the teachers for those problems and conflicts deriving from cultural differences that they might face during the course of their teaching Gypsy / Traveller children. Apart from this, the TES also informs them about the legal obligations and the infrastructural possibilities that can be relevant in this issue (e.g. what is the limit of absence, what are the conditions under which they can let the children leave, what extra resources can be used, what is the school’s field of work — and what is that of the educational institution system such as the TES, the LEAs, etc. All this creates the basis for the successful continuation of the education of the newly arrived Gypsy / Traveller children, so that they do not drop out and they can learn in an environment that they do not feel hostile.

· Apart from professional issues, the TES also helps with solving practical problems. Children very often do not go to school because of such strict rules as the compulsory school uniform, or the inaccessibility of the school — due to lack of public transport — from the traveller site. In these cases, it is the responsibility of the TES that these obstacles should be overcome: if transportation is a problem, they provide a school bus, and they also provide for school uniforms in cases when the parents cannot afford to buy a new uniform every time they take their children to a new school. The TES receive its financial support for these expenses according to Paragraph 210 of the Education Act.

· Occasionally, the staff of the TES may consider that school education does not serve the best interests of a child. This is more likely to happen in secondary education, where children’s previous negative experiences predestine them to leave school as soon as they can. In these cases, the staff of the TES, together with the parents, may choose some type of alternative education, which can be distance teaching, home studying, or on-site teaching. The TES considers these, too, as the first step towards an extensive integration into school education, therefore, in these cases it is still compulsory to register in one of the “normal” schools, and the TES advisor and the school’s teachers together work out the child’s personal curriculum. If the parents choose home studying or any other type of alternative education, they are responsible for the learning of their children. Wherever it is not reassuringly secured, part-time teachers are employed. The development of children receiving alternative education is monitored by the LEAs.

· There are certain cases when the continuity of a child’s education cannot be secured. In these cases, the TES provides — temporarily — for the conditions and means of distance teaching. This is mostly for families who have a prearranged pattern of moving from one place to the other in order to earn their living (e.g. fairground travellers, circus travellers, etc.). A so-called distance teaching package has been developed to enable the children to study while they are travelling; with the help of this package, children can be up to date with the type of knowledge that is expected from their age group, and from time to time they have to give an account of what they have learnt.

· Besides the professional help and training for teachers educating Gypsy / Traveller children, the TES also participates in the development of the curriculum. The TES has collected considerable amount of information from the whole country; the problem is that very often the teachers of Gypsy / Traveller children and the schools do not know about these resources. Even in those schools where there are a lot of students belonging to minorities, there are only a couple of books in the library that the teachers could use (the culture and history of these communities, multicultural education, etc.).

Constant monitoring is a remarkable feature of British education policy: The OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education) examines the quality of education annually, with a special emphasis on the quality of the education of minority children and whether their unique needs are taken into consideration. The “ethnic monitor” has become a basic element of the decisions of education policy by now. According to the 1999 OFSTED report, every school attended by Gypsy / Traveller children gave information about the education, the curriculum, the children’s (including the Gypsy / Traveller pupils) performance, and other issues. Providing this information is one of the prerequisites of winning extra financial support.

Besides the above-mentioned institutions, the British government offers other resources — not only for Gypsy / Traveller children’s education but for a larger context. In England, for example, Ł420 million has been spent on the Connexions program, which is the government's new support service for all young people aged 13 - 19 in England. The service aims to provide integrated advice, guidance and access to personal development opportunities for this group and to help them make a smooth transition to adulthood and working life. All young people have access to a personal adviser, who helps them to choose a career and to organise the acquisition of the education needed for it.

II.4. Initiatives, “good practice” in educating children belonging to Gypsy / Traveller communities

To the request of the Department of Education, the Institute for Education of the University of London has made a survey
 that summarises the “good practice” of the education of Gypsy / Traveller children. Those elements have been researched that contribute to the children’s integration into the school, and the continuity of their education. It is worth summarising the main points of this survey — in the hope that some of the elements of this “good practice” can be used in our home context as well, since it does not deal only with the problems occurring because of the travelling lifestyle, but with the disadvantages due to ethnic-cultural differences as well.

The survey examined six schools that were described by the Department of Education as ones working with “good practice”. All of them present examples for such initiatives that are concerned with the school integration of the children of travelling families. The main aim of the project is to describe those elements that made these schools successful. The survey points out four guidelines, according to which the schools have been examined:

1. The access of travelling Gypsy families to the school

2. Enhancing school performance, successfulness

3. The activity of the school’s staff and management

4. The activity of the TES

II.4.1. Providing the access to school for the children of travelling Gypsy families

Permanent and trusting relationship with the parents

All six schools emphasised that one of the most important condition of the integration of Gypsy / Traveller children into the school is the good and trusting relationship formed with the parents. This is a crucial element from several points of view: on the one hand, to reduce the (otherwise characteristic) distrust of these communities towards all types of “official” state institutions, which can be a major obstacle of their children going to school. On the other hand, regular school attendance can only be synchronised with the travelling lifestyle if the families’ relocations are pre-planned and known to the school and the school authorities. Only this way can it be organised that the children find a place in the new school where they are going, that the new teachers learn about the children’s previous education and problems, and that school-age children (if continuing school is not possible or not beneficial) can receive temporary alternative education. In this question not only the school, but the TES and the LEA also have to co-operate with the parents.

An important element of the trusting relationship is the “designated teacher”. All six schools appointed a teacher to whom the Gypsy / Traveller children can turn with their problems, and who has a close relationship with the families, communities as well. This person is a link between the school, the pupils, and the families. Good relationship can only be built during several years, but it is essential from the point of view of school integration and the continuity of the children’s education.

Supporting the Admission Process

All six schools try to develop a personalised and flexible admission policy. The “designated teacher” and the staff of the TES play an important role at the admissions: they are in contact with the parents, therefore they can warn them in advance about the imminent admission, they help them to fill the necessary forms, and they also give advice about the various official procedures. Furthermore, the schools organise ‘taster days’ for Gypsy / Traveller children who thus have the opportunity to see what the working life of the school is like during one school day.

Naturally, the schools have to conform to legal requirements, but each of them have their own admission policies. They take special care when they form the admissions criteria for Gypsy / Traveller children: they take it into consideration whether the child has a sibling at the school, whether the child has a specific medical condition or social disadvantage that would require special treatment on the school’s part.

The survey stresses the importance of the “children-friendly” ethos of these schools: it is necessary that the parents’ as well as the children’s impression of the school is that of an institution that makes them feel welcome. Without this, it can be expected that these children soon would be refraining from coming to school.

At the same time, special attention has to be paid to the admission of those Gypsy / Traveller children who arrive during the school year. This also requires great flexibility on the school’s part, as well as the co-operation of the LEAs and the TES. These institutions provide the chain of information that inform the school(s) about the arrival of the children, thus they can prepare for the new students’ integration.

Both the admission and the future school successfulness are determined by the pre-school experiences of the children. There is a strong need in all six schools’ areas for the children to receive some kind of formal “education” before they start school. This can be achieved primarily through the “family centres” of the particular area. Children who have gained experience in any type of “formal” institutions (even if their attendance was irregular) integrate much more easily into the school later.

Facilitating regular attendance
It means the securing of such practical conditions — in which the TESs have a crucial role — as the organising of getting to the school and transportation (providing school buses, if necessary, or the involvement of schools that are easily attainable with public transport from the caravan site), or the providing of school uniforms (in Great Britain, there are very strict regulations concerning school uniforms).

The flexibility of educating methods

All the six schools surveyed believe that their most important task is to guarantee the continuity of the children’s education, and they employ various flexible methods to achieve this. One of the most frequently used methods is the distance teaching package, developed by the teachers and the staff of the TES for children who leave the area for a short predetermined period of time (fairground, circus, etc.). This initiative is also supported by the parents, who usually take responsibility for their children’s education during this period spent away from the school. The Mountain Primary School, for example, has several years of experience in the field of distance teaching. Distance teaching packages are set up in accordance with the school’s program, and they contain two three-week courses. The package also contains a list with the addresses of all the TESs of the country, as well as stamped answer envelopes in which the children can send their finished “homeworks” back to the school, via the TES. Hence the relationship between the school and the children is continuous, students travelling away for six weeks are not left out of the education, and on their return they can continue their studies together with the rest of the students.

II.4.2. Facilitating success at school

School policies

The survey has found that all six schools have implemented Equal Opportunities Policies which are followed consequently.
 These declarations emphasise certain elements of education where ethnic minorities might suffer (direct or indirect) discrimination due to their way of life, culture, or simply the fact that they belong to a particular minority group. The document is taken very seriously and complied with in all six schools surveyed.

Equal Opportunities Policy is central to all areas the school is involved in, such as the learning environment, the curriculum, resources, assessment and achievement, parental and community involvement, staff selection and training and how the Equal Opportunities Policy is monitored.

Another key condition of the school integration of Gypsy / Traveller children is the declaration of, and consequent compliance with antiracist strategies. This is elementary to gain the trust of the children and their parents: as long as a child does not feel safe from racial abuse and that the school and the teachers would protect him from such atrocities, he will not be able to concentrate on his studies. Moreover, very often in these cases the parents look for some kind of alternative education for their children (e.g. private teaching), to protect them from verbal abuse and physical harm. This condition of integration is taken seriously in all six schools surveyed. In practice, it means that the school recognises and examines these — verbal or physical — incidents on the one hand; on the other, the school tries to solve these incidents in a constructive way: they discuss with the children why a particular action was racist, and why it is unacceptable. The teachers often get help from the local TES about how to handle ethnic conflicts (which are frequent in schools), either in the form of training courses or of consultation. It is very important that Gypsy / Traveller children should feel that the school takes these incidents seriously, i.e. they cannot go on unnoticed, therefore the children are reassured that they can turn to their teachers any time they need protection. Such incidents have to be followed by pre-determined explicit sanctions.

Recognition and acceptance of ethnic and cultural status

The overt acceptance and support of the ethnic and cultural identity of the children and their parents are further important elements of the establishment of mutual trust and, in consequence, the breaking down of mistrust and fear of ‘official’ type institutions. This is represented by the warm welcome of new students: the teachers express their pleasure about the children’s arrival, and they accompany the new students in the classroom, where they introduce the children to the other students and tell them what type of family these children are from. At the same time, they add information about the culture, history, and society of Gypsy / Traveller communities to the curriculum. These all are essential for the Gypsy / Traveller children to be able to establish a positive self-image, to proclaim their identity, and to feel at ease in the school. Moreover, the supportive environment can prevent most of the prejudiced incidents.

Accepting and making accepted an ethnic community cannot be achieved without the involvement of the parents, the children’s families into school education and various activities organised by the school outside the education context.

Behaviour Policies

Even though one of the major obstacles of the education of Gypsy / Traveller children is usually bad behaviour, it was not a characteristic of any of the six schools surveyed. Therefore, it is worth examining what these schools do to overcome the obstacles of good behaviour. The schools’ behavioural policies are dutifully adhered to and they are available for pupils and parents, displayed in public spaces in the school. The policies include sections on (1) the types of behaviour the school wants to eliminate, (2) the pupil’s code of conduct, (3) the school’s responsibilities in terms of ensuring good behaviour, (4) support strategies, (5) sanctions. The policies in the schools focus more on the promotion of good behaviour and harmonious and respectful interpersonal relationship, than the imposition of discipline. Standards of behaviour are taken very seriously. Behaviour that is associated in any way with race relations, is seen as a serious threat. In connection with this, the staff of the schools have established a strategy: all such incidents have to be reported to the colleagues and, if necessary, the parents of both parties have to be informed.

Learning and Study Support

A number of after school support clubs exist in the schools whereby children are able to attend for study support and any problems the pupils may have can be resolved. Frequently, the TES support teacher is the person who provides the Gypsy Traveller pupils with the help they need.

All the case study schools are aware that Gypsy / Traveller pupils may demonstrate a weakness in basic skills, especially in language. To help them overcome this underachievement, the children are given extra time after school to be able to catch up regarding their numeracy and literacy skills.

All six schools are aware of the difficulties that exist for some Gypsy Traveller pupils in relation to homework. Not all children have a quiet space at home in which to study, or are surrounded by books. As far as possible the schools try to be supportive and understanding so that homework tasks can be completed. Some of the schools run homework clubs, which are open for all children to attend, but are primarily beneficial for the Gypsy / Traveller pupils.

An interesting initiative is the designation of “sanctuary territory”. In all the schools, there is a special room or place where the Gypsy / Traveller children can go if they have a problem, or if they just want to feel to be in a safe place. This can help them to become more confident about actually going to school and in seeking advice and support for any difficulties they may be experiencing. Additionally, it has become customary in these schools to have a “named teacher” in the institution, who is an important point of call for Gypsy / Traveller pupils; someone who is willing to listen and who is always there for them.

Syllabi and curriculum

The schools are all committed in their desire to secure access to the National Curriculum for all pupils including Gypsy / Travellers. It is their main aim even if the educational history of individual pupils either betrays a late start at school, or arrested progress on account of fragmented attendance. When these circumstances are identified following assessment, appropriate programmes of support are put in place — in other words, they want to secure the minimum for these children as well to succeed in the future, unlike in Central and Eastern Europe, where these problematic children are “channelled” into special educational institutions. In Great Britain, special learning difficulties and remedial needs are given a high priority in the allocation of teaching and other resources.

At the same time, multiculturality and a curriculum that reflects Gypsy / Traveller culture, history and society in as many ways as possible is also of great importance. A good example for this is provided by Market Secondary School, where there is a number of very large display boards, developed by Gypsy / Traveller pupils. The children take photographs of their trips and other positive depictions of their way of life. 

II.4.3. The role of the management and the teachers

In all the six schools surveyed the successfulness of the Gypsy / Traveller children can be attributed primarily to the commitment of the school management towards integration and tolerance. All six schools’ respective headmasters have been in their positions for several years, working with commitment on the school integration of Gypsy / Traveller children. As a result, they all have created a teacher staff whose members agree with the principles of integrated, intercultural education.

The good and trusting relationship with the families and travelling communities were emphasised in all six schools. To provide the condition of such a relationship, the school has to declare the acceptance of the culture and way of life of Gypsy / Traveller communities, and to break down these communities’ mistrust and fear of ‘official’ type institutions such as the school. In this issue, the school has to take the first step. All those asked in the survey have stressed that only the mutual acceptance and respect can be the base of trust and integration. The school is trying to involve the parents into the education of their children as much as possible: they are informed about the development of their children regularly, the school organises programs where parents too can participate, and teachers visit the families at home regularly to discuss the problems and answer their questions.

In all the schools there is a “named teacher” who is a link between the school, the Gypsy / Traveller children and the community: this teacher informs the teacher staff and discusses the problems of Gypsy / Traveller pupils with them, since the children and their families see a sort of confidant in him/her to whom they can turn with their complaints about the school. At the same time, the staff of the schools surveyed also emphasised that the solving of the problems of Gypsy / Traveller children is a collective responsibility, which cannot be one single staff member’s task.

The work of the teachers is helped by the TES and LEA offices — on the one hand, with professional support, and with practical aid on the other (administrative tasks when a family moves to a new place, curriculum, keeping in touch with the families, etc.). Professional support is usually provided via consultations and regular training courses for teachers about the integrated education of Gypsy / Traveller children. The TES and LEA offices provide the schools with the related policy papers and further helping materials.

***Summary

The percentage of the Gypsy population is relatively low (0.2%) compared to the total of the population of Great Britain; therefore, the treating of the Gypsy / Traveller children’s problems is of a different scale than in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Furthermore, the population called “Gypsy / Traveller” is very heterogeneous; they are defined not only by ethnic terms, but according to the differences of their (travelling) way of life. For these reasons, the context in which the question of the education of these children appears is completely different from that of Central and Eastern Europe. Here, the greatest difficulty is the harmonising of the nomadic lifestyle and the static school system. However, there are some exemplary elements of the activity of the British government, which are:

1. Established, well-organised school authority system. Co-operation and activity of TESs and LEAs.

2. The commitment of the British government regarding the education of Gypsy / Traveller children: every measure is taken in order to secure the continuity of the education of these children taking the needs of the Gypsy / Traveller communities into consideration.

3. The British government uses considerable financial resources to deal with this question; the government does not try to charge the non-profit sphere with the expenses.

4. The communities are involved in the development of the governmental strategy.***

III. THE EDUCATION OF ROMA CHILDREN IN THREE EASTERN-EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

Roma children’s educational state and the reasons for their unsuccessfulness in school are very similar in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, but the scale of these problems are very different.

It is a characteristic of all countries that Roma children are segregated at school — but there is a difference between the scale and the extent to which particular countries admit this fact overtly. Among the three countries examined in this study, segregation based on ethnicity seems to be the most widespread in Bulgaria. While in the Czech Republic and Slovakia Roma children are segregated mostly via their transfer into special schools for (slightly) mentally handicapped children or by creating “Gypsy classes” within state schools, in Bulgaria there are overtly ethnic-based so-called Gypsy schools, whose curriculum standards are far below the mainstream curriculum. Also, similarly to the other two countries, in Bulgaria there is a high percentage of Roma children in auxiliary schools. An obvious result of segregation for the Roma pupils is an education of poorer quality of lower standards and, therefore, a dead-end school system, that is, their deprival of the possibility of higher education.

All three countries face the problem of Roma children leaving or dropping out of school, due to their unsuccessfulness. However, the scale of this phenomenon is different in the three countries: despite of the fact that there are no reliable data concerning the ethnicity of the pupils, it can be stated that the situation is the gravest in Bulgaria. Here almost half of the school-age children drop out of the education system, and most of them very early, during the first six years of school. Compared to the total of the population, the number of those expelled or dropping out of school is larger among the Roma population in the Czech Republic and Slovakia as well, but the figures of these two countries are not as worrying as those of Bulgaria.

Hostility, prejudice, and occasional racist incidents are present in all three countries, sometimes not only on the non-Roma pupils’ part but on the teachers’ as well. This is one of the causes of the Roma children’s unsuccessfulness and their high number of drop-outs. At the same time, financial problems may also be the cause of underachievement: many Roma families live in such poverty that they cannot afford to feed or dress their children properly, or equip them with the necessary stationery needed in the school. Moreover, children sometimes drop out of school because they have to take an active part in providing for the family, and they are forced to undertake casual labour and commute.

All three countries have to face the problem of the changing status of the pre-school institutions: most kindergartens have become institutions where tuition fees have to be paid, and the majority of Roma families cannot afford this. Therefore, their children, who formerly received their first chance for socialisation and a basic knowledge of the majority language and culture here before going to school, now are usually not prepared for school which ab ovo predestines them for unsuccessfulness.

All three countries are characterised by the inactivity of the government of educational policy: although due to strong outer pressure they accept programs and guiding principles, but they did not take active measures in order to improve the sad circumstances during the 10 years following the change of the political system. Only the past couple of years may show a ray of hope of change in this: as a result of strong foreign pressure (EU, UNESCO, OECD), both the Czech and the Bulgarian education cabinets have accepted a program lately which had been developed with the help of Roma self-organisation and various non-profit organisations operating in the area. Both programs set it as their main aim to abolish the school segregation of Roma children, but it is hard to tell yet how active a part the governments will play in the practical realisation of this project.

Even if the governments realise that in the long term the lack of integration and the segregated, dead-end education of a large and significant ethnic group can lead to a crisis, there are a lot of counter-interests: non-Roma parents are unwilling to take their children to the same class where Roma children go, and Roma parents also prefer if their children can be among themselves where they do not have to expect daily incidents of racism. It is very hard to change a system that has its own institutions that have more or less worked so far. Integrated education requires great political commitment and a significant financial “sacrifice”. These factors demand a long-term strategic mentality, and not the consideration of a 4-year term of a government.

The improvement of the education of Roma children is actively aided by the various non-governmental international and national organisations. It can be seen in several countries that the governmental programs are drawn up according to the initiatives and experience of such organisations. Their activity is ramifying, but there are only a few programs whose success and achievement are measured or valued by any means. The programs aimed at improving the educational status of Roma children can be divided into five main groups:

· Initiatives to abolish segregation at schools (desegregational programs).

· Projects to help catching up in the schools and to reduce the number of drop-outs.

· Kindergarten programs helping to prepare for the school.

· Initiatives for multicultural education.

· Minority education.

The above-mentioned aims are emphasised to a greater-lesser extent in the particular countries according to the different status of the Roma and education, and it is also general that a particular foundation or program follows several points at the same time.

It can be stated in general that these non-governmental organisations may be active and their work may be pioneering, but their activity cannot bring fundamental changes due to the lack of systematic evaluation and the randomness of their financial supports. The sporadic feature and limited publicity of these programs are also the cause of the incompleteness of this study: in many cases it was impossible to find detailed accounts or analysis of a particular program, while there are certainly other parallel programs in progress; therefore, it is not sure that the ones introduced below are the most important initiatives.

III.1. The Roma in Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Bulgaria: A Demographic and Sociological Overview

To be able to introduce the educational policy and programs related to the Roma, first the most important demographic and educational features of the Roma population of the three examined countries have to be summarised.

The data of the national censuses in Central and Eastern European countries are unreliable: many ethnic minorities deny their ethnic identity because of past or present atrocities, while the laws of data protection do not make it possible to judge people’s ethnicity. As a result, the official figures of the national census show only a fraction of the real figures in every country. Population data publicised by minority organisations, on the other hand, can only estimate the real figures since they lack the methodological apparatus that could measure the population of the community; nevertheless, these estimated figures are the base for the distribution of governmental resources for the particular minorities. The estimated figures of sociologists can be considered the most reliable in this field, who calculate the percentage of minorities by combining different methodological means.


Official data of national census
Percentage of total population
Sociological estimation
Percentage of total population

Bulgaria
5330466
6.5%
~700 000
8%

Czech Republic


200-250 000
2-2.5%

Slovakia
83 000
1.6%
480-520 000
7%

From the point of view of the school system it is not only the percentage of the minority population that is important but the number of school-age children, and the trends that should be expected. It can be said in general about the Roma population that its demographic features are completely different from that of the majority population: it is a much younger population where the number of births is significantly higher, the birthing age is lower, and there is a high death rate. In accordance, the percentage of Roma children is higher among the school-age population than in the total of the majority population, and the percentage of the Roma population is gradually growing in comparison with the majority population.

Four-fifth of the Slovakian Roma population are under 34 years of age, and the average number of children is 4.2 per family. Consequently, Roma children comprise an estimated 10-21% of the school-age population, which is a great number considering the figures of the total population. In the Czech Republic, the percentage of Roma children is double of that of the total population, an estimated 4%.

In Bulgaria, according to the data of the national census, more than a quarter of the Roma population is under 9 years of age or younger, and a further 23% are under 20 years of age. Although the data of the national censuses are quite unreliable concerning the Roma population, the division between the age groups reflects the trends: the percentage of the Roma population is going to increase within the majority population, since the number of people of birthing age or younger is significantly higher than the 8-9%-figure of the total population.

All these data suggest that when reforming the education system, the needs and possibilities of the Roma children have to be taken into consideration.

From the point of view of the education system there is another important factor: the language usage of a certain population. There are considerable differences between the examined countries in this respect. The Roma population is the most diverse ethnically and linguistically in Bulgaria. Usually three larger groups are distinguished (Yerlia, Kardarasha, Rudara), but there are numerous subgroups within these three. The groups are very different ethnically (culture, tradition, history, identity, language, lifestyle), they do not mix with one another, and marriages with mixed couples are very rare. At the same time, there is another division according to religion: there are Christian and Muslim Roma groups. Although there are no official data concerning the language usage of the Roma, but according to certain researches
, a mere 14% of the Roma families speak Bulgarian, while 50% speak Romanes, and 36% Turkish. This social fact means (or should mean) that state schools are responsible (or so they should be) for the levelling of these linguistic differences.

In the Czech Republic, almost the complete Czech-Moravian Roma population perished in the Second World War, and most of the Roma living here today are immigrants from Slovakia and their descendants. During the socialist regime, several decades of assimilation policy wiped out the usage of Romanes: children were severely punished at school for every Romanes word they uttered. As a consequence, most of the Roma living in the Czech Republic today speak Czech or Slovak, and even if they speak Romanes at home, they speak the majority language fluently.

Most of the Roma living in Slovakia are bilingual (Romanes and Slovak), but at the southern and eastern borders they speak three languages (Romanes, Slovak, and Hungarian or Ukrainian/Ruthenian). As a consequence, although their children can speak the majority education language, very often they have linguistic difficulties because they do not speak any of the languages fluently.

As it can be seen, the role and the possibilities of the schools, as well as the direction of the reforms have to be different in the three examined countries: the Bulgarian educational government’s strategy has to be different concerning its policy towards the Roma who generally have an insufficient knowledge of the Bulgarian language from the strategy of the Slovak and Czech governments, since in these two countries Roma children usually speak the majority education language on an adequate level.

III.2. Roma Children in Education: the Practice

In all three examined countries there are several factors lessening or erasing the chances of Roma children for (higher) education. A common practice in Central and Eastern Europe is the discrimination of Roma children; they are often enrolled into segregated schools or classes. A type of segregation is the transfer of Roma children into educational institutions set up specifically for mentally handicapped children, which results not only in the negative side effects of segregation itself (poorer quality and infrastructure of education, identity problems caused by segregation, etc.), but de facto declares most of the Roma children mentally handicapped, practically depriving them of the chance of further education. All the countries of this region have to face the problem of the kindergartens not being free of charge any more, which excluded the largest part of the Roma communities from the opportunity of pre-school linguistic socialisation, thus enhancing the possibilities of school failures. The third important factor in the present practice is the complete absence of multicultural elements from majority education: in the curriculum there is hardly any mentioning of an ethnic minority that comprises a significant part of the country’s population, or of the diversity of the country’s nations and the differences between cultures. All three countries have the problem, although to different extent, of the high number of Roma children dropping out of the educational system. One of the reasons for this phenomenon — also a characteristic of all three countries — is of a social explanation. Poverty is so great in so large a part of the Roma population that very often children cannot go to school because of financial reasons: either because they cannot buy the clothes, books, travel fares, etc. That are necessary for going to school, or because they have to work.

III.2.1. Discrimination, segregation

In the Czech Republic the educational segregation of Roma children means their being transferred to schools established for mentally handicapped children. Three-quarters of Roma children of school age are estimated to be going to such schools, which results in de facto racial segregation. In 1998 the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (ref) also verified the fact of the discrimination of Roma children within the education system. One of the proofs for this fact is the extraordinarily large number of Roma children in the special (maintained for mentally handicapped children) schools and classes. At the same time, hardly any Roma children reach secondary or higher education. These facts raise the question whether the Czech government keeps the international agreement on the elimination of racial discrimination.

Among other international organisations (UN, CERD), the document
 dealing with the Czech Republic’s preparation for joining the EU also emphasises the worries concerning the situation of the Roma population and their inequality in education.

A further source of discrimination in the Czech education system is the fact that the majority f the Roma living in the country do not have Czech citizenship. After the division of former Czechoslovakia, 30 000 Roma people live in the Czech Republic without being citizens. These families have lost their entitlement to family allowance and child support guaranteed by the government, and they have to pay tuition fee for their children’s education. A recent amendment of the law regulating citizenship has improved this situation (ref).

In Slovakia it is also a common practice to segregate Roma children in the schools. There are two types of segregation:

1. Transferring Roma children into auxiliary schools.

2. Segregated classes within schools of standard curriculum.

Usually, there are several classes in each year (A, B, C, etc.). In practice, the management of the school (sometimes because of the pressure coming from parents) put the children into certain classes according to their performance: Class A is for the best students, C and D are for the worst. Roma children are almost always put in the classes of the weakest performance, even though their own performance would not justify this in every case. Therefore, they not only segregated because of their ethnicity, but they are labelled as “bad students” and “incapable of good performance” as well.

Another problem is the terrible condition of schools in those parts of the city which are densely populated by Roma communities: these institutions are overcrowded, they lack even basic equipment, and teachers get their job here almost as a “punishment”. Consequently, the quality of the education is below norm
.

The report
 of the International Organisation for Migration also contains that Roma children are subject to racial discrimination in the Slovak education system. Apart from the inequality in the access to adequate education — overcrowded, poorly equipped primary schools that provide poor quality education —, such overtly discriminative instances are mentioned when Roma children are required to bring special medical certificate in the school. Finally, the pedagogues teaching Roma children are qualified below average, and they teach classes with a large number of pupils, under very poor infrastructural circumstances.

Among the three countries, probably Bulgaria demonstrates the most overt discrimination and ethnic segregation of Roma children. Besides transferring children because of their ethnicity into auxiliary schools, the current Bulgarian school system has a well-known (although officially not admitted) feature, the system of so-called “ Gypsy schools”. These schools are on the Roma sites or in the parts of town inhabited by the Roma community, and are usually derelict institutions with very poor financial and mental infrastructure, very often without basic equipment (books, chalk, etc.). These schools were built in the 1940s-1950s, when it was a positive development that any educational institution was built for the Roma population at all. In those days, the lack of schooling was general, Roma children did not go to school because there was none where they lived and they could not go to any other school.

In the “ Gypsy schools” both the quality of the education and the infrastructure are very poor, not to mention the other disadvantageous effects of segregated education. The official policy channelled Roma children into the “ Gypsy schools”. In 1991 there were 31 such schools in the country with a total of 17 800 students, and an additional 77 schools which were euphemistically called primary schools with “specialised labour education” established for children “of inferior culture and lifestyle”. Both types are of lower educational standard than the schools with normal curriculum; at the same time, students had to work within the framework of the school. In 1992 the Department of Education eliminated the special curriculum of the “working schools” and the standard national curriculum has been introduced, which applies to every primary school. Despite this, however, due to the lack of the Department’s checking, the unchanged teacher staff of poor standards and the old habits of the former routine, the practice in the Roma and the working schools basically has not hanged. Teachers of the lowest prestige and training teach in the Gypsy schools, their working conditions are impossible, the salary is humiliatingly low, the motivation of the children and their parents is minimal, and the stress is constant. An estimated 70% of Roma children go to such a primary school.

The area principle of the school system is still providing a legal base in Bulgaria for the students of the overcrowded Gypsy schools not to be allowed to register into the neighbouring underused schools. That places have to be kept for children living in the area is a frequently used excuse for not letting Roma children into non- Gypsy schools, even though the utilisation of these schools is very often only 50%, whereas that of the Gypsy schools may be several times 100%. There have been a few such attempts which met the protest of the citizens and the parents.

III.2.2. Special / Auxiliary schools

A widespread practice in the region is to segregate Roma children by sending them into auxiliary schools (provided for mentally handicapped children or pupils with learning disorders).

In the Czech Republic the percentage of Roma children in special schools — provided for pupils with learning or adapting difficulties — is self-explanatory
: according to the data of the 1997 Educational Statistic Annals — which do not reflect the exact number of Roma children
 —, 62.5% of those claiming themselves Roma studied in special/auxiliary schools, but according to decisive estimations this number is closer to 75%.

According to even the most modest estimations, Roma children have 15% more chance of getting in a special/ auxiliary school than non-Roma children. The disproportion is well exemplified by the USA: according to T. Glennon
, “the Afro-American students are twice likely to be registered in the mildly mentally handicapped category than white Americans.”

The phenomenon is not new: the regulations of the past decades have made the labelled and segregated education of Roma children possible. The transfer of Roma children into special schools was common as early as in the 1960s, and apparently, after 1989, the integration of Roma children into the education system was not a priority of the Czech government. According to the 1996 Report of the Helsinki Committee of Human Rights Watch (ref), “the situation concerning special schools has not changed considerably during the past few years.”

Therefore, there are two major problems with this practice:

1. The segregation of Roma children in education.

2. The curriculum of the special schools is different from that of normal primary schools. Despite of the bigger financial quota and the smaller number of pupils in one class, children attending these schools receive an education of inferior quality, thus their being ranked as mildly mentally handicapped
 excludes them from further education and the attaining of marketable qualifications.

How do children enter special schools?

The study of the ERRC
 contains a detailed analysis of the steps that lead to the fact that more than half of the Roma children receives this “lower” type of education. The three elements of placing a child in a special school are: (1) the request of the school’s headmaster, (2) the consent of the child’s parents (or guardian), and (3) the expert opinion of the educational psychologist. “The process of the evaluation is quite accidental and leaves ample place for racial prejudice”, contains the 2000 OSCE Report.

The transfer is usually initiated by the school
, then follows the examination of the educational psychologist (which decides whether the school’s request is well-established or not), finally, the parents’ (guardian’s) consent is needed for the transfer.

There are numerous proofs (ERRC researches) that Roma parents have been misled, pressurised or misinformed in order to obtain their consent. At the same time, Roma parents very often do not refuse the transfer because they worry about the anti-Roma atmosphere of the “majority” school their children would have to cope with.

It is the special schools’ interest to accept more and more children because the scale of the financial support depends on the number of their pupils (their support is larger than the normal schools’ head-quotas), thus very often they try to persuade the parents even while their children are in kindergarten that the children will be better off in the special (Roma) school. Normal schools, on the other hand, usually would like to get rid of underachieving children or those who are simply different from the average, i.e. they are “problematic cases”.

The supportive expert opinion of the educational psychologist is also needed for the transfer. The psychologist has an IQ-test filled in by the students. The results of this test are greatly influenced by the students’ language skills and the cultural characteristics. Roma children having grown up in a different culture, using an ethno-dialect of the Czech language, are badly disadvantaged while writing this test, and they have poor results even though they cannot be qualified as mentally handicapped. At the same time, it is not exactly defined where is the borderline between acceptable and unacceptable results, therefore, the expert opinion can be very subjective.
 It may be an important step in the elimination of segregation and discrimination that recently the IQ test has been changed for another test which is not so influenced by cultural and linguistic socialisation.

Other factors strengthening segregation:

1. The racism of educational institutions. Roma children do not receive appropriate protection from the institution and their teachers against the incidents they encounter because of their ethnicity.

2. Segregation via habitation.

3. As a consequence of the higher head-quota in the special schools, it is in the interest of both the parents and the school to take the children into these schools. Parents think that this type of institution provides for better financial circumstances (better equipment, smaller number of pupils in classes, etc.).

4. The head-quota type of financial support also makes the special schools interested in recruiting more and more children.

Special schools are a dead-end in Slovakia too. Children finishing this type of school do not receive the usual “finished 8 years of primary education” certification, therefore their further education is only possible in special secondary schools. Thus they do not have the possibility to go to a normal secondary school where they could graduate.
 Roma children have to face serious difficulties when they start primary school, which is due to several reasons: (1) they come from a multilingual environment, therefore they do not speak the language of school education as fluently as their non-Roma peers, (2) they come from socially and economically disadvantaged families. For these reasons, and because of the discriminative nature of the education system, three-quarters of the Roma children end up in special schools provided for mentally handicapped children, despite of the fact that they are not mentally handicapped. Apart from the above-mentioned reasons, the practice of selection also results in the Roma children being segregated in special schools for mentally handicapped children.

Before starting a auxiliary school, children have to take part in a psychological-pedagogical examination, where they are to fill an IQ-test. It has been proved that the IQ-test is linguistically and culturally “biased”, i.e. those who have not been brought up in the given culture or do not fill in the test in their mother tongue, are disadvantaged. Roma children usually perform on the “verge” at these examinations. The practice with this category is, however, that if the “marginal case” is a non-Roma pupil, (s)he is recommended to start primary school with a normal curriculum, whereas Roma children are directed into special/ auxiliary schools. According to a pedagogy expert, labelling a “marginal case” as mentally handicapped is far from being a sound decision. The maximum that can be said about these children is that they are not ready for school yet, and it is advisable for them to start school a year later.

Despite of the fact that the Bulgarian education system institutionalised the segregation of Roma children, the percentage of children educated in special schools is similarly high to that of the other Eastern European countries. There are 299 special schools in the country, most of them for mentally handicapped children or for pupils with learning difficulties. A large part of the students of these special schools belong to ethnic minorities, and although there are no exact data regarding the students ethnicity, an estimated 70% of the children are Roma.

There are several reasons for the above-mentioned phenomenon:

· Financing: the budget of the special schools is paid by the government in its entirety, whereas the other schools are financed by the local councils. Comparing a “Roma school” with a special school, the difference is considerable: the former receives 1000 BGL for 650 pupils, while the latter’s budget is 50 000 BGL for 75 children.

· Because of the unfortunate situation of Roma families, it is important for the parents that their children get free lunch and school equipment (books, exercise books, etc.). many schools provide free clothes and shoes for the children as well.

· Linguistic disadvantages: Bulgarian is not the mother tongue for more than two-thirds of the Roma children, and since they do not receive any pre-school education (they do not go to kindergarten because of the expenses), they start school with such linguistic handicap that it also motivates their teachers to transfer the “problematic” pupils into special schools.

· Selection. In theory, the transfer into a special school is assisted by a committee of pedagogists and psychologists, but in practice the parents’ request is enough for getting the qualifications needed for the transfer into a special school, without any examination. At the same time, it is a well-known fact that the psychological examination is linguistically “biased”, therefore those not filling it in their mother tongue will underachieve. Finally, it is not clear what results children are supposed to achieve in order to get in a normal or a special school. The committees practically decide about the future of a child in 2-3 minutes.

III.2.3. Leaving school, social circumstances

Besides segregation, the early dropping out and the lack of registering in primary schools are great problems in all three countries. In Slovakia, mostly those Roma families do not register their children in the compulsory primary education who work and stay illegally at one of the Roma sites: they live for months/years here with the excuse of “visiting relatives”, and since they start to work illegally, they do not register at the local authorities. Consequently, they cannot register their children in the primary school. The problem is further aggravated by the fact that on these sites the primary school is usually of bad quality and condition, while the number of school-age children is significant.

According to the estimated figures of certain non-governmental bodies, about 5000 children do not receive education in Slovakia. According to the report of the Open Society Institute (ref), the percentage of Roma children repeating classes has grown considerably in the past decade: in 1988/89, 56% of the Roma children in first grade had to repeat their class, whereas in 1998/99 this figure was 63%.

The Bulgarian Department of Education registers 30-60 000 Roma children leaving school under the age of 16 every year.
 According to certain NGOs, this figure can be twice as much.
 According to a sociological research,
 “out of the 2047 school-age children asked, only 978 go to school”, i.e. more than half of them (52.2%) do not.

Leaving school has several reasons. On the one hand, due to the poor quality and hopeless conditions of the education of Roma children, Roma families do not see any point of their children attending school. On the other hand, older children very often have to take part in the providing for the family. Finally, due to the lack of work possibilities and their poverty, Roma families are often forced to migrate in order to find work. Additionally, leaving school because of health problems is also frequent.

The Bulgarian educational government has not taken sufficient measures in order to keep Roma children within the framework of education. There is no governmental strategy to prevent school-leaving or to attract school-age children back to education. Obviously, the below-level quality and infrastructure, which does not motivate neither the children nor their parents to participate in education, is only one root to the problem. The other one is the impossible social conditions and poverty of Roma families; an example told by one of the schools’ headmasters illustrates the close relationship between leaving school and poverty: as soon as free meals had been eliminated, almost half of the Roma children left school.

III.2.4. Lack of preparation for school

The introduction of kindergarten fees has resulted in major changes in all three countries: while most of the Roma families took their children to kindergarten before the change of the political system, today only a small percentage of these families can afford it. This is disadvantageous because the kindergarten used to be the institution that lessened the linguistic and social handicap of Roma children, thus they did not have to face these in the school’s performance-centred environment for the first time.

In the Czech Republic the number of Roma children in the kindergartens also dropped gradually after the introduction of the tuition fee. With a ten-year delay, the government has started a program for socially disadvantaged, mainly Roma children, one whose central elements is the introduction of the zero-class preparing for school.

The school possibilities of the Roma families and their children are significantly reduced in Slovakia, due to the reform of the kindergarten institution-system that prepares for the school. Until 1991, 85-90% of the Roma children went to kindergarten, thus they started to reduce the differences (disadvantages) resulting from their linguistic and social environment before starting primary school. Depending on the region, today only 0-15% of Roma children go to some kind of school-preparatory institution.
 The reason for this is the introduction of the tuition fee, which the Roma families living in great poverty usually cannot afford. In 1997 the reduction of the tuition fee was introduced for children living under socially disadvantaged circumstances, but the fee is still too expensive for most of the families.

In Bulgaria kindergarten is not free of charge either, the sum of the fee is determined by the local council. Before 1991, the majority of Roma children attended kindergarten, today their number is only one-tenth of the former figures. The low percentage can be explained primarily with the tuition fee: the sum is about one-third of the family’s income. For those children whose knowledge of the Bulgarian language is inadequate, pre-school education is compulsory in theory, but in practice it is often inexecutable because of the lack of conditions (preparatory classes).

III.2.5. Minority and multicultural education

In the Czech Republic there is no mention of the Roma in the national curriculum used in primary education. This might be one of the reasons for the teachers and the other pupils’ exclusivist attitude. Many Roma parents complain about their children being not protected in the school against such verbal and physical insults.

The 20 June, 2000 Concept of a Government Policy Towards the Members of the Romani Community proposes the changing of the syllabi used in education in such a way that it would contain information about the Roma, with a special emphasis on their history, culture and traditions.

In connection with the school unsuccessfulness of Roma children the authorities like to refer to “language problems”. In other words, the disadvantage of Roma children at school is due to their linguistic situation, i.e. because Czech is not their mother tongue, they do not speak it fluently. However, it cannot be overlooked that in the Socialist era the Roma population was practically forced to stop using Romanes. As a result of the forced language policy, the Roma population has developed a unique ethnic dialect of the Czech language. This is unaccepted by the school system as a dialect, and is rather considered as incorrect language usage, while at home this dialect is used consciously.

A completely different matter is whether Romanes should be introduced into the Czech education system as an alternative choice for second language. Romanes is the most widespread in the Czech Republic, and it is a well-codified, teachable language. At the same time it is a fact that most parents would not support the education of the Roma language because they prefer their children to receive the same education as the rest of the non-Roma children and have the possibility to learn other foreign languages.

In Slovakia the majority of Roma children speak two or three languages (Romanes, Slovak, Hungarian or Ukrainian). Thus children speak the language of majority education, but without doubt not so well as those Slovak children who speak it as their exclusive mother tongue. There is no way of attending such pre-school preparatory institutions in Slovakia that could reduce the linguistic handicaps and disadvantages. At the same time, despite of the law, the education of Romanes is missing from primary, secondary and higher education. Similarly to the other countries, Roma culture, history, and other elements of multicultural education are not present in the schools’ curriculum in Slovakia.

In Bulgaria the linguistic and cultural differences and the ignoring of these is an even bigger problem than in the Czech Republic or Slovakia, since the majority of the Roma population (about 85%) do not speak the language of majority education as their mother tongue. One of the major reasons for school failures is that most of the Roma children starting primary school have no or limited knowledge of Bulgarian, the language of majority education. There are no official data regarding the language usage of Roma families, but according to certain sociological researches
, about a mere 14% of the Roma families speak Bulgarian at home, 50% of them speak Romanes, and 36% Turkish.

At the same time, the educational system does not offer any chance of catching up for those whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian. Very few Roma children go to kindergarten for financial and infrastructural reasons, and despite of the law
, there are hardly any school-preparatory classes: establishing these is the responsibility of the headmaster, and not too many schools wish to attract pupils from Roma and Turkish minorities who have no adequate knowledge of the Bulgarian language.

The Education Act and its 1994 Amendment made minorities’ languages mandatory electives at schools in four lessons a week, but despite of this Decree, Roma children still cannot study their mother tongue at the school to date. The usual excuse for this is that Romanes has no standardised dialect, which is insufficient in itself, since Romanes is taught in several other countries and Romanes grammar books exist in Bulgaria too
. Nevertheless, Romanes and Roma culture cannot be studied even in higher education, Romology is not taught at the universities, therefore this subject is not part of the educational system in general.

As to the multicultural curricula, there is none in Bulgaria, apart from the UNESCO-financed Interethnic Education Project which has not produced significant results so far. Present Bulgarian curricula lack Roma culture, history and literature completely; there is no mention whatsoever that Roma people live in the country. The only program that mentions Roma children is the kindergartens’ developing program whose name itself reflects the official assimilatory attitude: the program is mainly for the “socially neglected Roma children”. The main aim of this program is the education of Bulgarian and the introduction and cultivation of Bulgarian culture and traditions.

III. Governmental programs

It is a characteristic feature in all three Central and Eastern European countries that governmental and non-governmental programs are not separated: it is not rare that an already tried civil initiative becomes part of the government’s official policy, or that the government financially supports an initiative considered successful. Another common feature is that usually there is some foreign — EU, UN — pressure behind these governmental steps: the belatedly formed governmental “programs” are almost always the response to some overt criticism on the part of foreign bodies.
 The subchapter below, therefore, first lists the main features of the activity and programs of the governments, while the following subchapter will deal with the details of these programs, initiatives and projects with respect to their contents (preparing for school, desegregation, integration, kindergarten, etc.), irrespective of the bodies initiating or financing them.

III.3.1. Czech republic

He Czech government has launched three initiatives in order to enhance the school performance of Roma children:

1. Zero-year. Any school can start a so-called “zero-year” whose main aim is to enable the socially disadvantaged children to catch up with the rest of the pupils. In practice, the program is mostly for Roma children. The main importance of this program lies in the fact that at the beginning of the 1990s, kindergarten fee has been introduced, therefore most of the Roma children are excluded from this chance of socialisation before starting school.

2. Roma teaching assistant program. This initiative has been launched by the New School Association and due to its successfulness is supported now by the government. The main aim of this program is to break down the unfamiliarity and foreignness of the school environment to Roma children. In the program, Roma assistants co-teach in elementary school classes, acting as linguistic and cultural translators for Roma children, as well as a link between the Roma families and the school.

3. The elimination of ethnic segregation into special schools. A major — and unique in the region — program was declared in February 2002 by the Czech Education Minister: from September 2002, the Czech educational government will gradually eliminate the system of special schools, which will be exchanged to a program facilitating the integration of Roma children into primary schools. Also, Roma children who formerly could not participate in secondary education (they were deprived of the admission due to their primary education in special schools) will be provided with complementary education. The Minister plans the program to be completed by the 2004/5 academic year, by which time more and more “experimental” schools will start integrated education, which will gradually take the place of special schools. In 2002, a few “experimental schools” have been teaching in accordance with the educational reform, and they have taken the Roma children educated in special schools into their first year classes. Since the reform has not started yet, it cannot be evaluated at the moment but international experts have raised high hopes concerning it.

The government program aimed at eliminating the ethnic segregation of special schools is a positive step; however, its results and drawbacks will be analysable only in a few years’ time. Nevertheless, it is unique in the region that a government overtly recognises (and, therefore, admits) that special schools embody a sort of ethnic segregation and undertakes the elimination of this practice. The other two programs have their own clear aims too, which help to keep Roma children within the educational framework. Since these programs have been started as experiments, there are already a few points of experience:

1. The basic problem with both the “zero-year” and the “teaching assistant” programs is that they are initiated by the school’s request, therefore their existence depends on the school’s needs. According to the experience of practice, the willingness, commitment and budget of schools and headmasters vary and, as a consequence, the existence of these programs is quite accidental, and they are not necessarily provided where they would be needed most (e.g. where the number of Roma children is high in the school, or where there are too many children unprepared for school, etc.).

2. Both programs are characterised by the lack of preparation. The government does not provide sufficient preparation for the schools and the teachers regarding how the program is supposed to work and, as a result, the “zero-year” program has proved to be a failure in several schools.

3. Obviously, 114 “zero-years” and 20 teaching assistants cannot be enough for more than 30 000 Roma children of school age.

4. The status of teaching assistants is very uncertain: very often they work for civil organisations with a one-year contract. This insecurity naturally affects the work and commitment of the assistants, for everybody has a different attitude if they are commissioned for several years or have a one-year contract.

III.3.2. Slovakia

In Slovakia we cannot talk about well-considered governmental strategy/program/practice regarding the education of Roma children.
 Although there are occasional initiatives — usually introduced by the non-profit sphere — supported by the government (too), but these all can be considered “experimental” programs, therefore their support and survival are not secured even for the short term, and they cannot be considered strategic programs by all means. The other problem is that these “experimental” programs are not accompanied by analysis and evaluation.

The only governmental documents on this issue are the two strategies declared in 1999 and 2000, but these do not contain exact conceptions or plans for action but rather deal with general issues:

Strategy I states that the education and training of Roma children is a priority in order to solve the problem in the long term. The document remains on the level of general terms and only mentions a few, obviously not strategically exact issues:

· The introduction of pre-school preparatory classes and the continuation of the “zero-year” program.

· The support of the Secondary Art School in Košice.

· The strengthening of the education of Roma intellectuals at the Philosopher University in Nitra and Prešov University in compliance with the PHARE Minority and Tolerance Programme.

However, the proposed action plan is not based on any systematic preliminary research into the situation of the Roma community, such as their needs, opinion or experiences, and it without this additional information the government may have the best of intentions, its measures can only be partly successful.

Strategy II sets out the government’s goal of changing the educational system in order to enable Roma/Gypsy children to be as successful as non-Roma/Gypsy children. The document contains proposals that are divided into three areas of action:

· Ordering several state research institutions to conduct research into the main areas of concern.

· Calling for co-operation between the government and NGOs.

· The government promises to adopt a long-term Roma national minority educational policy.

However, a time schedule for this systematic change of the educational system is not specified, nor does the government takes responsibility explicitly. The practice justifies the sceptics: between 1998 and 2002, there has been no change in either the reform of the educational system or the education of the Roma communities. The researches dealing with the situation and the problems will only be ready by 2003, and until then — due to their lack — probably there will be no practical steps taken by the government.

Thus the programs operating at the moment — pre-school preparatory, Roma teaching assistant, methodological materials, etc. — are “experimental”, therefore their long-term provision is not secured, and they are ad hoc financed. According to the government’s explanation, this is because sufficient background research is of vital importance for the development of an effective program. However, according to experts, such research has been continuously worked on during the past twenty years with respect to the needs and problems of the education system; nevertheless, exact reforms have not been introduced yet — with the excuse of the importance of research. The European Commission also declared its negative evaluation: in its report
 the Commission emphasises neither of the documents describe exact goals, tasks, or the methods to achieve these.

III.3.3. Bulgaria
In Bulgaria, the most apparent feature is that the government leaves the remedying of the problems of the Roma education to the non-profit sphere. Although governmental programs may be outlined due to foreign pressure, but these almost without exception are based on initiatives of the non-profit sphere. At the same time, the financing of these programs is also the civil sphere’s task in practice.

The Program for Solving the Problems of the Roma was accepted in 1997, but its educational chapter did not deal with the disadvantages of segregated education; on the contrary, it strengthened the position of Gypsy schools. The document set out the main task to be the keeping of Roma children in the schools, without mentioning any changes in the infrastructural environment or the educational structure. The program did not contain new elements (multicultural education, preparation for school, eliminating linguistic disadvantages, et.), moreover, it left such elements of the “Socialist” education policy intact as the “working school”. The representatives of Roma political and public life were left out from the development of the program, and they were not consulted with later either.

In April 1999, the Bulgarian government accepted a new program, the “Framework Program for Equal Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society”. The framework was prepared by the Human Rights Project and 70 Roma organisations, with the help of the EC. The ideas of the program regarding education contain the following basic elements:

· The desegregation of Gypsy schools.

The long-term plan in the Roma districts is the abolition/transformation of Gypsy schools, and the integration of Roma children into “normal” schools. The achievement of this aim depends on several conditions: (1) starting pre-school preparatory classes concentrating on the elimination of linguistic and social disadvantages, (2) as long as the Gypsy schools still operate, the national curriculum and its requirements should be introduced in them, (3) only teachers with proper qualification (pedagogy diploma) should be employed, (4) the introduction of the status of Roma teaching assistants who would help Roma children in the classes, and the training of teaching assistants, (5) support of the children of poor families with free meals, books, and further learning materials and equipment.

· The elimination of the current practice of allocating healthy children in institutions for mentally handicapped children.

· The elimination of racist incidents and humiliating treatment encountered at school.

· Making Romanes learning accessible in education. Romanes has to be included in the national curriculum as a free elective. To achieve this — as the present situation is mainly due to the lack of teachers —, the education of Roma culture and language has to be introduced in teacher college training.

· Making higher education available for Roma students. Providing free preparatory courses facilitating admission into higher education.

· Elements of Roma history and culture have to be included in the schools’ curricula.

The government’s program is ambitious, acceptable for everybody, and deals with all the elements that lead to Roma children’s unsuccessfulness in the Bulgarian education system. The problem is that similarly to its development, the Bulgarian Ministry of Education is not involved in the program’s execution: so far, the Ministry has not secured any resource for it. Whatever happens within the framework of the Roma integration program is financed by outer resources, thus the realisation of the conception is quite fragmented and indigent.

In 2000, the EU PHARE Program provided 500 000 Euros for the complete integration project. From this, the following elements aimed at achieving educational goals are supported: 4 seminars for training Roma teaching assistants, the development of the training curriculum, the support of the preparation of Roma children intending to continue their studies in higher education, and preparing teachers in 4 experimental areas for teaching Roma culture and history.

Another initiative complementing this program is an experimental program for desegregating Gypsy schools, which was initiated by DROM in Vidin, and is financed by the Open Society Institute.

In general, it can be stated that since 1989, to solve the mass of problems with respect to the education of Roma children the Bulgarian government has done no more than declaring concepts and accepting programs developed by others. The government seems to rely entirely on foreign and national non-governmental sponsors in terms of the solution of a problem that affects the future of the society.

III.4. Non-governmental programs

III.4.1. Desegregation programs

Ethnic segregation of Roma children in schools is realised in all the countries of Middle and Eastern Europe. The method of this segregation is different: In Bulgaria, overt ethnic segregation is manifested with the system of Gypsy schools. In other countries, segregation of Roma children is usually realised through their transfer into special institutions for mentally handicapped children or via creating separate classes for Roma children within normal schools. All experts working in this field share the opinion that as long as ethnic segregation resulting in education of inferior quality persist, equal education for Roma children cannot be achieved. The abolition of this — since it requires the reformation of a part of the education system — cannot be realised without the willingness and activity of the government.

The Step by Step Program Foundation, which operates in four countries of the region, has launched a pioneering initiative to investigate the segregation of Roma children by allocating them into special schools maintained for mentally handicapped children. Step by Step has done a parallel research in the four countries, which has proved that most of these Roma children are not mentally handicapped and that under proper educational circumstances they are able to acquire the normal curriculum and meet the requirements of a normal school. Therefore, first I will summarise the results of this research — which provide basic arguments for school desegregation —, then I will introduce the initiatives trying to abolish ethnic segregation in the region.

STEP BY STEP
 RESEARCH

The Step by Step Roma Special School Initiative is an international education program operating in 4 Eastern European countries: in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Hungary. Its main goal is to integrate Roma children participating in auxiliary/special education into “normal” education. The program is based on the conviction that Roma children are misplaced in special education and mislabelled as “mentally handicapped.” The project’s hypothesis was that, given appropriate conditions for learning, the majority of Roma children would be fully capable of mainstream academic achievement on mainstream curriculum standards.

The first phase of the project was a research, which tried to evaluate the mental abilities of Roma children studying in auxiliary/special schools. In this research, two groups were compared: (1) a so-called pilot (“experimental”) class of Roma children studying in an auxiliary school who were educated according to the normal curriculum and with Step by Step methods, and (2) a comparison (“control”) class taught with traditional methods. The comparison of the performance o these two classes can answer the question whether Roma children are placed in institutions maintained for mentally handicapped children because of their mental abilities or as a result of systematic selection.

The research results have justified the hypothesis: after two years, 64% of students in special schools but educated with Step by Step methods were achieving at a level where they could be integrated into mainstream grade 3 classes. Overall, 47% of the children could continue their studies in mainstream primary schools, while 17% were meeting the standards at a minimal level and would require appropriate support to ensure their continued success. The research found a major difference between Hungary and the other three countries: in Hungary, 65% of the grade 1 children in special education were meeting the requirements of the mainstream curriculum after just one year; in the case of grade 2 children this figure was 86%. In the other three countries, 62% of the grade 2 children in remedial class met the requirements of normal primary schools.

The research also examined some of the key elements of school successfulness. The class taught by the experimental method produced better performance in all examined fields than the control group:

· Student attendance/absence,

· Student attitudes toward school (whether they like going to school, studying, etc.),

· Parent involvement,

· Parent attitudes,

· Teacher attitudes.

The research has proved that, irrespective of the country, most of the Roma children (two-thirds or four-fifths) educated in auxiliary/special schools maintained for mentally handicapped children are capable of achieving the standards of mainstream education, with appropriate pedagogy and support. This supposition proves that these children enter “dead-end” schools as a result of some systematic selection. At the same time, the research refutes the common misconception that Roma children and their parents have a low opinion of school education for “cultural” reasons. In the experimental groups, 88% of the children had a very positive attitude toward school, and their parents also felt a lot more involved.

The methodology of Step by Step Roma Education Project:

The Step by Step model is based on the following elements:

· Use of mainstream school curriculum is the central component of the model. The reason for this is that the curriculum of special schools means an ab ovo disadvantage, since its requirements (even if the children achieve the maximum result) are only a fragment of the normal curriculum (depending on the country, two-thirds or half). Students participating in special school education — even if they are good students — lose basically every chance of their integrating into mainstream education after only two years. All schools in the project, therefore, used the state approved mainstream primary school curriculum and supplemented it with individual education plans for those children who were unable to meet the standard.

· Step by Step is a child-centred early childhood methodology that is based on developmentally appropriate practices. It currently functions in 28 countries (Eastern and Central Europe, Central Asia, and Haiti). Its basic elements are skills development, individualisation, active learning, and the involvement of parents.

· A further important issue is anti-bias education, which means that teachers of Roma children have to be aware of their own biases and try to eliminate these as much as they can. To achieve this, teachers have to know the basic elements of Roma culture and history, and they have to treat the Roma parents and the community as partners so that they feel welcome in the school.

· A special element of the model is the placement of an additional adult in each class who comes from the same community as the children. The role of the Roma family co-ordinator / teaching assistant is to assist in the classroom (often translating for children who do not speak the official language), serve as a role model for the children, integrate Roma language, culture and history into the curriculum, and, last but not least, serve as a liaison between the family and school so that the parents do not consider the school as a strange, sometimes hostile environment.
2002 DESEGREGATION PROGRAM OF THE CZECH GOVERNMENT

The previous chapter has dealt with the program of the Czech government aimed at the abolition of the school segregation of Roma children. This program, partly, was influenced by the results of the Step by Step research which proved that the disproportionately great number of Roma children in special schools must be due to some distorted selection rather than the children’s mental ability. Therefore, the Czech government has announced the beginning of a desegregation program whose aim is to gradually abolish the current system of special schools maintained for handicapped children, at the same time integrating the children transferred in these schools into normal schools. The program, however, will only start from September 2002, and will take several years; therefore, the success and hardships of its execution is unknown yet.

ATTEMPT TO SCHOOL DESEGREGATION IN VIDIN, BULGARIA

The most noteworthy attempt to desegregation happened in Bulgaria in 1999, in the town of Vidin. It is well-known that ethnic segregation of Roma children is the most overt in the Bulgarian educational system; moreover, the fact that Gypsy schools are overcrowded while Bulgarian schools are underused also emphasises the impossibility of the situation. This might be the reason why — responding to foreign pressure and initiative — the first school desegregation experiment has started here. The desegregation program of the Vidin school has been developed and executed by the Open Society Institute and a Vidin-based Roma NGO, DROM.
 This program correlates with the government’s desegregation plans and 1999 Roma integration program, and was treated as a kind of experimental program. From the Nov Pat district of Vidin, children were transported on school buses into various schools in the town. The attempt to desegregation was successful, unlike previous attempts (e.g. Yambol
). The key to this success may lie in the lengthy and accurate preparation that did not leave out any of those concerned (Roma and non-Roma children and parents, teachers and school staff, school authorities):

1. The staff of DROM visited every single household in the Roma district and discussed with the families of the Roma children their experiences about the school and the advantages and disadvantages of integration and segregation. Thus they made the parents’ decision easier whether they should take their children in the other school, as they imagine, “behind enemy lines”.

2. The second phase of preparation was an intensive local media campaign, which informed the local majority residents about the program and tried to prepare them for the presence of Roma children.

3. In the meantime, future teachers of Roma children were also prepared: they participated in a course on intercultural elements (Roma culture, history) and developing skills to handle conflicts.

4. Finally, and probably most importantly, the Roma children entered the classes in such a small number that Bulgarian parents could not feel their presence threatening (poorer quality of education, Bulgarian children would become a minority).

During the program, children with learning difficulties received additional support in order to be able to keep pace with the curriculum and not to hold the whole class back. This additional support, as well as further help to enable Roma children to adapt to their new environment was provided by Roma co-ordinators. The success of the program can be measured with two figures: the attendance of the Roma children during the first year was almost 100% (knowing the high percentage of children leaving school in Bulgaria, this is a great achievement in itself), and only 10% of the pupils had failed from one or several subjects at the end of the first term.

The studies written in connection with the Vidin experiment also prove that after the first year, the literacy skills of these Roma students were a lot better than that of those attending homogeneous Gypsy schools and, surprisingly, the Bulgarian children’s test results also proved to be better in terms of literacy and numeracy than the performance of those attending homogeneous Bulgarian schools. The undoubted success of the Vidin school integration program encourages to continue desegregation. For this, however, strategic education-political decisions and support are needed from the local councils and the Ministry of Education. This program can be realised in a small town, with the initiation and financial support of a particular non-profit organisation, but its expansion is impossible without the government’s commitment and resources. The Ministry is hesitant: although it seems to be committed — verbally — to the school integration of Roma children, it is immediately added: “the abolition of the homogeneous Gypsy schools cannot happen from one day to the next”, and the program has not received ministerial financial support to date.

III.4.2. School preparatory programs

EDUCATIONAL CENTERS PROJECT
 — SLOVAKIA

The Educational Centers started to operate in 1993, operated by the Foundation for Romany Children, created by the Open Society Foundation.The Educational Centers Project is an initiative whose three main aims are:

Firstly, a pre-school or kindergarten program; secondly, assistance for Roma children to successfully enroll and attend elementary school; thirdly, assistance and support to Roma parents. The project operated three centres – one in Presov and two in villages outside of Presov (Zehna and Solivar). The project provided assistance to 87 Roma children in pre-school and 26 Roma elementary school students. The Educational Centers were operated by the Foundation for Romany Children since 1993, and the annual budget for this project was approximately 41200 USD.

The program was developed to eliminate the two major obstacles of Roma children’s school successfulness: on the one hand, the language skills of children have to be developed before they enter primary school to such a level that they would not have difficulties with the Slovak education language; on the other hand, Roma children have to be given the knowledge that they require for successful school performance and which the Slovak children possess due to their cultural and social environment. Regular consultations with primary school teachers about the different knowledge and skills of the Roma children form part of the program.

· The Centers first started a pre-school/kindergarten program, targeting 4-6 years old Roma children who for some reason did not attend kindergarten. The staff of the Centers visited these families every year and tried to persuade the parents that they should take their children at least to the Educational Centers’ programmes, which were held every weekday for three hours. The teacher tested the children’s abilities at the beginning of the year and composed a personal programme accordingly. The most important part of the educational program is this personal programme developed in accordance with every individual child’s abilities and needs. The program also helped to develop the children’s literacy skills and to prepare them for the environment of their future school so that when they enter the first grade, they will not feel it strange or hostile. The pedagogy program had certain elements in common with Step by Step kindergarten methodology; the participating teachers had attended a Step by Step course. Therefore, the common features are the pedagogic method designed to meet the particular needs and abilities of each child and the involvement of the parents. There were, however, major differences as well: on the one hand, the Centers provided half-day programmes as opposed to the all-day programmes of Step by Step; on the other hand, the Centers emphasised Roma culture and traditions. Finally, they created such an environment that will await the children in the schools.

· The second element of the program was the administrative support: Roma parents often had their children registered in the primary school too late, therefore these children — with the excuse of the delay — were transferred into either other schools with already large number of Roma pupils or they were placed in a segregated class. By informing the parents and co-operating with the primary schools, the staff of the Educational Centers enabled the parents to have their children registered in time, who thus could not be transferred into ethnically homogeneous, segregated schools or classes with the excuse of delay.

· The third element of the program was the following of the school advance of children who formerly participated in the kindergarten program. The staff of the Centers monitored the school progress of their protégés, and consulted their teachers on a regular basis. Thus they supported both the children and their teachers to whom the lack of knowledge about the Roma cultural — social background might have caused problems.

· The fourth element of the program was the support of the learning of primary school children: once or twice a week, children could get help in the Centers to eliminate their learning difficulties, do their homework, understand the lessons. The Centers also organised free-time activities such as playing music, art programmes, etc.

· Finally, the fifth element of the program targeted the parents: the Centers tried to involve the parent in the education as much as possible via regular home visits and discussions.

Staff members: all three kindergarten programs were led by qualified kindergarten teachers. They also kept in touch with the parents and the primary school teachers, as well as helped the children once a week to do their homework (besides the kindergarten teachers, a teacher co-ordinator and a Roma teaching assistant also participated in these weekly programmes).

Results: Both the local authorities and the Roma parents received the program sceptically. After a few years, however, their initial mistrust dispersed: those Roma parents whose children participated in the kindergarten program, now all recommend the Educational Centers to their acquaintances. In the 2000/2001 school year, 87 children participated in the kindergarten program
: since 1997-98, 341 Roma children have participated in the Centres’ kindergarten program, and 26 in the primary school “weekly homework tutoring”.

The Educational Centers Project is one of the few initiatives whose successfulness has been measured.
 The most importan results are below. Children participating in the Educational Centers’ kindergarten program were better prepared for school than other Roma children. The development of the children was measured with a standardised test in 4 groups:

Program group:
Group of children participating in the program.

Control group (A)
Group of Roma children who did not participate in any kindergarten or pre-school programs.

Control group (B)
Group of non-Roma children who did not participate in any kindergarten or pre-school programs.

Control group (C)
Group of non-Roma children who attended kindergarten before entering primary school.

The Pre-school Children Knowledge Test measured the children’s level of knowledge and their ability to use this knowledge. The test results have shown that Roma children participating in the program achieved 48%, whereas the Roma children not participating in any program achieved 28%. Non-Roma children not participating in any programs achieved 71%, and those attending kindergarten, 80%. As it can be seen, the program reduces a considerable handicap, but it cannot eliminate it completely, considering the results of the non-Roma children. The best results, which were the nearest to those of non-Roma children, were produced in Presov (63%) — here infrastructural conditions were better too.

At the same time, according to another test, developed by a Slovak pedagogy professor, 64% of the children participating in the program have reached the level of preparedness for school where they do not need additional tutoring any more, while 22% qualified as prepared for school with additional tutoring, and only 14% performed below this level. Meanwhile, half of those children not participating in the Centers’ program did not reach this level.

These results have been verified by the primary school teachers of Roma children as well: they all agreed that the motoric and concentration skills of the children participating in the project were better, they are better prepared for learning reading, writing and mathematics, and their Slovak language knowledge is better than that of their peers. The success of the program is also proved by the fact that hardly any of the participating children were placed into special schools.

However, the fact that the knowledge and skill levels of those Roma children who participated in the program is still below that of non-Roma children who did not participate in any program proves that the Center program in itself cannot eliminate the school disadvantages of Roma children coming from a different social and economical background.

The research has also measured the ensuing school performance of children who have participated in the Educational Centers’ Kindergarten Program. As a summary, it can be stated that these children’s school attendance and grades form all school subjects were much better than those of their Roma peers; nevertheless, their results were still below the performance of non-Roma children.

Non-Roma children’s results on average:
1.38

Roma children participating in the program:
2.43

Roma children not participating in the program:
3.19


(1 — worst grade, 5 — best grade)

The research has also dealt with the integration of the Roma children: all the pedagogists agreed that Roma children participating in the program had less behavioural problems and integrated more easily than their Roma peers, moreover, their Slovak knowledge was better as well.

HEJ-RUP: HOME PRE-SCHOOL PREPARATION OF ROMA CHILDREN WITH PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT
 — SLOVAKIA

The aim of the initiative that started in 1993/94 is to prepare 6-7 years old children for school at home. Roma children participated in the school who did not go to kindergarten and whose parents undertook to prepare their children in the home environment. The parents work was supported by a qualified school-preparatory pedagogist and a Roma teaching assistant. The declared aims of the program contain the prvention of Roma children’s school failures by their active preparation for the school, and the involvement of Roma parents in education and the development of their — and, therefore, their children’s — linguistic, emotional and social skills. Thus both the parents and the children were prepared for school so that they can start school education with a positive attitude. By the end of the program, all the participating children experienced development (to various degrees), and almost three-quarters of them became ready for school by the age of 6-7. However, the detailed program and its evaluation cannot be found, therefore it is unknown whether the program is operating at the moment or not; if it is, how many children are involved; and how influential it is in the long term.

PRE-SCHOOL “ZERO” CLASSES — SLOVAKIA

In 1991 the government introduced a program of “zero classes” for children from socially and economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The aim of the program is to prepare Roma children by “bringing them up” to the level of the primary school so that they do not have to face their social disadvantages during the first year of school. In 1995 the “zero class” programme underwent a final evaluation by the government. As a result, since 1996/97 “zero classes” have been established in all regions where there is a high concentration of Roma children. However, it is important to note that despite numerous evaluations
, “zero classes” remain (for ten years now) “experimental”, which means that it is financed annually, and the government stopped any additional support of “zero classes” over the next 4 years.
 It was not until 2000 that the government reintroduced the experimental “zero classes”, this time referred to as “preparatory classes” which are still administered as experimental projects. The program is being evaluated by the State Pedagogical Institute, but the evaluation will not be finished before 2003. Until the evaluation is completed, the program cannot become part of the official curriculum, therefore preparatory classes will not be given any additional support from the government.

III.4.3. Programs facilitating school preparation and decreasing the number of drop-outs

NOVA SKOLA — ROMA TEACHING ASSISTANT PROGRAM. CZECH REPUBLIC

The Roma Teaching Assistant Project was begun in 1996 by Nova Skola
, “New School Foundation”, a Czech NGO. Three elements of the program have been accomplished within the first two years: (1) recruitment and training of Roma teaching assistants, (2) assisting in the placement of certified RTAs in Czech elementary schools with large numbers of Roma children, and (3) financial support to selected RTAs in the form of salary supplements. Since 1998, some elements of the project model, mainly the salary supplement have been funded by the Czech Ministry of Education. In 1999, Nova Skola and the Ministry of Education financed the program to an equal measure (70-70 000 USD). According to the Czech Ministry of Education, 217 RTAs are currently working in Czech elementary schools throughout the country.

To become a Roma teaching assistant, one has to be over 18 years old, have primary school certification and take part in the Nova Skola course. This is an 80-hour course based on pedagogy (30 hrs), developmental psychology (8 hrs), social psychology (8 hrs), communication techniques (4 hrs), classroom practice (14 hrs), and Romology (10 hrs). The diploma received after this course is accepted by the Ministry of Education as well, and this qualification is sufficient to become a RTA. An advanced Roma teaching assistant course has started recently for those already working as RTAs.

The second element of the program is the placement of certified RTAs in Czech elementary schools with large numbers of Roma children. This aim of the Foundation has also been achieved, although schools themselves had to set up their claim to RTAs at the authorities inspecting educational institutions.

Finally, the financing of the program: between 1997-1999, Nova Skola financed 13 full salaries and 11 salary supplements, a gross 250 USD on average, from which about a net 150 USD remains in the RTAs hands actually.

Results

The first means to evaluate the successfulness of the program is to examine the percentage of drop-outs in schools where RTAs work.
 In 3 of the schools researched the number of drop-outs decreased significantly (from 8% to 0, from 10% to 2%, and from 6% to 2%), and in one of the schools this figure remained 3%. The research results (interviews, field work) support the supposition that the RTAs work help the children of the weakest performance, and a large percentage of these children is Roma. At the same time, it should be noted that the activity of the RTAs varied from one school to the other (classroom support, keeping in touch with the Roma families, organising activities outside the school framework, etc.).

Another means to measure the successfulness of the program are the frequency of absence and the school grades. In this respect, the program did not show results: both the grade-measured school performance and the number of (justified and unjustified) absences remained the same during the three years in all the examined classes.

According to the interviews with RTAs, only 4 of the 18 Roma teaching assistants claimed that their work was successful and considering their grades, the Roma children’s performance was better. From the 9 teachers interviewed, only 2 stated that due to the RTAs’ work, the Roma children’s performance improved and the number of absences decreased.

ROMA TEACHING ASSISTANT PROGRAM IN BULGARIA

Based on the example of the Czech Nova Skola, a Roma Teaching Assistant Program is being introduced in the Bulgarian educational system, initiated by the Interethnic Initiative for Human Rights. The program is also supported by the European Council. Those participating in the program are trained within the framework of Nova Skola, but the results are not promising. All that can be known is that although the educational government has committed itself verbally to the employment of Roma teaching assistants, at the moment, the salaries of those few RTAs who work in Bulgaria are financed by the EC. The original program has ended, and there are no further resources for the continuation of the program. As a result, not one of the RTAs trained within the framework of the initiative are working in Bulgarian schools at the moment. At the same time, RTAs participate actively in the “Creating Effective Grassroots Alternatives” projects. The difference is that they were trained in Bulgaria, in Bulgarian, and their activity is limited to such school preparatory classes where Roma children study in Bulgarian.

ROMA TEACHING ASSISTANT PROGRAM IN SLOVAKIA

There is a Roma Teaching Assistant Program operating in Slovakia too, within the framework of the International Step by Step Foundation’s Open School Program. The program is operated by the Open Society Institute. The program here, too, is aimed at accelerating school success of Roma children, and the children involved showed significant improvement in their school results. The Roma Teaching Assistant Program combined with the Step by Step Methodology proved to be very successful in Slovakia for teaching Roma children of pre-school age as well as those in primary schools. Research on a total sample of 240 children found that all those who had had a Roma teaching assistant achieved the same results as the non-Roma children, and their results were significantly better than those of their Roma peers who had not participated in the program. Performance was measured with various methods and the improvement was considerable in all fields (knowledge of the Slovak language, numeracy skills, school attendance, etc.). Th most important achievement is, however, the improvement of Roma children’s attitude towards the school, as well as of the teachers expectations concerning Roma children. In Slovakia, RTAs were applied in combination with the Step by Step method, therefore it cannot be examined how much of this success can be attributed to the presence of RTAs and to the child-centred educational method. By now, the Slovak educational government has officially admitted the benefit of RTAs, and participates in the financing of their training.

“LET’S BRING BACK CHILDREN TO SCHOOL” PROJECT (BULGARIA)

The program was begun in 14 schools by the Intercultural Centre for Minority Studies and Intercultural Relations. The program is also supported by UNESCO. The aim of the program is to include such elements in the curriculum — music, sport, dance, art — that could make the school more attractive to Roma children. The project seemed to be popular, but the number of schools involved remained limited. Due to the lack of analysis and evaluation, nothing can be known about the success and results of the program.

III.4.4. Multicultural education programs

INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION PROJECT (IEP)
 (BULGARIA)

The Intercultural Education Project began in 1995, within the framework of the Roma Rights and Education Project
 (funded by PHARE). It involved the following aims:

· the development and distribution of instructional materials on Roma history, culture, and traditions,

· national training activities for school directors and teachers to promote and support the use of these instructional materials to advance intercultural education in the classroom, 

· consultative meetings in the schools to support continued use of the instructional materials in the classroom,

· school-based outreach activities.

The project ended in 1998, its budget totalled 57800 USD (14 USD/student). The project was implemented by about 200 teachers in 35 schools in 23 towns across the country per year.

The aim of the project is to popularise a Roma-related, correct and culture-sensitive curriculum in Bulgarian schools. Its further aim is, consequently, to facilitate the minority’s social acceptance via the introduction of Roma culture and history.

The staff of the project hope that the informing of the teachers about Roma society, culture and history, and their providing with multicultural teaching materials will reduce the teachers’ and the pupils’ prejudice toward this minority, therefore the integration of Roma children into education will be easier. The project tried to solve three related problems that are considered the main reasons for school unsuccessfulness of Roma children:

· Prejudice towards Roma children from both their teachers and their peers.

· The negative attitude of Roma parents towards the school.

· The negative attitude of Roma children towards the school.

In 18 months a committee of three have developed a curriculum for primary and secondary education, containing elements of Roma culture, history and tradition. They have developed a total of 11 teaching books and supplementary materials such as reading books, Roma history, the history of Roma in Bulgaria, literature, traditions, songbook, etc. The books were complemented by teachers’ books and other supplementary material (e.g. audio cassettes).

The second element of the project was the preparation of teachers for the use of these materials and the introduction of multicultural education in general: the participants got familiar with the curriculum and the teaching materials, consulted about the nature and importance of multicultural education, about minority and general human rights and prejudices, and they participated in demonstrative classes. Various types of schools were involved in the project: Gypsy schools, heterogeneous schools and elite schools. The training course involved numerous seminars, practice teaching and conferences both regionally and nationally.

The third element of the project was the consultation with teachers about the infrastructural and other conditions necessary for the introduction of multicultural education in their schools. These consultations were accompanied by field studies: at least two independent experts visited every school involved in the project and examined the conditions, circumstances, the practice of the program and its problems (“monitoring visits”).

The fourth element of the program was the organisation of such school-based outreach activities that introduced the philosophy of the program to the wider social environment (competitions, club, Roma school drama group, camps, family programmes, etc.).

Between 1995-99, 4000 children in 36 schools of 24 towns participated in the program. As time passed, however, the use of multicultural teaching materials has decreased and at the moment, they are used in 20 schools out of 35. Only half of the teachers used the teaching materials and the information received during their training. The decrease in the activity is partly due to finance: on the one hand, there were no more published copies available, and on the other hand, further financial support would have been needed (training courses, consultation, etc.). The NGOs funding the project could not allocate more resources, and the Bulgarian government did not participate in the support of the programs. Another reason for the decline of the program was the active resistance of the parents of non-Roma children, due to which many teacher have stopped teaching Roma history and culture.

The main reason for the unsuccessfulness, however, was the lack of commitment on the part of the educational government: apart from sanctioning the teaching materials, no active support was provided for the execution of the program or for securing its long-term operation.

The results of the program

The program has been evaluated by the OSI Institute for Educational Policy, and it was found that the results are not obvious: in some respects, the performance of children involved was slightly better, but at the same time, the dropping out of these children refers to serious problems. This is not surprising, considering that the program wanted to use multicultural curriculum in the education system of a country where Roma children almost completely segregated in the schools and where ethnic separation is widespread due to historic reasons. In such an environment, an educational program based on multicultural teaching cannot be expected to operate effectively.

Below are the major findings of the evaluation:

The successfulness of the intercultural program was tested with the help of questionnaires filled by teachers. According to the results, the grades of Roma children involved were slightly better than those of other children not participating in the program (an average of 3.2, as opposed to 2.8), and there was a significant difference in school attendance. 82% of the teachers interviewed said that Roma children attended school regularly, while this percentage in schools not involved in the program was 56%. However, these results are contradicted by the interviews of the teachers: they did not experience systematic improvement in the children’s school performance nor their school attendance.

Students also filled a questionnaire evaluating their attitude towards the intercultural program: according to the results, the majority of Roma children (72%) found school more attractive due to the curriculum, while the opinion of children belonging to other minorities was neutral regarding the program. The opinion of the Bulgarian children was 50-50%: the same number of students found the school more attractive as claimed the opposite.

Both the Roma and non-Roma children participating in the program found it more important to learn about the culture and history of other nations and ethnic groups than students not involved in the program. At the same time, it is not decidable whether the participating non-Roma children’s attitude towards minorities has changed due to the program or not. Their opinion was somewhat more positive than that of their peers, but it is likely that those participating in the program were less prejudiced to start with. The interviews of the teachers reported that in classes educated according to the intercultural curriculum, the behaviour of Roma and non-Roma children was more tolerant.

The general opinion of Roma parents was that their children experienced a less hostile attitude on the part of both the teachers and the peers than before.

A more or less obvious result of the program was the strengthening of the self-respect and identity of Roma children involved: this is verified by the research made both with the teachers and the peers.

The information and involvement of the parents did not seem satisfactory: according to the results of the questionnaires, only 41% of the parents knew about the existence of the program, and only 10% of them could form an opinion. The opinion of the Roma and non-Roma parents was different: most of the Roma parents were glad to see the Roma-related curriculum at the school, moreover, some of them bought books for their personal use. Bulgarian parents, on the other hand, very often had a hostile attitude towards the intercultural curriculum: they could not understand why the history and culture of such a small ethnic group should be taught in “normal” schools, and they worried about its taking time away from the acquisition of more important knowledge. Parents from other minorities (Turkish) were very often overtly hostile towards the program: they considered it a threat, and worried that the introduction of Roma culture into education would marginalise their own ethnic culture — despite of the fact that the program, being an intercultural program, operates with regards to a wide scope of ethnic group. Apparently, this aspect was not recognisable to the participants, since all the parents of Roma, Bulgarian and other ethnicities’ children considered it as a “Roma” program.

In summary, the effectiveness of the program is doubtful: apart from the slight, but not obvious improvement in school results and attendance, the research has found numerous negative consequences: (1) half of the schools stopped the program in the meantime, (2) accompanied by insufficient preparation, the program divided the communities of the schools and the parents, forcing the teachers to doubt the validity of the program. However, the undoubted results are that the self-confidence of Roma children and their parents has grown, the acceptance of the school has increased and the identity has been positively preserved. Nevertheless, better preparation and the development of an obviously intercultural (i.e. not related to only one ethnic group) curriculum could have led to the better acceptance and greater support of the whole community (Bulgarians, Roma, Turkish and other ethnic minorities).

III.4.5. Minority education

ROMANI HIGH SCHOOL FOR SOCIAL AFFAIRS. CZECH REPUBLIC

One of the aims of the school is to provide sufficient qualification for Roma students who thus later can be employed by the government sector as social workers or in other fields of the social sphere. The school was the idea of the leaders of the Roma community, and its establishment was undertaken by the Rajko Djuric Foundation. The establishment of the school was also supported by a Czech political Roma organisation, the Roma Civil Initiative (ROI). The school was founded and operated from private financial support, although foreign governments also helped its operation (international donors, mainly the Soros Foundation, the Canadian and British Embassies, local Roma organisations and civil persons). The secondary school in Kolin wanted to be an “ordinary” institution like any other secondary schools in the Czech Republic. The institution — a secondary school for Roma students that was created and operated from civil finance — was so unique in the country that the 41 students in the first grade were constantly in the attention of the Czech and international media and the civil sphere. There was a great pressure to prove on both the students and the teachers.

As far as I know, the school could operate for only a year. Inexperience led to such administrative and financial problems that the school had to be closed.
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However, it would be highly beneficial to examine the Spanish practice of integrating Roma children at school, since the unique status of the Roma in Spain is very similar to those living in Eastern Europe. Although judging by the homepages of the government, one is bound to believe that minimal effort has been made in this field. It is interesting to note that whenever the Roma and school integration are mentioned, it is mostly in connection with the integration of children of the families immigrating from North Africa and South America.
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