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B Y D A V I D Õ A N Œ K

In 1958, the Central Committee of the Czechoslovak

Communist Party decided that the 'gypsy question,'

as it used to be called, would not be tackled within

the legal and political framework designed for na-

tional minorities since, according to the Committee,

Roma were not a national minority and could not

become one. The essence of the 'gypsy question'

was, therefore, the contradiction between 'the high

cultural level of a socialist society on one hand and

the exceptionally low level of social life of the pop-

ulation of gypsy origin.' This contradiction was to be

tackled by an intentional policy of assimilation.

Since Roma were not recognized as a national

minority under communism and were subject to the

official policy of assimilation, schools with Romani

as the language of instruction were out of the ques-

tion—regardless of whether Roma would actually

wish to attend such schools. This does not mean,

however, that no special provisions were created

for Roma in the educational sector. In fact, through-

out communism as well as after its collapse, the

authorities thought it necessary to provide Romani

children with some special assistance in order to

help them prosper in schools. The effectiveness of

such policies varied enormously. 

Slovak Roma, who migrated to the Czech lands

after World War II, usually came from very poor

backgrounds with little or no education at all. While

basic literacy courses were organized for analphabet

grown-ups primarily in the 1950s and 1960s, special

schools or classes for Romani children only were set

up from 1952 on. These were, however, not com-

parable to other minority educational institutions.

The language of instruction was Czech and the rea-

son for their establishment was to collect 'neglected'

Romani children in order to teach them some basic

skills that were considered necessary for school

attendance. These schools and classes were con-

ceived as a temporary measure and their pupils

were to be placed in mainstream schools later on.

Some teachers criticized the exclusion of some

Romani pupils from mainstream classes as 'discrimi-

nation.' They particularly condemned the frequent

assignment of Romani children to schools for the

intellectually deficient and pointed out that the

affected Romani pupils were, in most cases, actually

not intellectually deficient. The official reasons why

they were assigned to such schools were perhaps

the following: their knowledge of Czech was poor

and/or they lacked various basic skills which other

children had upon enrollment in an elementary

school. In addition, their class attendance was irreg-

ular. Until 1958, 'neglected' Romani pupils could be

placed in schools for the intellectually deficient even

if they actually did not meet the requirements for

enrollment in such an institution. Ironically, after

1958, although such practice was not considered

legal any more, the proportion of Roma in these

schools kept rising throughout the communist peri-

od and reached its peak in the 1980s.

It would be wrong to think that the communist

authorities disregarded the problem of schooling Ro-

ma. It was believed that placing Romani children in

kindergartens prior to their enrollment in a school

would increase their future educational chances.

Thus, preference to be placed in a kindergarten was

granted to children from Romani families in some

areas. Some significant achievements in Romani pre-

school education were made. The number of illiterate

Roma in the post-war generation decreased signifi-

cantly. Still, the overall situation was not at all good.

Statistical evidence from 1970 shows that the pro-

portion of Roma in the postwar generation (16-30

years of age) with at least some secondary education

was only 1.7 per cent.1 Many Romani pupils were not

even able to complete elementary school. In 1970

only about 15 percent of them reached the last,
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Lawsuits Filed By 

Roma Challenge 

Racial Segregation 

in Czech Schools

B Y J A M E S G O L D S T O N

On June 15, 1999, a group

of Romani children in the

Czech city of Ostrava, 

assisted by local counsel

and the European Roma

Rights Center (ERRC), 

filed legal complaints in

Czech courts to challenge

their segregation in special

schools for the mentally

deficient. The lawsuits are

filed simultaneously with

the publication by ERRC 

in both English and Czech

of the Country Report: 

A Special Remedy: 

Roma and Schools 

for the Mentally

Handicapped in the

Czech Republic.

The lawsuits, filed with 

the Czech Constitutional

Court and the Ostrava

School Bureau, charge the

Czech Ministry of Educa-

tion and local school 

authorities with segregating

the plaintiffs and numerous

other Romani children 

into remedial special

schools for the mentally

deficient because they are

Roma. The result has been 

a denial of equal 

educational opportunity

for most Romani children. 

The complaints demand 

a judicial finding of racial 

segregation, the establish-

ment of a compensatory

educational fund, and the

development and adoption

of a plan to achieve racial

balance in Ostrava schools

within three years. 

Racial segregation and 

discrimination in 

education violate the

Constitution of the 

Czech Republic, 

the Czech Charter of

The essence of the 'gypsy question' was, therefore,

the contradiction between 'the high cultural level

of a socialist society on one hand and the excep-

tionally low level of social life of the population of

gypsy origin.'
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Fundamental Rights and

Freedoms, other provisions

of domestic law, and

numerous binding 

international treaties 

including the European

Convention on Human

R i g h t s .

The evidence docu-

mented in legal complaints

shows that, in the district 

of Ostrava, Romani 

children outnumber 

non-Roma in special 

schools by a proportion 

of more than twenty-seven

to one. Although Roma 

represent fewer than 5% 

of all primary school-age

students in Ostrava, they

constitute 50% of the 

special school population.

Nationwide, as the 

Czech government itself

concedes, approximately

75% of Romani children

attend special schools, 

and more than half of all

special school students 

are Roma. This extraor-

dinary racial disparity 

constitutes what a United

Nations committee of

experts has condemned 

as ‘de facto racial 

segregation’ in the field 

of education, which is

inconsistent with the 

government’s obligations

under international law. 

As a result of their segre-

gation in dead-end schools

for the “retarded,” the 

plaintiffs, like many other

Romani children in Ostrava

and around the nation, 

have suffered severe 

educational, psychological

and emotional harm, 

including the following:

◗ they have been subjected

to a curriculum far inferior

to that in basic schools;

they have been effectively

denied the opportunity of

ever returning to basic

s c h o o l ;

◗ they have been prohibited

by law and practice from

entrance to non-vocational

secondary educational 

institutions, with attendant

damage to their 

opportunities to secure 

adequate employment;

ninth, grade, while others dropped out sooner.2 A

significant proportion of Roma was enrolled in

schools for the intellectually deficient. Comprehen-

sive statistical evidence documenting this is available

from the late 1960s to 1990 (see Table 5).

A dramatic increase—proportional as well as

absolute—of Roma in schools for the intellectually

deficient in the course of the late 1970s and the

1980s was due to major educational changes intro-

duced in 1976. The duration of elementary school

was cut by one year to eight years total. In addition,

the curriculum became more difficult. Consequent-

ly, demands on pupils increased and after the intro-

duction of the reforms those who could just make it

through elementary school before 1976 were often

sent to a school for the intellectually deficient. It can

be argued that this reform—condemned by many

Czech and Slovak teachers as well as educational

experts—caused an enormous setback in the

accomplishments of Romani pupils and erased

much of what had been achieved prior to 1976.

Before the 'reform' the proportion of Roma in

schools for the intellectually deficient was actually

decreasing, but with its inception it began rising dra-

matically. By the mid 1980s, almost every other

Romani child attended such a school. Before the

reform, this figure was not even every fourth Ro-

mani child. This was, of course, an enormous pro-

portional increase. At the same time, one should

question the significance education actually had un-

der communism. Although the communist authori-

ties stressed the importance of a highly educated

society as a whole, from an economic point of view,

it made very little or no difference at all whether an

individual had a university degree or was a graduate

of a school for the intellectually deficient.

At the same time, socialist Czechoslovakia, along

with some other countries of the communist bloc,

had very small disparities between wages for manu-

al and intellectual work. In fact, unqualified manual

work on construction sites was often better reward-

ed than work for which educational qualifications

were necessary. This created an environment

unknown to capitalist societies. Those with very lit-

tle education could make relatively good earnings. A

1972 survey carried out in the northern Bohemian

city of Most with a substantial Romani population

showed that the salaries of only 15 per cent of the

Roma there—mainly women—were below average.

Almost 50 percent of the Roma in Most earned

above average salaries.7

Such a situation in earnings did not, of course,

stimulate motivation within the Romani community

to strive for higher educational status. Although

communist officials repeatedly declared that a high-

ly educated society was a priority for them, they did

not seem very alarmed by the ever-increasing num-

ber of pupils who were placed in schools for the

intellectually deficient. While in 1946 there were

5,249 pupils in such institutions, by 1988 the num-

ber had climbed to 43,067 in the Czech lands. This

rise was not perceived as disturbing; on the contrary

it was described as 'favorable' by the Ministry of

Education. It also appears that officials were not

alarmed by the increasing segregation of Roma in

these schools in the late 1970s and the 1980s. Such

an attitude contrasted with concerns voiced fre-

quently by communist authorities in the 1950s and

1960s about the overproportional representation of

Roma in schools for the intellectually deficient.

With little educational status on average, Roma

were not ready for the democratic changes of 1989

that introduced capitalism to the Czech lands. After

1989 many Roma were forced out of the con-

struction business by guest workers from the for-

mer Soviet Union who were willing to work for

very little pay, for example. The Romani commu-

nity was undoubtedly very harshly hit by the

changes from which the educated gained and

those with little education lost.

The arrival of democracy, however, also

brought about the official recognition of Roma as

a national minority in the Czech lands (Resolution

No. 463 of 13 November 1991). Those who sup-

posed that such a step would initiate some kind of

great revival of Romani culture and language with-

in the community were wrong. In the 1991 census

on national minorities, only about 33,000 persons

declared themselves to be of Romani nationality in

the Czech lands. Meanwhile, estimates of the total

size of the Romani community in 1991 were

around 150,000. Some Romani leaders suggested

even much higher numbers.

The census may have suggested that the majori-

ty of Roma more or less accepted the policy of

assimilation which was promoted by the commu-

nist regime. This was, of course, in stark contra-

diction to the efforts of many prominent Romani

intellectuals who, immediately after 1989, empha-

sized the need to introduce classes in which the

T a b l e  4 : Roma in the Czech lands
3

year 1945 1966 1970 1980 1985 19914

number 1,000 56,519 60,279 88,587 1 32,1 6 7 3 2 , 9 0 3

T a b l e  5 : Roma in the Czech elementary education system
5

year in mainstream in schools for ratio between
s c h o o l s the intellectually columns 2 and 3

d e f i c i e n t

1967 12,934 3,2286 4.01:1

1 9 7 2 12,810 5,866 2.18:1

1 9 7 3 13,272 6,445 2.06:1

1 9 7 4 13,301 6,709 1.98:1

1 9 7 5 14,105 5,105 2.76:1

1 9 7 6 14,076 4,829 2.92:1

1 9 7 7 13,650 5,993 2.28:1

1 9 7 8 13,477 6,812 1.98:1

1 9 7 9 13,254 7,792 1.70:1

1 9 8 4 13,611 12,615 1.08:1

1 9 8 9 15,483 13,196 1.17:1

1 9 9 0 15,207 12,444 1.22:1

Before the 'reform' the proportion of Roma in

schools for the intellectually deficient was actually

decreasing, but with its inception it began rising

dramatically. By the mid 1980s, almost every other

Romani child attended such a school.

The Romani community was undoubtedly very

harshly hit by the changes from which the educat-

ed gained and those with little education lost.
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◗ they have been 

stigmatized as ‘stupid’ 

or ‘retarded’ with effects

that will brand them for

life, including diminished

self-esteem and feelings 

of humiliation, alienation

and lack of self-worth;

◗ they have been forced to

study in racially segregated

classrooms and hence

denied the benefits of a

multi-cultural educational

e n v i r o n m e n t .

Race-neutral factors fail 

adequately to explain this

gross racial disparity. 

Thus, few openly maintain

the fiction that Roma, as a

race, are genetically less

intelligent. Those who do

are confronted with a 

virtual consensus among

government officials and

acknowledged experts 

that many Roma assigned

to special schools are not,

in fact, mentally deficient.

In addition, evidence that

will be produced by the

plaintiffs demonstrates 

that the evaluation 

mechanisms employed 

to assess ‘intelligence’ 

are flawed and unreliable…

Failure to secure 

effective remedies in

domestic courts will result

in an application to the

European Court of Human

Rights in Strasbourg. 

language of instruction would be Romani.8 Pro-

moters of this policy sometimes admitted that it

would not, in fact, be welcomed by most Roma.

To date, there is no Romani elementary school

in the Czech Republic and efforts are not being

made to establish one—neither by the govern-

ment, nor by Romani leaders. What Romani lead-

ers and some international organizations have crit-

icized, however, is the high proportion of Roma in

schools for the intellectually deficient. This prob-

lem persists despite a new assignment procedure

that has been introduced after 1989. Under com-

munism, a district authority had decisive power in

the process of placing a child in a school for the

intellectually deficient, but since 1991 parents

have had the last word in this procedure.9 The

problem persists nevertheless and appears to be a

complex one that cannot be blamed solely on

racial prejudice of Czech teachers or psychologists

who test children. In 1997, the Czech Minister of

Education was assigned the task by the Czech gov-

ernment to stop the too frequent assignment of

Romani pupils in schools for the intellectually defi-

cient (Resolution of Czech government No. 686 of

29 October 1997). The effects of this effort have

yet to be examined.

To improve the educational status of the Romani

minority, the Ministry of Education in 1993 also set

up several preparatory classes in which Romani

pupils prepare for their enrollment in an elementary

school (in the school year of 1995-96 there were 36

such classes). Since the communist and postcom-

munist statistics on Roma in schools are not com-

patible, it is impossible to determine exactly what

happened after 1989 with the Romani community

in schools. Data that are based on the subjective dec-

laration of Romani nationality show that in the

school year of 1995-96 there were no Roma at insti-

tutions of higher education, 580 were in elementary

schools and 1,176 in special schools (the majority in

schools for the intellectually deficient).1 0 Of course,

many would argue that these numbers on Roma in

the Czech education system represent just a fraction

of all Romani pupils in Czech schools.

After 1989 all parents were empowered with the

right to participate in the selection procedure deter-

mining whether special education would be more

suitable for their child. When Romani parents are

told that they should enroll their children in special

schools, they do not have to accept the recommen-

dation, although there have been cases of coercion.

The precise standing and the new developments

concerning the Romani community in the education

system after 1989 have yet to be fully examined. At

present it is clear, however, that the Romani com-

munity suffered enormously from the dramatic

changes that took place after 1989, in particular

from the ever-increasing value of education com-

bined with the inability of many Roma, for a variety

of reasons, to meet this challenge. 
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The Romani community was undoubtedly

very harshly hit by the changes from

which the educated gained and those with

little education lost.
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