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Note from translator and language editor:

The task of translating some, and editing all, of the contributions to this volume was extremely interesting, but 
brought its own challenges. Not least among them were those arising from the fact that I was not previously fami-
liar with any of the terminology connected with the Roma and their ethnolinguistic sub-groupings. I am therefore 
deeply indebted to Professor Victor Friedman, Andrew W. Mellon Professor of Balkan and Slavic Linguistics and 
an eminent Romologist, for his advice with these matters. Any remaining infelicities are not his fault, but mine.
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| Vera Klopčič, Mojca Medvešek and Romana Bešter |

Introduction

This monograph contains contributions to the international conference “Formal and 
Informal Education for Roma: Different Models and Experiences,” held in Ljubljana on 
October 21, 2011 in the framework of the project The increase in social and cultural capi-
tal in areas with a Roma population. At this conference we were able to present the aims 
of the project and the achievements and experiences of its first year in operation; we were 
also able to compare these with the motive impulses of educational policies, and with the 
results attained in this area, in some other European countries.

The structure of this monograph follows the original plan for the conference, in which 
first of all colleagues from the Ljubljana Institute for Ethnic Studies described the position 
of the Romani community of Slovenia and the results of their research. Next, specialists 
from various European countries described the general characteristics of the situation 
of the Roma and set out for their own countries the results of projects and of good prac-
tices which are important factors in the process of integrating members of the Romani 
communities in society at large. The studies presented to us and the projects under way 
in various countries are for the most part in line with the international documents and 
recommendations of the EU and the Council of Europe which encourage cultural hetero-
geneity and intercultural dialogue, the abolition of discrimination, and the social integra-
tion of vulnerable groups. Differences among individual countries mainly consist in the 
manner in which national policies and measures are based that aim to assist the Roma 
in their integration into society while at the same time maintaining and developing ele-
ments of Romani culture. For the time being, not one of current national policies achieves 
the desired results. As a challenge, we asked the following question at the conference: is it 
possible to devise alternative and innovative models of education for members of Romani 
society that will make possible a long-term improvement in their educational structure 
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and in this way accelerate their integration into society while taking account of their par-
ticular way of life, their traditions and culture?

The first contribution to this monograph, by Romana Bešter and Mojca Medvešek, is a 
condensed outline of the significance of Romani integration in the sphere of education in 
Slovenia together with the essentials of the achievements of the project Increase in Social 
and Cultural Capital in Areas with a Roma Population. Emphasis is placed on the activities 
of the Romani Educational Incubators which act as a support for Romani schoolchildren 
in their participation in the educational system. This chapter is followed by a section with 
the common theme: the description of experiences in other European countries. First, on 
the basis of rich experience with Romani parents and children, with local authorities and 
with teachers, Marco Brazzoduro writes about Romani education in Italy. He emphasises 
that integration of the Roma in the educational system depends above all on which Rom-
ani community they belong to, and their status. He also analyzes potential reasons for the 
unsatisfactory results of current measures and projects. He underlines the fact that in or-
der to set up efficient measures a more thorough analysis must be made of the difficulties 
faced by Romani society, especially those economical, social and cultural aspects that have 
not hitherto been taken into account. István Horváth in “Two Decades of Educational 
Policies for the Roma: Lessons and Dilemmas from Romania,” describes special policies 
intended for the integration of the Roma in the educational system. To this he adds some 
deliberations as to what the main aims of educational policies for the Roma should be. 
Hedina Tahirović Sijerčić, a Romani author, poet and journalist from Sarajevo, treats the 
implications of Romani migrations for the educational system, using examples of edu-
cation for the Roma in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Germany and Canada. She describes 
models of education for the children of Romani migrants that she herself experienced 
as a migrant and refugee at the time of the military conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
The decisive significance of a qualitative change in thinking in the approach to discussing 
the situation of the Roma in Sweden is discussed by Zoran Slavnic. In his contribution 
he explains that the contemporary national strategy for the Roma in Sweden takes as 
its starting-point a redefinition in the discussion of the situation of the Roma. What is 
involved is an approach that directs attention from the minority group to the majority 
society. From this point of view the deprivations of the Roma are not to be understood 
simply as resulting from their particular way of life, their low educational structure, their 
lack of knowledge about their rights, and so on, but rather as the result of the many years 
of discrimination that the Roma have encountered in their contacts with the majority 
society. He further describes the basic tenets of the Swedish strategy towards the Roma, 
namely: acceptance, partnering (the inclusion not only of the Roma but also of all the rel-
evant societal institutions and organizations involved in the strategy’s implementation), 
a perspective of human rights, and finally long-term, well-defined governmental policy 
measures. Further, specialists from Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia write about models 
and experiences in the countries of the Western Balkans. Dragutin Babić describes and 
discusses the integration of Croatian Roma at various levels of the educational system, 
from pre-school care through primary and secondary school to higher education. Inter 
alia he analyses the results of a research project carried out in a school in the Zagreb 
area that is attended by a large number of Romani schoolchildren. Well-known Serbian 
Romologist Dragoljub B. Đorđević writes about the policies and practices of integrating 
the Roma into the Serbian educational system. He emphasizes that some of the measures 
included in the Strategy for Improving Educational Integration in the Republic of Serbia 
have produced practical results. He points to the introduction of Romani assistants in the 
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primary schools as especially successful. The monograph concludes with a contribution 
by Roma activist, author and Romani language professor Ljatif Demir, who presents the 
latest incentives for deliberation and action in his description of the significance of after-
school activities as vehicles for the greater and easier integration of Romani children and 
young people into the formal educational process.

During the conference we formulated several important methods of defining shared 
factors that may enhance the efficacy of education, contribute to greater competence on 
the part of teachers, and improve the attainments of Romani students. Interestingly – in 
spite of the essential differences among all of the countries listed here with respect to the 
current situations of the Romani communities, their legal status, historical circumstanc-
es, demographic weight and degree of organisation – in the field of education in practice 
we encounter related obstacles, such as the following: the irregular school attendance by 
Romani schoolchildren, disunity and conflict within the Romani communities, a lack of 
an educated cadre with a knowledge of the Romani language, and covert or overt racism 
directed against Romani schoolchildren. The educational policy measures are directed in 
the main to assist the schoolchildren to overcome learning difficulties, to arouse a motiva-
tion for pupils to attend school, for teaching staff to co-operate with parents, for increas-
ing the competence of the teachers, for enhanced acquisition of the Romani language and 
culture, and finally to create possibilities for further education and employment.

Of especial value in this publication is the fact that it provides theoretical and special-
ist bases, and is a channel for the results of research and analyses of concrete experiences 
in actual schools from various countries, without forcing the acceptance of any one ap-
proach or interpretation. On the basis of the contributions to this publication we may 
formulate some findings as an incentive for further study.

The first finding: in spite of the clearly proposed, defined aim of integrating Romani 
children into education, in practice it is repeatedly necessary to evaluate the suitability of 
and justification for individual measures, for concrete living conditions differ from one 
situation to the next, indeed often differ within any one group. In addition they change 
with time. It is with especial sensitivity that all situations must be handled in which, with 
reference to the maintenance of »cultural characteristics of the Roma«, different treat-
ment of the members of that community has been essentially justified and their segrega-
tion maintained.

The second finding is that one must take into consideration the exacting nature and 
the complexity of the processes by which cultural models change, by which prejudices and 
mistrust are done away with. Given the specific historical circumstances which in the past 
stigmatised members of the Romani group and excluded them from public life in general, 
a change in the standardised beliefs is a requisite task for the Roma just as it is for the 
majority culture. From a legal point of view the situation of the Roma changed in essence 
over the last decades of the 20th century; the remnants of the former conception of the 
Romani way of life as something undesired or even dangerous for society have persisted 
until today, especially in some localities. A change in the fixed views and prejudices in 
mutual communication is therefore a prerequisite which may yet bring about changes.

Our third finding is that an interdisciplinary approach is required for research into the 
position of the Roma. Only in this way will we acquire some understanding of the complex 
social situations which would surpass the fragmentary findings of individual disciplines. 
Further, for the planning of policies to improve the position of the Roma, representatives 
of Romani communities must be included in the search for solutions, for without their 
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cooperation and agreement we can not expect that any measures will achieve the desired 
effect.

This monograph will be a useful aid for all who work in the educational process – teach-
ers, Romani assistants, pedagogues and the originators and practitioners of educational 
policies. Given that it deals with a contemporary European theme, it will also certainly be 
of interest for a wider specialist audience – not just in the countries covered in the book, 
but more widely still.
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| Romana Bešter and Mojca Medvešek |

Romani Educational 
Incubators – An Aid for 
Students in the Learning 
Process

1. Introduction

Both practical experience and research1 show that students who come from socio-eco-
nomically weak families and who live in less stimulating environments are more likely 
than other students to attain lower results, to be less well incorporated in the educational 
process, and to finish their schooling earlier. Many Romani children come from socially 
and economically weak families. For many of them the environment in which they live 
does not offer them suitable conditions and encouragement for learning and for com-
pleting the assignments which the school system requires of them. Their pre-educational 
socialization takes place in a different cultural milieu than that of non-Romani children.2 

1   In the comprehensive empirical study Equality of Educational Opportunity (the “Coleman Study”, leader James 
S. Coleman), which involved 600,000 students and teachers in the public schools in the USA, they attempted to 
assess whether there was equal access to educational opportunities for children of differing races, skin colours, 
beliefs, and ethnicities. The results showed that academic success on the part of students was associated less 
with the quality of the school and more with the social structure of the students at the schools, with the students’ 
abilities to control and direct their own careers, with the quality of specialists at the schools, and with the family 
background of the students (Coleman et al. 1966). The link between the socio-economic status of the family 
and educational attainment by the students, in the sense that students who came from families with a higher 
socio-economic status as a rule attained better success in school, was confirmed by other research studies that 
followed. So also the latest research, since the year 2000, confirms that the socio-economic status of the family 
remains a factor strongly linked to students’ academic attainment (Baker, Goesling & Letendre 2002; EREBUS In-
ternational 2005; Sirin 2005; OECD 2001; OECD 2004; OECD 2007; OECD 2011). 
2    See, e.g., Smith (1997).
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Hence when they first go to school Romani children, most frequently, are not grounded 
in the values and norms of the majority culture with respect to all the requirements and 
expectations with which the school milieu presents them. Frequently, too, they meet with 
misunderstanding, prejudice and a negative attitude on the part of the majority (non-
Romani) population, which does not ascribe any value to the Romani culture and does not 
acknowledge or recognize the value of the accomplishments and life experiences of Rom-
ani families. If the school milieu does not demonstrate respect for different cultures and 
does not acknowledge the value of the accomplishments that originates in those cultures, 
this has a harmful impact on the self-image and self-regard of students who are members 
of those cultures, and also has a negative impact on their image of their own parents (Ada 
1995). In this kind of milieu Romani children sooner or later encounter feelings of lesser 
worth and shame with respect to their own identity, and these offer poor support for fac-
ing the challenges which await them in school.

When they first start primary school, Romani children often have no, or limited, compe-
tence in Slovenian, also, and this is frequently acknowledged in pedagogical circles as a key 
problem and the cause of Romani children’s lack of success in school.3 The problem is, how-
ever, not only the lack of competence in Slovenian: as noted by Réger (1974), the linguistic 
deficiency and the difficulties encountered by Romani children in schools are influenced not 
only by lack of competence in the majority language, but also by the fact that in the Romani 
children’s linguistic socialization in their mother tongue the element of the written word 
and literacy are usually lacking. All these and other factors have the result that Romani 
children’s school results are frequently below the average of their non-Romani cohorts, that 
Romani children less frequently complete their primary schooling successfully and even less 
frequently continue with higher levels of schooling. In the Slovenian primary school system 
various forms of supplementary assistance4 are provided for the Romani children by the 
teachers, other professional workers and Romani assistants.5 

But work at school alone is not sufficient for more significant improvements in edu-
cational success. For successful compatibility with the requirements of current primary 
school education what is required is that children study and complete assignments at 
home, also. For this, co-operation or at least support on the part of parents has a great 
significance. For numerous Romani students studying and writing homework during the 
afternoon are rather weak points. Also, assistance and encouragement by parents is fre-
quently lacking. For this reason, in the framework of the project entitled The increase in 
social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population6 we wished to fill this gap by or-

3    The source for this is the personal diaries written by teachers in the schools participating in the project The 
increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population, and similar results have been reported by 
other research (see, e.g., Réger 1974, Tancer 1994, 75–76).
4    For more on policies and measures for including Romani children in the Slovenian educational; system, see 
Žagar et al. 2006; Nećak Lük & Novak Lukanovič 2011.
5    The provision of Romani school assistants is known in many countries, e.g., Bulgaria, Spain, France, Serbia, Ro-
mania, Finland, Slovakia, Hungary and Croatia as well as Slovenia (Gomboc Mrzlak 2009, 28). For more on Romani 
assistants in Slovenia see, e.g., Bešter & Medvešek 2007, 168–172; Brezovšek, Haček & Bačlija 2008.
6    The following educational establishments co-operate in the project The increase in social and cultural capital 
in areas with a Roma population, which was directed by the Institute for Ethnic Studies: Kindergartens attached 
to the Elementary School Belokranjskega odreda Semič, the France Prešeren Elementary School in Črenšovci, the 
Leskovec pri Krškem Elementary School, and the Puconci Elementary School; the Jožice Flander Kindergarten in 
Maribor, the Metlika Kindergarten, the Murska Sobota Kindergarten, the Oton Zupančič Kindergarten in Črnomelj, 
the Pedenjped Kindergarten in Novo mesto, the Pobrežje Kindergarten in Maribor, the Tišina Kindergarten, the 
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ganizing learning assistance and other activities for Romani children during the after-
noons and doing this in the localities where they live.7 The idea of Romani Educational 
Incubators was born. These incubators were to provide common premises or programme 
in Romani communities which would approximate various forms of informal education 
for members of the Romani community and thus contribute to the greater inclusion of 
Romani children in the ordinary educational system. To a certain extent this programme 
of Romani Educational Incubators was meant to complement the parents’ role in the pro-
cess of their children’s education, i.e., would offer support, encouragement and assistance 
to learning and completing homework, something which the parents for various reasons 
often cannot offer. A Romani Educational Incubator would also offer possibilities for qual-
ity utilization of free time in Romani settlements. One part of the programme of a Rom-
ani Educational Incubator is intended to be encouraging the participation of parents in 
the educational process for their children. It is worth making clear that everyone, not just 
Romani children, are to be included in the incubator programme.

In this chapter we shall present the work of the Romani Educational Incubators that 
were instituted in the school year 2010–11 in the framework of the project entitled The 
increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population. We shall devote our 
main attention to the programme of learning assistance, as the central activity of Romani 
Educational Incubators. We shall present the aims and intention of the programme, data 
concerning the participation of children during the 2010–11 school year, the obstacles 
and challenges which accompany the introduction of learning assistance, and the first 
results reflected in the reports written by the providers of the learning assistance and the 
schools that are partners in the programme. Before that, we shall present some data on 
the settlement of Roma in Slovenia.

2. Selected data on the Roma settlement in Slovenia

The quantitative data about individual ethnic groups in Slovenia were, from 1953 to 
2002, based on censuses. In 2002 the last population census was held in which the inhabit-
ants of Slovenia might self-identify according to ethnic group. In this census 3,246 (0.17%) 
inhabitants declared themselves as Roma community members, and 3,834 persons gave 
the Roma language as their mother tongue. The estimates of researchers, experts on Roma 
issues and different institutions (Social Service Centres, administrative units, municipali-
ties) on the number of Roma in Slovenia were considerably higher, ranging between 7,000 
(0.35%) (Winkler 1999) and 10,000 (0.5%) (Horvat 1999) or 12,000 (0.6%) (Žagar 2002, 

Trebnje Kindergarten; the Semič Elementary School; the Dragotin Kette Elementary School in Novo mesto; the 
France Prešeren Elementary School in Črenšovci; the Janko Padežnik Elementary School in Maribor; the Kuzma 
Elementary School, the Leskovec pri Krškem Elementary School, the Louis Adamič Elementary School in Grosuplje, 
the Maks Durjava Elementary School in Maribor, the Metlika Elementary School, the Miran Jarc Elementary School 
in Črnomelj, the Šmihel Elementary School in Novo mesto, the Stara Cerkev Elementary School in Kočevje, the 
Tišina Elementary School, the Trebnje Elementary School; Secondary Schools: Novo mesto School Centre, Murska 
Sobota School of Economics, Murska Sobota Secondary Medical School, Radenci Secondary School of Catering and 
Tourism, and the Murska Sobota Student Dormitory.
7    In Strategija vzgoje in izobraževanja Romov [The Strategy of the Education of Roma] (2011, 21) under strategic 
aim No. 6 is written: “the necessity of introducing several other forms of pedagogical activity, as, e.g., learning 
assistance during the afternoon both at school and in the settlement.”
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25). According to the most recent estimates in the specialised literature there are today 
probably about 9,500 members of the Roma community in Slovenia (Pirc, 2012).

The Roma are settled mostly in Prekmurje (Josipovič and Repolusk 2003, 127–149), in 
Dolenjska (Bela krajina, Posavje), in Gorenjska and in major urban centres such as Ljublja-
na and Maribor. According to estimates obtained from Social Service Centres, the greatest 
number of Roma live in Prekmurje (3,500), in Dolenjska with Kočevska  (about 2,300) 
and in Bela krajina (perhaps 1,000). Other than in these areas of traditional settlement, 
the greatest number live in Maribor and its surroundings (about 3,500) (Pirc, 2012).

3. The role and aims of Romani Educational Incubators 

Wishing to contribute to Romani students’ greater inclusion, better participation and 
higher success rate in the educational system, we set up Romani Educational Incubators 
in various regions of Slovenia. In some settlements the programme of the incubator is 
carried out in multipurpose premises; in others, where such common premises do not ex-
ist, the programme develops within individual schools, or students’ homes.8 

With the exception of the Municipality of Maribor, the Romani Educational Incuba-
tors are active in municipalities where the traditional Romani settlements are officially 
recognised and the Roma in these municipalities have the right to a Romani Councillor. 
The Romani Educational Incubators are, sensibly, located in municipalities and in Romani 
settlements which, according to the latest data – mostly from Social Service Centres – are 
counted as the largest settlements with Romani populations in Slovenia. At the same 
time, according to data from the Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and Sport for 
the 2010-11 school year, the proportion of Romani schoolchildren in primary schools in 
these settlements is considered the highest in the individual regions.

In Slovenia in the 2010–11 school year 1,827 Romani schoolchildren (4.80 of the to-
tal) were registered in primary schools. The numbers of Romani schoolchildren, with their 
relative share of the total for each region, were as follows for the regions of Slovenia: Prek-
murje 384 Romani schoolchildren (7.9%), Dolenjska 532 (6.6%), Bela krajina 233 (12%), 
other urban communities with their surroundings 545 (3.4%), Posavje and Zasavje 107 
(2.9%), other communities 26 (0.7%) (Pirc 2012).

The aims which we wish to attain with the help of Romani Educational Incubators are 
multi-layered, and are especially set up to be long-term. We based the Romani Education-
al Incubators in part on the model of youth centres. In choosing the name incubators we 

8    Šiftar in his monograph Cigani (1970, 167) with respect to the 1970 year wrote about the need for common 
space in a settlement, where school-age children might write assignments and prepare themselves for school. 
Similar multipurpose premises are anticipated also in the Strategija vzgoje in izobraževanja Romov v Republiki 
Sloveniji [The Strategy of the Education of Roma](2011, 8–9): “The significance of a ‘Romani’ settlement and the 
construction of multipurpose premises in Romani settlements, in which there may be developed various year-
-round and short-duration educational programmes, workshops, lectures both in the mornings and in the after-
noons; nursery school care as a year-round, everyday preparatory programme at the most until a child’s fifth year, 
learning assistance for the primary and secondary students who are included in regular education, school-time 
activities, education for adults with the aim of acquiring specific skills and basic education which make emplo-
yment and independent life possible; as a goal there would also be an office for a Romani counsellor, an office 
for visitations from the centre for social work and health establishments; for health education – pediatric nurses, 
nurses for preventative dentistry, etc., and a multipurpose space for societies, entertainments, meetings and also 
sports and dance activities…”
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wished to draw attention to the fact that they multipurpose premises make possible for 
young people an especial growth and development in various spheres, from raising levels of 
success in their studies through informal education, to the development of young people’s 
individual interests and a quality utilization of free time. With directed work and good ex-
amples on the part of young intellectuals (including Romani ones) who lead the work in the 
incubators we wished to encourage the children and youth to become successfully included 
in the educational process on different levels. We wished to stimulate an active role on the 
part of parents in their children’s educational process, and also indirectly to stimulate a 
dialogue among the inhabitants in the local environment. Within the incubators students 
acquire experience in group dynamics and interaction, team work, public appearances and, 
not least, experience in leadership. In addition they develop a feeling of responsibility. Ex-
tensive inclusion and active co-operation by children in the incubators contributes to an 
increase in their social and cultural capital. We adapted the content and organization of the 
programmes of the Romani Educational Incubators to local conditions and included various 
activities in three respects: learning assistance, free time activities (the pursuit of interests, 
cultural activities, open air games) and work with parents (lectures and workshops).9 

In the school year 2010–11 we established six Romani Educational Incubators in the 
framework of our project:

-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Prekmurje: The incubator has its own 
central, multipurpose premises in the settlement of Vanča vas-Borejci, but the pro-
gramme is carried out also in other locations: in a classroom at the headquarters 
of the Romani Academic Club in Murska Sobota; in the “ROKIC DROM” Romani 
cultural and information centre in the village of Kamenci; in the Janko Padežnik 
and Maks Durjava Primary Schools in Maribor; in the Primary School in Kuzma; in 
the Central Health Educational School in Murska Sobota; and in the Student Dor-
mitory in Murska Sobota.10 Where conditions allowed, learning assistance was also 
provided in individual students’ homes, namely in the Romani settlements Dolič, 
Vadarci, Gornji Slaveči, Kuzma and Pušča.

-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Bela krajina: The incubator has its own 
central, multipurpose premises in the settlement of Boriha-Rosalnice. In addition 
the programme was carried out in the Elementary School in Semič as well as in 
students’ homes in the settlements of Lokve and Ručetna vas near Črnomelj, in the 
settlement of Sovinek near Semič and . 

-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Trebnje: The incubator has its own cen-
tral, multipurpose room in the settlement of Hudeje. Learning assistance is also 
provided in the homes of individual students. 

-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Novo mesto: The programme content 
was developed within the Brezje Day Centre in rooms in the Brezje Kindergarten.

9    The programmes of the Romani Educational Incubators are carried out by various practitioners, or consortium 
partners of the project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population – the Romani 
Academic Club, the Novo Mesto Society for the Development of Voluntary Work, the Trebnje Centre for Social 
Work and the Institute for Ethnic Studies, which at the same time co-ordinates the project.
10    In the project framework learning assistance was also offered to students in the Murska Sobota Student 
Dormitory; we ceased offering learning assistance in the middle of the school year, for this involved children with 
special needs and work with them requires specially trained personnel. Nevertheless we continued with various 
creative workshops in the dormitory.
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-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Krško: The incubator has its own central, 
multipurpose room in the settlement of Kerinov grm. In this instance we are deal-
ing with a pilot programme for nursery school care in the settlement. 

-	 The Romani Educational Incubator in Kočevje: The programme of learning as-
sistance and free-time activities was worked out in the Željne Branch of the Stara 
Cerkev Elementary School.

Figure 1: Romani Educational Incubator Locations in Slovenia

The search for premises where the programme of the incubators could be carried out, 
presented its own particular challenge. Prior experience working with the Romani popula-
tion resulted in the decision that an incubator should be located in a Romani settlement; 
otherwise there would be little possibility of the children visiting it. Unfortunately there 
are very few settlements that might have had such premises. Even in settlements where we 
managed to place incubators, disapproval was soon voiced by a sector of the Romani com-
munity, since there became apparent various interests and questions about financial com-
pensation for the use and maintenance of the rooms, or part of Romani community did not 
approve individual practitioners of learning assistance in the incubators. In some cases per-
sonal arguments within the community prevailed over the belief that involving the children 
in the incubator was of value. The provision of new premises in Romani settlements proved 
impracticable for various reasons – including disorganized property rights in Romani set-
tlements, a lack of financial means at the local level, and the unpreparedness of the Romani 
community to help establishing the premises for the incubators or simply to agree among 
themselves whether or not they wish to have a multipurpose room of this kind.
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Below we describe two sets of activities in the Romani Educational Incubators: learn-
ing assistance and free-time activities.

4. Learning assistance within the Romani Educational Incubators 

With respect to both content and execution, we adapted the originally planned pro-
gramme for conducting learning assistance within existing Romani Educational Incuba-
tors at the time of their actual operation.

Table 1: Adaptations of the content and execution of the programmes of the Romani 
Educational Incubators

AS PLANNED AS REALIZED 

Individual learning assistance sessions. A combination of individual and group learning 
assistance sessions.

The learning assistance to be conducted in the 
homes of individual primary and secondary 
students, or in Romani Educational Incubators in 
(Romani) settlements.

The learning assistance is conducted in Romani 
settlements (in premise of the Romani Educational 
Incubators, in the homes of primary and secondary 
students), in schools and in a library. 

We anticipated providing learning assistance for 
primary and secondary students having problems 
attaining the minimal standards of knowledge, and 
also the scholastically more successful ones.

Participation in learning assistance is by mostly 
primary and secondary students having problems 
attaining the minimal standards of knowledge. 

Those providing learning assistance should have as 
a minimum level V education, or levels VI or VII for 
learning assistance for secondary students.

Those providing learning assistance have as a 
minimum level V education; some have levels VI 
or VII; learning assistance is also offered by two 
secondary students.

Those providing learning assistance should if 
possible belong to the Romani community.

Learning assistance has been provided by 26 
persons of whom more than half belong to the 
Romani community.

Learning assistance would be provided in close 
collaboration with the partner schools.

Some schools more and some less actively 
involved themselves in the projected activities and 
interacted with the providers of learning assistance.

At first we planned for learning assistance for Romani primary and secondary stu-
dents to be provided, above all, individually, namely in the homes of individual students 
or in the common premises of the Romani settlement. It became apparent rather quickly 
that the number of children who needed assistance was high, and that in this light it was 
more expedient to organize and provide group learning assistance.

It has also become apparent that in many Romani settlements learning assistance is 
either not possible or not effective, and that in the majority of the settlements there are no 
common premises in which learning assistance might be conducted and there is no possibil-
ity of providing such premises in a short time. Some of the students who are included in the 
learning assistance programme live in unsuitable housing or are homeless and are itinerant 
and live in tents. For this reason we adapted the way in which learning assistance is offered 
to the actual conditions; this means that in some localities learning assistance is also pro-
vided in the schools. The provision of learning assistance in the schools has its advantages 
and also its disadvantages. An advantage is the constant contact between the provider of 
the learning assistance and individual teachers, for which reason he or she may keep up to 
date with the learning needs of an individual student and the assignment which the student 
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has to complete. A disadvantage of the provision of learning assistance in the school, on the 
other hand, is that it takes place immediately after the end of classes when the children are 
tired and their powers of concentration are weaker. Given the requirements indicated here, 
we created a combination of learning assistance in the school and in the home, and this 
proved to be effective. Most of the learning assistance, however, continues to be provided 
in the Romani settlements. 

We did not foresee the provision of learning assistance only for students who have 
difficulties attaining minimal standards of knowledge, but also for primary and second-
ary students who are relatively more successful and may with some additional assistance 
attain even better results. Evaluation of the learning assistance at the end of the school 
year showed that the students who are included in the programme of learning assistance 
are preponderantly those who have difficulties attaining educational standards, while the 
better students do not usually avail themselves of learning assistance.

When we were planning the composition of the group of learning assistance practition-
ers, we had individuals in mind who would have completed at least level V education, would 
if possible belong to the Romani community and come from the local area. Among the 26 
learning assistance practitioners over half are members of the Romani community and 
come from the local area. The majority have completed at least level V education, some have 
completed level VI or level VII. We also included in the number of learning assistance practi-
tioners two successful secondary school students who by their example gave additional mo-
tivation to primary and secondary students to continue with their schooling. We gave the 
learning assistance practitioners the opportunity to take part in seminars and workshops 
where they acquired new skills for quality work with the children.

The whole time we took pains to ensure that the learning assistance should be pro-
vided in close co-operation with the schools. At the beginning of the 2010–11 school year 
we presented our plan for learning assistance to all the partner schools (11 elementary 
and 4 secondary schools) and the student dormitory, at the same time acquainting them 
with our expectations from them, and arranged for the schools and teachers to support 
and collaborate with the practitioners of learning assistance.11 The majority of schools, 
or their administrations, received the project positively and offered their co-operation, 
whereas reservations were noticeable from a few. There is in fact a wide range of various 
kinds of additional learning assistance in schools directed to the Romani students or to all 
students who need extra help: for example: complementary classes,12 adaptations of work 
methods, individual and group assistance,13 additional teaching assistance,14 Romani as-

11    In the first phase (during the application procedure) the project The increase in social and cultural capital in 
areas with a Roma population included 11 elementary schools, 4 secondary schools and one secondary school 
dormitory. In the 2011 school year three more schools became project partners: the Metlika Elementary School, 
the Dragotin Kette Elementary School in Novo mesto, and the Maks Durjava Elementary School in Maribor. 
12    Complementary classes are intended for students who need help with learning. Students participate volunta-
rily. They can attend for a whole year or only occasionally, as required. Romani students often do not participate 
in complementary classes, especially when organized early in the morning, before classes.
13    Individual and group assistance is intended to help students overcome learning difficulties. It is provided by 
teachers in the school and indeed during class time. It takes place individually or in small groups which are formed 
flexibly, according to the needs of students.
14    Additional teaching assistance is provided by special educational needs teachers. Their particular tasks are to 
pinpoint individual students’ peculiarities; to plan work with the students, parents and teachers; and to provide 
individual and group assistance and evaluation, i.e., to what extent the forms of assistance are effective. There are 
two kinds of assistance: additional teaching assistance provided by a special educational needs teacher, and assi-
stance by an individual teacher - usually a teacher of the specific subject which is giving difficulties to a student. 
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sistants.15 In this respect there was in some schools some scepticism about the learning 
assistance that was provided in our project, since they were of the opinion that the Rom-
ani children were already receiving sufficient and various kinds of learning assistance in 
their school system. In other schools the opinion was that any kind of learning assistance 
for Romani children was more than welcome, given that, in spite of all available possi-
bilities for learning assistance and specially adapted programmes, many Romani children 
remained less successful at school. A teacher at one of the partner schools noted:

I think that it would be a good thing for all students to have even more assistance (outside 
regular classes) when someone would learn with them, work with them individually or in small 
groups. They have no support at home. They stay in school after-hours to take part in differ-
ent activities and do their homework, but little time is left for instruction and assistance. /…/ 
These students would need at least one hour of additional assistance per day, either before or 
after classes, especially in the first three years when the foundations are laid for literacy, which 
is the requirement for further successful work and study.

In spite of hearing at introductory meetings from school management that there was 
already enough of these kinds of learning assistance available, we were nevertheless told 
by teachers that the problem was the limited number of hours that could not satisfy the 
actual needs. Furthermore those kinds of assistance are organized and structured rather 
formally, following school regulations and in a way which is not always optimal for Rom-
ani students, for which reason this kind of assistance has limited results. 

When providing learning assistance the practitioners made especial efforts to increase 
the motivation for education among the students, a motivation which for many is very 
low. From young Romani people who have not finished elementary school we often hear 
comments about the inadequacy of the knowledge with which elementary education has 
equipped them. It is after all a fact that members of the Roma, with or without education, 
have difficulties finding employment, and this is an additional discouragement for them 
to be involved and stay many years in the school system. It frequently happens that the 
fears caused by poor experiences at school and later at work are mental patterns of the 
uselessness of education that are passed on to the children. Our aim was therefore to cre-
ate in the incubators conditions and circumstances in which not only the children, but 
also their parents, would find the motivation for education.

5.	 Free-time Activities in the Framework of Romani Educational 
Incubators

In addition to learning assistance other free-time activities are carried out in the incu-
bators, which are just as important for the development of the social and cultural capital 
of the child. We arranged the free-time activities in the Romani educational incubators in 
various forms:

-	 As an all-year free-time activity e.g., the football school in which also non-Romani 
children are included. Participants in the Football School’ during the whole school 

15    Romani assistants offer assistance to Romani students and also to the schools for their communication with 
parents and the Romani community. 
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year acquired the foundations of teamwork, discipline, self-criticism and responsi-
bility. The children train regularly and take part in matches and competitions in the 
local district, and also co-operate in competitions abroad. They are trained by repre-
sentatives of the Romani community, of whom three obtained the title of ‘C Train-
er’ (C-level UEFA licence) which is required for work with young football-players.

-	 In the form of workshops (e.g., the cinema and photography workshop) and sum-
mer camps during the summer holidays.

-	 In the form of various workshops (in some places occasionally, in others weekly) 
during the school year.

For the workshop themes we on the one hand adapted to the interests expressed by 
the children, and on the other interwove subjects from the school curriculum. The chil-
dren could participate in workshops in the English language, dance, puppetry, natural 
science, fine arts, sport and games, reading fairy tales etc.. We also organised some quiz-
zes, and geography and history workshops. During the workshops the children developed 
various skills, discovered new interests, took part in sports and acquired knowledge in 
new areas. The children participated in large numbers in organised activities during the 
summer holidays. In the future we shall observe whether this interest on the part of chil-
dren for free-time activities will also spill over into a greater co-operation during sessions 
of learning assistance (and also in schoolwork).

It is more difficult to directly and objectively measure the effects and results of the 
various free-time activities which we arrange for the incubators, as outcomes of learning 
assistance; and we are convinced that these activities cannot replace learning assistance 
and regular classes, but in any case we believe that they may make a considerable contri-
bution to the multilateral development of the child, especially to directly encouraging the 
child’s motivation for education.

6. 	An Evaluation of the Provision of Learning Assistance in the 2010–
2011 School Year

In offering learning assistance we wished to attain the following goals: to increase 
the students’ motivation for learning; to make possible for them additional learning as-
sistance and explanation of educational material; to teach children ‘how to learn;’16 to 
encourage them to do their homework or take on the responsibility for completing their 
assignments; to make them accustomed to regular learning; to contribute to the forma-
tion of their positive self-image; raise their self-confidence; and to stimulate an interest 
in the education of their children on the part of parents. 

The children who were included in the system of learning assistance in the school year 
2010–11 numbered altogether 202, of whom 191 were elementary and 11 were second-

16   The programmes of learning assistance hitherto have demonstrated a requirement for students first of all to 
learn how to learn. This involves developing the capability to work independently, for instance by forming mental 
maps, taking written notes, organizing time and learning from textbooks. It happens that children in school, as 
preparation for tests of knowledge, are given prepared questions and answers which they then learn by heart. This 
kind of approach is ineffective in the long term, and is, moreover, a clear indicator of the low expectations that 
individual teachers have from the Romani children. 
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ary school students. Among the 191 elementary students, 164 studied at partner-schools 
of the Project; the other 27 participated in the learning assistance although they were not 
students of the partner-schools of the Project.

6.1 The Learning Assistance for Elementary School Students

Table 2: Estimated numbers of Romani children at partner-schools, and numbers of Romani 
children included in the scheme of learning assistance in the school year 2010–11 as part of 
the Project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population

Elementary school [ES]

All children Romani children
at school

Romani children included in 
the learning assistance

Number Number % of total Number
% of Romani 

children 
at school

Janko Padežnik ES Maribor 286 54 18.9 20 37
Tišina ES17 288 35 12.1 28 80
Kuzma ES 114 15 13.1 12 80
France Prešeren ES Črenšovci 191 31 16.2 21 67
Belokranjskega odreda ES, 
Semič 289 31 10.7 11 35

Miran Jarc ES Črnomelj 337 71 21.1 8 11
Trebnje ES 91418 47 5.1 20 42
Stara Cerkev ES 276 40 14.5 11 27
     Central ES 263 27 10.3 0 0
     Željne Branch ES 13 13 100 11 84
Metlika ES 604 53 8.8 12 22
Dragotin Kette ES Novo mesto 85 18 21.2 7 38.8
Maks Durjava ES Maribor 147 23 15.6 3 13
Louis Adamič ES Grosuplje19 659 26 3.9 0 0
Leskovec pri Krškem ES 20 522 69 13.2 0 0
Šmihel ES21 319 32 10 0 0
TOTAL 5,309 585 11.0 164 28.0

	 1718192021

The proportion of Romani children taking learning assistance varies between 0% and 
84% of the total attending individual schools. The largest proportions of Romani children 
taking learning assistance were at the Željne Branch ES, the Tišina ES and the Kuzma ES.

17   At the Gederovci Branch ES in school year 2010–11 no Romani children were enrolled.
18   The data apply to the Central ES and all branch ES.
19   In the Smrekec 2 Romani settlement (Grosuplje) we intended to organize a Romani Educational Incubator 
to include children at the Louis Adamič ES Grosuplje also, but because of local structural constraints, we did not 
manage to do so in the 2010–11 year. Activities will be initiated in 2012. 
20   At Leskovec pri Krškem ES there has been no learning assistance programme, but there has been a pilot pro-
gramme for Romani children and their families. A multipurpose room was set up and utilized by 19 children. The 
room is intended also for workshops and lectures for parents.
21   In the Project framework the learning assistance programme in Šmihel will, under the patronage of the Novo 
mesto Romani Educational Incubator, start operation in 2012.
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Due to the organisational complexity of the Project, all the Romani Educational Incu-
bators did not begin their operations simultaneously; rather, we set them up gradually at 
the various localities. For this reason they were in operation in some places no more than 
three months, in others six, eight or even nine months. 

Approximately 60% of the children involved in the project activities participated in 
the learning assistance sessions for longer than two months, and some of them for the 
whole school year. Among those children who participated for less than two months there 
were some who first came to the sessions right at the end of the school year. Some stu-
dents, after keen attendance at first, stopped participating in the sessions for various rea-
sons: they stated that it was no more a question of a way of enjoyably spending their free 
time while real work was being expected from them; or that it was because of personal 
disagreements within the Romani community resulting in individual parents not allow-
ing their children to participate in the learning assistance sessions; or that the cause was 
their family moving house or other changes in family circumstances such as the birth of 
a new baby. We also had one example where a sixth-grade female student moved in with 
a young man and so stopped attending school and consequently also learning assistance 
sessions.
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Table 3: Data from the sessions of learning assistance in the school year 2010–11 at 
elementary schools as part of the Project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas 
with a Roma population	 22 23

Elementary Schools Total22
Number of children 

taking 1–2 months of 
learning assistance 

More than 1–2 months of learning 
assistance

Number of 
children

Average number of 
months of learning 

assistance
Total 191 79 112 5.9 
     
Boys 83 42 41 5.8 
Girls 108 37 71 5.9 

1st three years of school 65 23 42 6.0 
2nd three years of school 88 37 51 6.1 
3rd three years of school 38 19 19 5.0 

Individual learning assistance 32 24 8 3.75 
Group learning assistance 148 55 93 6.1 
Individual/group learning 
assistance

11 0 11 5.4 

Learning assistance in incubators 107 42 65 6.5 
Learning assistance at student 
homes

23 15 8 4.1 

Learning assistance in incubators 
and at student homes

4 0 4 5.7 

Learning assistance at school 51 20 31 5.2 
Learning assistance at student 
homes/at school

3 0 3 4.6 

Learning assistance in student 
dormitory

3 2 1 5 

Bela krajina region 31 19 12 3.6 
Dolenjska region23 58 6 52 6.8 
Prekmurje region 102 54 48 5.4 

Elementary students participated in learning assistance sessions, on average, for 5.9 
months. More girls (57%) than boys (43%) participated. The difference between the rates 
of participation by boys and girls is even greater if we consider only students who partici-
pated frequently. Of those that participated for more than 2 months 37% were boys and 
63% girls. A division according to three-year cycles24 for all children shows that 34% from 
the first cycle participated in the sessions, 46% from the second cycle and 20% from the 
third. A similar proportional structure obtains for those with more frequent attendance 

22   The total comprises all the children, for whom learning assistance was provided, including students at the 
Murska Sobota student dormitory and also students who were not at schools partnering in the programme.
23   In the Dolenjska region we include also students in the Željne Branch of the Stara Cerkev ES, Kočevje. 
24    Compulsory basic education in Slovenia is organised in a single structure nine-year basic school attended by 
children aged six to fifteen years. The basic school comprises three three-year cycles. First cycle: 1–3 years (age of 
children: 6–8), ISCED level 1. Second cycle: 4–6 years (age of children: 9–11), ISCED level 1. Third cycle: 7–9 years 
(age of children: 12–14), ISCED level 2.
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(more than 2 months): 37.5% from the first three-year cycle participated, 45.5% from 
the second cycle and 17% from the third. As far as the different forms of learning assis-
tance (viz., group vs. individual assistance) are concerned, the Bela Krajina region is an 
exceptional case, for here the lack of suitable group premises meant that the learning as-
sistance sessions were offered, preponderantly, on an individual basis, either in individual 
students’ homes or in the school.

6.2 Learning Assistance for Secondary Students

Table 4: Estimated numbers of Romani children at secondary partner-schools, and numbers 
of Romani children included in the scheme of learning assistance in the school year 2010–11 as 
part of the Project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a Roma population

Secondary
school [SS]

All 
children 

Romani 
children

in the school

Romani children included in learning assistance

Total 1–2
months

Over 2
months School years

Number % Number % Number Number 1 2 3 4
School Centre Novo 
mesto No data 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Radenci SS of Catering 
and Tourism 270 2 0.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Murska Sobota Secondary 
Medical School 518 7 1.4 4 1 3 3 1 0 0

Murska Sobota School of 
Economics 500 25 5 3 0 3 2 0 0 1

TOTALS 1,288 36 2.8 7 1 6

The data show that not many Romani children attend partner-secondary schools, and 
we estimate that the situation is no better in the other secondary schools. Although a 
considerable number of Romani students wish to continue their education a smaller num-
ber manage to register in secondary schools and an even smaller number of students 
graduate from secondary education.
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Table 5: Data from the sessions of learning assistance in the school year 2010–11 at 
secondary schools as part of the Project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas 
with a Roma population

Secondary Schools Total25

Number of 
children taking 1–2 
months of learning 

assistance 

More than 1–2 months of learning 
assistance

Number of 
children

Average number of 
months of learning 

assistance
Total 11 4 7 4.8 

Boys 3 3 0 0 
Girls 8 1 7 4.8 

1st year 7 1 6  
2nd year 1 0 1  
3rd year 1 1 0  
4th year 2 0 2  

Individual learning assistance 8 3 5  
Group learning assistance 3 1 2  
Individual/group learning 
assistance

0 0 0  

Learning assistance in incubators 4 2 2  
Learning assistance at student 
homes

3 1 2  

Learning assistance in incubators 
and at student homes

0 0 0  

Learning assistance at school or in 
student dormitory

3 1 2  

Other 1 0 1  
	 25

Secondary students participated in learning assistance sessions, on average, for 4.8 
months. More girls (8) than boys (3) participated. The difference between the rates of par-
ticipation by boys and girls is even greater if we consider students who participated fre-
quently. Those who participated frequently, i.e., for more than 2 months are all girls (7). 
A division according to years shows that 6 students in their first year participated in the 
sessions, one in his second year and two in their fourth year. As far as the different forms 
of learning assistance (viz., group vs. individual assistance) are concerned, the individual 
form, which is more suitable for secondary students, predominates.

6.3 The Effectiveness of Learning Assistance

We assessed the effectiveness of the learning assistance sessions by means of an ongo-
ing monitoring of the progress of the children included in our programme. In this respect 
we defined progress widely, taking many elements into consideration, including: grades 

25   The total comprises all the children for whom learning assistance was provided, including students at second-
ary schools that were not partner-schools in the programme.
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and success at school, co-operation during lessons, the writing of home assignments, in-
tegration into the class collectivity, attendance, etc.

We collected data on the children’s progress in two ways. The learning assistance prac-
titioners monitored and assessed the children’s progress and wrote weekly, monthly and 
yearly reports about their work with individual children. The practitioners noted down 
impressions of their work with individual children in diaries. They noted the goals set for 
implementing the learning assistance sessions, and whether the goals were attained. The 
children’s progress was also assessed by the partner-schools. They informed us of the chil-
dren’s progress and the marks they had attained at the half-way stage and at the end of the 
school year. Using this kind of bilateral evaluation we were able to assess the actual progress 
and the effectiveness of carrying out learning assistance. One portion of the assessment of 
progress was in practice not performed, since we had to obtain the agreement of the parents 
to be given the marks of individual students, and many parents were unwilling to do so. 

If we briefly summarize some overall observations from the reports with respect to 
the students by practitioners of learning assistance for the 2010–11 school year we may 
note the following:

-	 a low motivation for education;
-	 a weak knowledge of the Slovenian language, a second or foreign language for the 

Roma, resulting in difficulties for students in understanding and learning materials 
in all subjects;

-	 a short-term retention of materials: due to extremely feeble basic skills, the stu-
dents learn new materials by heart without proper understanding, and this usually 
results in their promptly forgetting the new materials they have been studying;

-	 many of the students in their fourth through ninth years of school have a noticeably 
severe deficiency in the necessary basic skills;

-	 a preference among the students to participate in various workshops rather than in 
learning assistance sessions, for which reason practitioners try to include various 
curricular materials in the workshops;

-	 the fact that students require a great deal of approval of their work, friendly conver-
sation, attention, etc.;

-	 the fact that learning assistance is as a rule more effective if there is close commu-
nication between its practitioners and the teaching staff.

On the basis of the above comments it is clear that we cannot expect very noticeable 
progress in educational success for many of the students overnight. As already noted, in 
the framework of our project we wished to complement the already existing efforts by 
the school and other actors in such a way that, with the Romani Educational Incubators 
and the daily presence of learning assistance practitioners in the settlements, we could 
help the students during their afternoon studies, for without completing their homework 
assignments and afternoon studies, we can expect no success in the elementary schools, 
let alone in the secondary schools. With our presence in the settlements we wished also 
to establish contacts with the students’ parents and motivate them to encourage their 
children in their education. 

We asked the schools (the teaching staff) to monitor and at the end of the school year 
to assess the progress of those children who participated in the learning assistance ses-
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sions, and also the involvement of their parents in the educational process, with respect 
to several selected criteria:26

1. Students’ academic performance 
The grades are a significant criterion for the assessment of the success of provid-

ing learning assistance. The evaluation of the children’s progress in this respect in 
the 2010–11 school year was not carried out in complete accord with the plan, for 
because of various factors we were unable to obtain all the necessary information. 
From the information which we did obtain from the partner-schools it is apparent 
that the students, helped by the learning assistance practitioners, rectified several 
negative grades and also passed some re-examinations. Greater success was achieved 
by students who regularly attended the learning assistance sessions. It must be borne 
in mind that the majority of students in their fourth through ninth years who attend-
ed these sessions brought forward from preceding years significant deficiencies in 
knowledge. It was observable that a portion of the students progressed to higher class 
levels without acquiring minimal standards of knowledge. Consequently the learning 
assistance practitioners had to direct a large amount of time to the corrections of 
these deficiencies. Frequently, therefore, progress in their studies was not even ex-
pressed in better grades. On the basis of the descriptive evaluations of the students in 
the first cycle (1st–3rd grade), it is currently impossible to determine their progress; it 
is however clear that several students do not attain minimal knowledge standards in 
spite of the availability of learning assistance. The advantages of out-of-school work 
with children were acknowledged by the teachers, who reported that even those stu-
dents who did not attain the minimal knowledge standards showed progress because 
of the learning assistance.

2. Students’ co-operation during class
The teachers confirmed that some students who have participated in the learn-

ing assistance sessions in the incubators come to school better prepared. What was 
apparent was their being better prepared when both writing and taking oral tests. 
The students’ co-operation during classes also improved. There still remains the great 
problem of students’ low motivation for education. A large number of Romani stu-
dents require constant encouragement, assistance and guidance in order to complete 
their work. Some teachers reported that Romani students rely too much on individual 
assistance on the part of their teachers, or of the learning assistance practitioners, or 
of the Romani assistants.

3. Completion of homework
Although the learning assistance practitioners during the sessions encouraged the 

students to do their homework, and checked whether or not it had been completed, at the 
end of the school year the teachers reported that homework was not being done regularly.

26    It is worth noting that not a single secondary partner-school replied to our invitation to submit assessments 
of the progress of the students who participated in the learning assistance sessions, and that not one sent asses-
sments.	
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4. Assessment of degree to which the students were included in the classroom collectivity
In the 2010–11 school year neither the schools nor the teachers reported noting sig-

nificant differences with respect to the inclusion of individual students in the classroom 
collectivity. The majority of teachers are of the opinion that Romani students are well 
received by their classmates, although they often add that, all the same, they associate 
with each other even more. Some ascribe this in part or even preponderantly to their poor 
knowledge of the Slovenian language. On the basis of our own experience and our knowl-
edge of the conditions in the schools we maintain that the characterization ‘well received 
by their classmates’ is in many cases no more than just an empty phrase.

5. Classroom attendance (justified and unjustified absences)
Although one of the aims of the learning assistance programme is to encourage the 

Romani students to regularly attend classes, in the 2010–11 school year our partner-
schools did not note any changes or improvement in this area. A large proportion of stu-
dents still have many absences from class. The teachers report that the Romani parents 
often send in written apologies for their children, but they themselves consider that the 
reasons adduced by the parents as excuses are not the real reasons for the children’s not 
being in class. On many occasions they do not even receive apologies.27 The majority of 
Romani students do no more than attend classes regularly and do not participate in other 
school activities (sports days, cultural days, science days, technical days, excursions … 

6. Parent-school co-operation
In this area no apparent changes occurred. The parents continue for the most part to 

not participate in the regular parent meetings. Some respond to special invitations and 
come to the schools, others however do not do this. On the other hand it is noticeable that 
the schools and individual teachers do not know or do not have any interest in contacting 
the Romani parents (and also their children) in any other way that might encourage their 
co-operation. The class teachers often do not know the Romani parents personally at all. 
According to the assessments of the learning assistance practitioners, most teachers have 
never been in the Romani settlements that their students come from. A good relationship 
between parents and schools and teachers may well play a significant role in whether their 
child will be more or less successful in school, and also whether he or she will be included 
in the learning assistance activities or not. In contacts with parents we were confronted 
with various situations: from some parents having an apparently uncaring attitude to 
their child’s school attendance, let alone participation in learning assistance, to their for-
bidding their children to attend learning assistance sessions or supporting their children’s 
decisions not to attend the sessions. Some parents expressed their lack of authority with 
respect to individual children’s arbitrary decisions not to participate in the learning as-
sistance that was provided; others were enthusiastic about the availability of learning 
assistance and regularly expressed interest to the learning assistance practitioners and 

27   The agreement between the schools and the Centre for Social Work provided for the monthly submission of 
data about the students absent from class. The Centre for Social Work is allowed to take the rights to monetary 
social assistance from their parents. The procedures for imposing sanctions are however lengthy. According to 
the principal of the Bršljin Elementary School, in 2010 rights to monetary social assistance were taken away from 
63 parents of Romani children (Radio broadcast Amare Droma, Amared Drumia, Mengere Droma, Radio Slovenia 
Channel One, 17 October 2011.)
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in the schools about the progress of their children. One positive development was that 
the practitioners of learning assistance in some Romani settlements set up links between 
teachers on the one hand and inhabitants of the settlements, something that had not 
existed previously. 

From the data collected it is apparent that the provision of learning assistance to 
Romani children in the framework of our project had positive results in the school year 
2010–11. The observation made by the schools in this respect may be condensed in a se-
ries of points:

-	 The learning assistance lasted a relatively short period of time, which is why they 
did not note more obvious advances in the students’ success. Those students who 
attended the learning assistance sessions regularly exhibited positive shifts in their 
attitude to both school and homework.

-	 The teachers attested that some students come to school better prepared (especially 
before taking written or oral tests) and to a much greater degree take an active part 
in lessons.

-	 With the help of the learning assistance practitioners the students rectified some 
negative grades and also completed some re-examinations at the end of the school 
year.

-	 Actual changes with respect to reducing students’ absences were not to be observed.
-	 The teachers expressed the need to set up regular cooperation between the learning 

assistance practitioners on the one hand and the schools or teachers on the other.
-	 The teachers made it clear that more should be done to raise the interest of the par-

ents for the education of their children.
-	 The teachers expressed the need for learning assistance to be provided as early as 

possible for students, and especially for those in their first six years of elementary 
school.

-	 During the summer holidays, also, workshops should be organized in such a way 
that there is practice in individual areas in the basic skills that are needed by the 
students in school. Experience has, in fact, shown that in their holidays children 
forget a great deal of what they have learned, and that at the beginning of the new 
school year considerable time has to be devoted to reviewing the knowledge and 
skills from the previous year.

On the basis of the evaluation conducted to date we may note that the first results of 
the learning assistance sessions and other activities which were developed in the frame-
work of the Romani educational incubators are positive, although here and there progress 
can only be measured in tiny steps. In some circumstances and in some incubators the 
activities were developed over too short a time for their effects to be properly evaluated.

7. Conclusion

With the help of the activities which were developed on different levels and in various 
forms in the framework of the project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas with 
a Roma population we wish to contribute to the creation of conditions for the social exclu-
sion of members of the Romani community to be surmounted. We consider that the edu-
cation (formal or informal) of the children, youth, parents, teachers and general public is 
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one of the key elements in the chain of measures which may bring about an improvement 
in social inclusion. 

In the last forty years a very great number of different projects in various areas, includ-
ing education, were completed in Slovenia. Many measures were taken for the greater in-
corporation of Romani children into the educational system: subsidised nutrition, school 
books, transportation to school, various reorganizations for the inclusion of Romani chil-
dren while at school (the formation of homogeneous classes consisting solely of Romani 
children, of partly homogeneous and of completely heterogeneous classes), the supple-
mentary financing of professional workers, supplementary class periods for individual or 
group work in schools, etc. (Bešter & Medvešek 2007; Strategija vzgoje in izobraževanja 
Romov v Republiki Sloveniji 2004, 11); nevertheless, the incorporation and success of 
Romani children in the school system has been improving only slowly and in small incre-
ments. In recent years – and this has also been shown by data from the field – the propor-
tion of advancements by Romani students into the higher grades has maybe increased, 
but this proportion remains smaller than that of other students. Furthermore it may be 
doubted that a larger proportion of the advancements by Romani students means actual 
progress in knowledge, for the teachers (and also the learning assistance practitioners) in 
the higher grades report exceptionally great deficits of skills carried forward from previ-
ous years.

The reasons for and causes of the fact the most Romani students are less successful 
on their educational journey are many and closely interlinked. Some of the reasons, for 
instance the weaker socio-economic circumstances of Romani families, their poor living 
conditions and so on, are not directly connected to the education system, but nevertheless 
influence the children’s academic achievements. Within the school system there remains, 
however, much that needs to be improved and which specialists and educators have been 
drawing attention to for many years (Nećak Lük, Knaflič & Novak-Lukanovič 1994; Krek 
& Vogrinc 2005; Peček & Lesar 2006; Bešter & Medvešek 2007). One continuing signifi-
cant deficiency affecting the inclusion of Romani children in the school system is the lack 
of opportunities for them to learn Slovene as a second or foreign language. Children who 
do not have Slovene as a first language, as compared with their cohorts, have right from 
the start a weaker point of departure for attaining good results in school. If a difference 
between the mother tongue and the language of instruction is accompanied by an inap-
propriate teaching method, it will negatively affect not only the child’s cognitive, but also 
his general development (Peček & Lesar 2006; Nećak Lük & Novak Lukanovič 2011: 165). 
Another area where much might be done is providing the teachers with the capability of work-
ing with the children in an ethnically and culturally mixed environment. Individual schools 
and teachers include the Romani children in the school and the educational process in various 
ways. It is noteworthy that in some schools there is no consensus within the teaching staff as 
a whole, including the school management, with respect to the methods of treating Romani 
students. Frequently the approach ‘we treat all students equally’, in fact results in unequal 
treatment of individual groups of students.

The first year of the project to a great extent featured efforts to set up the Romani Educa-
tional Incubators in the different locations, in which the educational assistance sessions and 
free-time activities especially for young people would be carried out. We struggled with the 
problems of acquiring suitable premises and searching out appropriate practitioners of educa-
tional assistance sessions and free-time activities. As far as the first results are concerned we 
may say that on the one hand they exceeded our expectations, especially with respect to the 
interest and the numbers of children involved in the activities of the project. Among the posi-
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tive project results we must also mention its significance for representatives of the Romani 
community, who are employed in the project as practitioners of educational assistance, facili-
tators in workshops, trainers and co-ordinators, and some of whom collaborated in setting 
up the programme and registration for the project. By working on the project they acquire 
experience of (first-time) employment, experience of working on a European Social Fund pro-
ject, and the competence necessary for later independent work. On the other hand, some of 
our expectations for the first year of the project were not realised, and for various reasons, 
such as: problems in setting up the necessary infrastructure for starting work, resulting in a 
late start for carrying out the activities; great deficiencies in the children’s skills, for whom 
the filling-in of gaps in knowledge in retrospect cannot be so rapidly reflected in greater suc-
cess in learning; misunderstandings or lack of preparation for collaboration on the part of 
individual actors (schools, parents, local communities, etc.); excessive demands that became 
apparent in the field and too small a capacity on the part of the project (the demands for the 
number of practitioners of and locations of educational assistance are essentially greater than 
the financial and organisational capabilities of the project).

In the upcoming two years our goal is the continuation of the activities that have been 
initiated, and the consolidation of the Romani Educational Incubators as permanent fixtures 
in the Romani settlements beyond the expiration of the project. It is after all a fact that the 
activities introduced by the project The increase in social and cultural capital in areas with a 
Roma population may not bring about the desired results until they are extended for a longer 
period, in any case longer than the projected length of the project.
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| Marco Brazzoduro |

Romani Schooling: Light 
and Shadow

1.	 Introduction

The Roma in Italy currently number about 120–150,000. This estimate is based on an 
evaluation made by experts, rather than being based on a census or some kind of regis-
tration, since in Italy there is no registration based on ethnicity. The usual registrations 
indicate place of birth and citizenship, which allows a distinction between Italian citizens 
and immigrants, but nothing more. 

Of these 120–150,000 about half are believed to be Italian citizens. The Roma with 
Italian citizenship belong to two groups: the Sinti and the Roma. All Sinti have Italian 
citizenship and live almost exclusively in the north and central areas of the country. They 
are divided according the region of residence: thus we have Piedmont Sinti, Marche Sin-
ti, Emilia-Romagna Sinti and Estrekaria Sinti. Most of them work at travelling shows: 
funfairs, darts games, bumper-cars, etc. For this reason they are semi-nomads; they 
live in caravans, and do not wish to move into more permanent homes. There is a State 
law1 to aid travelling shows, which provides that each municipality should provide spe-
cial areas with basic utilities (water, electricity etc.), to allow those who do so, to carry 
out this activity. Unfortunately the law is frequently misapplied and the Sinti rightly 
complain about that. As a matter of fact many municipalities fail to provide areas with 
basic facilities. 

1    Disposizioni sui circhi equestri e sullo spettacolo viaggiante, Gazzetta Ufficiale, Legge 18 marzo 1968, N. 337.
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The earliest documents recording the presence of the Roma on Italian soil date back to 
the 15th century.2 Today they differ according to region of origin: the Abruzzi Roma (who, 
in the past, used to have an almost total monopoly on horse breeding and trading; today 
this job has become obsolete and they had to find new and different jobs, and they live 
in permanent homes), the Naples Roma (napulengre in their own language), the Cilento 
Roma, etc.

Other Italian Romani citizens are the kalderasha (only a few hundred), originally com-
ing from Istria. They are semi-nomads and live in particularly elegant caravans. They ask 
for serviced areas for their long-stay periods. 

The Roma without Italian citizenship migrated from Eastern Europe during the 20th 
century, and in the last decade. Most of them come from Romania; this influx started 
in 2000. For example, in the city of Rome, which is, so to speak, home to about 15,000 
Roma, in 1999 there were about 500 Romanian Roma, while today they are estimated 
to be about 5,000, ten times as many.3 The others belong to Romani groups from former 
Yugoslavia, the Italian Roma and the Sinti.

2.	 Legal Rights

As far as their rights are concerned, one must distinguish, first of all, between the 
Roma with Italian citizenship who, at least formally, enjoy the same rights as the other 
Italian citizens, and the immigrant Roma. Within the latter group we must distinguish EU 
citizens from non-EU citizens. Since 1st January 2007 Romania and Bulgaria have become 
part of the European Union. Their citizens, therefore, are already benefiting from the 
norms of free movement of people in the Schengen area (not needing an entry visa), and 
enjoy the right to free movement and therefore cannot be subject to deportation. 

Nevertheless, to obtain legal right of abode (which is an essential requirement to ac-
cess the benefits of the welfare state) a residence permit is needed; this being issued is 
subject – apart from special cases such as pregnancy, serious health reasons, studies – 
to the applicants proving that they have a proper job, either as an employee or as self-
employed, and earn an income adequate for maintaining themselves and their families; 
three income thresholds have been fixed according to the number of dependent family 
members. Yet there is an EU regulation allowing the deportation of EU citizens who can-
not prove to have an adequate income to sustain themselves.4 

2    In the document referred to some “Egyptians” are reported to have stopped and stayed in Bologna. Scholars 
think they were Roma in the loosest meaning of the word.
3    This is my personal assessment. In 1995 there had been a census of Roma living in camps; fewer than 6,000 of 
them had been registered. In 2008 another census took place, funded by the Home Office, and implemented by 
the Italian Red Cross. It is interesting to note that the Roma manifested various feelings about this census. Some, 
being undocumented, were happy to have the possibility of receiving a card with their picture, which they (incor-
rectly) considered to be an official document. Other Roma looked at the census as the starting point for evictions 
and expulsions, and therefore they deliberately avoided it. The result of the census was that in Rome there were 
7,200 Roma. According to my personal opinion that figure is a gross underestimate. I have evidence for this opini-
on. In an authorised camp, for which the census indicated the presence of 208 Roma, my personal listing (based 
on my frequent visits) gave an actual number of 400. The Home Office Minister himself seemed not to consider 
the Red Cross census reliable, and only months later allowed another census, this time charging State police and 
soldiers with the task.
4    See: Directive 2004/38/EC. Inserted into Italian legislation with decreto legislativo N. 30/2007.
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As for the Roma from former Yugoslavia, their situation is very precarious. Most of 
them came to Italy in the early nineties after the civil war that affected that area. Origi-
nally they had a residence permit for “humanitarian reasons”.5 Towards the end of the 
nineties, when the war in Bosnia had ended, the Italian Government decided to ask the 
beneficiaries to change this humanitarian permit to a permit for reasons of employment. 
Not all of them have been able to do that. Moreover there was a small migratory influx 
for marriage and other non-standard reasons, while quite a few lost their original permit 
because they failed to renew it due to negligence or ignorance. According to my estimate, 
about 80% of the Roma from former Yugoslavia are “irregular” (without a residence per-
mit), in spite of having been in Italy for even 30 or 40 years. Either they forfeited their 
permit (because they failed to ask for renewal – deadline: 60 days after expiry), or they 
never had one. These individuals, despite feeling de facto Italian citizens, having spent 
about 2/3 of their life in Italy, are not only lacking formal recognition of a consolidated de 
facto situation but also can be deported ad nutum (arbitrarily). 

During an interview, a 34 year old Romani man, born in Italy of Bosnian parents, who 
had lived all his life in Italy where he fathered seven children, declared: “I was born in Italy 
and I have always been here. I got not one but two deportation orders to leave Italy within 
5 days. But where should I go? To a country I have never been to? To a country whose 
language I do not even speak?” This statement perfectly reflects the utter absurdity of the 
legislation on the matter.

But there is more and it concerns Romani children born in Italy. According to Italian 
legislation the acquisition of citizenship follows the ius sanguinis principle, therefore chil-
dren born in Italy to immigrant parents are given their parents’ citizenship. But if their 
parents have cut all relationships with their mother country6 to which, once they had left, 
they never returned, their children are not registered in Italy nor in their parents’ country 
of origin: they are de facto stateless, without any identity documents, therefore legally do 
not exist or are at least invisible.7 

As far as the legal recognition of minority status is concerned, we must point out the 
following: in 1999 the Italian Parliament enacted a law on the recognition and protection 
of language minorities. The protection of the law embraces 12 language minorities, some 
of them extremely small.8 The Romani people, in spite of numbering 150,000, have been 
excluded, on the grounds that they are not established in a specific territory.9 This is a 
clear example of marginalisation if not of downright institutional racism. 

5    See: Interventi straordinari di carattere umanitario a favore degli sfollati delle repubbliche sorte nei territori 
della ex Jugoslavia, nonché misure urgenti in materia di rapporti internazionali e di italiani all’estero, N. 390/1992. 
(Interventions in Favour of Displaced Persons from Former Republics of Yugoslavia).
6    The severance of all relationships with the country of origin does not mean they gave up their citizenship. It 
means that they never went back to their country and so could not register their children. They could have done 
so, but they did not, because they did not care to do so.
7    They have their birth certificate but they do not have residence and thus they cannot have neither an Identity 
Card nor a Passport.
8    See: Norme in materia di tutela delle minoranze linguistiche storiche. 15. 12. 1999, N. 482 pubblicata nella 
Gazzetta Ufficiale, N. 297, 20. 12. 1999.
9    According to article 3 the linguistic minority should amount to 15% of the population of the Municipality.
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3.	 Social Background

The Roma now living in Italy belong to different groups. The Sinti, all of them Italian 
citizens, are mostly employed with travelling shows and live in caravans. Some of them 
tend to become sedentary but are reluctant to live in huge council housing estates. They 
ask for micro-areas to be made available where they may settle with their extended fami-
lies. They are estimated at about 30,000. 

The Roma with Italian citizenship number about 30,000 and live in their own homes 
or council housing homes. They are classified according to the region where they settled. 
Their socio-economical situation is very diverse. Although a minority enjoys relative 
wealth, the majority is extremely poor. 

The Kalderasha Roma are also Italian citizens; they came from Istria and are devoted to 
the traditional occupation of silversmithing, gilding and the general handling of metals. 
They are still semi-nomads and live in elegant caravans. The Harvati Roma are also Italian 
citizens; they came from Croatia and over time became naturalised Italians. Moreover, 
a certain number of Horahanè (Muslim) Roma and the Dasikanè (Christian) Roma have 
over time obtained Italian citizenship. The Roma who came from Romania belong to dif-
ferent groups: keramizara, lautari, ursari, tismanari, and others. The Roma who came from 
Serbia are mostly rudari but also bsniarija, mzniarija and kanijarija. The Horahanè commu-
nity who came from Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia: crnogorski, čergairija, 
arlija and others, is numerous. The living conditions of non-Italian Roma are particularly 
precarious. Subject to all sorts of discrimination and often considered natural criminals, 
many of them live in “nomad encampments” which are nothing more than shanty towns. 
For example, in Rome, which with its 7,000 Roma population is the one with the highest 
density, about 2,700 live in 11 “authorised” encampments, another 2,200 live in semi-
legal or tolerated encampments (14 in number)10 and another 2,100 live in illegal encamp-
ments (numbering 80 according to a Commissioner’s statement or 200 according to the 
mayor’s statement).

4.	 Political Background

Unfortunately the Roma in Italy, from a political point of view, are extremely weak. 
They do not have a party and official parties tend to avoid the responsibility of initiating 
social inclusion processes for them, because any form of accommodation for them means 
losing votes. 

There are Roma and Sinti associations which try to increase in size to give voice and 
representation to this reality, but the process is slow and weak. This is the overall situa-
tion; nevertheless, in the city of Mantua a Sinti is a town councillor and in the recent Eu-
ropean Parliament elections an Italian citizen, a dasikanè romni, was the third most voted 
person in her party and in her constituency even though she was not elected. 

In any case, neither a single Rom nor Romnì has ever been elected to the National 
Parliament or to any Regional or Provincial Council. Recently two Romani umbrella as-

10    See: Corriere Romano (on line), 7 May 2008; Brazzoduro (2009a).
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sociations have been established: “Federazione Rom e Sinti insieme” and “Federazione 
Romanì”.

5.	 Policy

In Italy there is no policy whatsoever at the national level to promote Romani social 
inclusion.11 The Romani social inclusion issue has never been in the agenda either of the 
Parliament or of the Government. 

On the contrary a policy has been recently initiated, based on an evident, if not 
declared, social control policy considering the Roma a criminal issue. That policy was 
initiated in 2008 when the Home Ministry appointed three Commissioners to deal with 
the Romani emergency12 (in Rome, Milan and Naples), a group recently extended to two 
new Commissioners (in Turin and Venice). These Commissioners are given special powers 
to deal with the issue of the Roma. Their mandate would have been ended after one year 
but it has recently been extended. 

They have a plan of action. For example on the 31th July 2009 the plan regarding the 
Roma in Rome was announced at a press conference given by the Prefect, the Mayor and 
the Home Minister himself (a clear sign of the importance given by the Government to 
the issue): 2 new camps, enlargement of some of the existing camps, and clearance of the 
80 illegal camps and of the so called tolerated camps. 

I want to draw attention to the fact that the Home Minister himself publicly declared 
that the main goal of these Commissioners will be a census of all people living in the so-
called campi nomadi in order to find out who is entitled to stay and who is not and will be 
deported from the country. 

Everybody having an even partial knowledge of the phenomenon knows that roughly 
80% of the non-EU Roma (the ones who migrated from the former Yugoslavia) are not 
in the possession of proper documents, such as residence permits or even passports, as 
a consequence of the process of fragmentation undergone by the Republic of Yugoslavia.

When the census began, the Commissioner in Naples ordained the filling in of forms 
where, among personal data, were listed also ethnicity and religion; this raised great pro-
tests even at the international level. Moreover, fingerprints were taken even of children; 
this led to an official condemnation issued by the European Parliament on the 10th of July, 
2008.13 After the publicity raised at the national and international level, prompting the 

11    Law Norme in materia di tutela delle minoranze linguistiche storiche (482/1999 Gazzetta Ufficiale n. 297, 20. 
12. 1999) addresses the protection of 12 linguistic minorities. The Roma, although being one of the most nume-
rous minorities, have been deliberately excluded. 
12    See: Ordinanza del Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri 30 maggio 2008. Disposizioni urgenti di protezione 
civile per fronteggiare lo stato di emergenza in relazione agli insediamenti di comunità nomadi nel territorio della 
regione Lazio (Ordinanza 3676). [Ordinance of the Premier. Urgent Projects of Civil Protection to Cope with the 
Emergency in the Romani Communities Settlements on the Territory of the Lazio Region]. Ordinanza del Presiden-
te del Consiglio dei Ministri 30 maggio 2008. Disposizioni urgenti di protezione civile per fronteggiare lo stato di 
emergenza in relazione agli insediamenti di comunità nomadi nel territorio della regione Lombardia (Ordinanza 
3677). Ordinanza del Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri 30 maggio 2008. Disposizioni urgenti di protezione ci-
vile per fronteggiare lo stato di emergenza in relazione agli insediamenti di comunità nomadi nel territorio della 
regione Campania (Ordinanza 3678).
13    See: Census of Roma on the basis of ethnicity in Italy.
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above-mentioned EU Parliament condemnation, the fingerprinting of minors was discon-
tinued. 

The campi nomadi census was carried out, being implemented by the Italian Red Cross. 
The outcome was not considered reliable, and so another census was instigated, admin-
istered by State police and army soldiers. This is the only policy towards the Roma, apart 
from their exclusion from the Act (cited above) providing recognition and support to 
twelve linguistic minority groups. While this is true at the national level, at the regional 
level – in Italy the country is divided into 20 regions – there is something worth not-
ing. Starting in the 1980s some regions passed bills14 directly addressing the Roma issue, 
which may be considered a framework providing guidelines for the possible interventions 
of Municipalities. But as a matter of fact either these acts have no funds for their opera-
tion, or the Municipalities have not been applying for funds, which is a clear evidence of 
their lack of interest.

The campi nomadi policy, even if not based on a national (legislative or administrative) 
initiative, should be considered an institutional practice because it is based on regional 
laws (see above). As late as the 1960s the Roma and Sinti were not allowed to stay in the 
cities; they were always moved away. Thus the then unique NGO that advocated their 
rights, the Opera Nomadi, having been established in 1963 and extended to the national 
level in 1965, started to raise the question of allowing the Roma to stop in proper “no-
madic camps”. Some Municipalities established these camps. In the 1980s the questione 
zingari was taken up at the institutional level and many regions passed bills addressing 
Romani rights, as already mentioned. The first rights to be recognised were the right to 
stop and the right to the nomadic lifestyle. As a consequence that acts allocated funds to 
Municipalities in order to build campi nomadi.15 

In the 1990s the Romani immigration from former Yugoslavia began, and around 
2,000 also came from Romania. No accommodation policy had been envisaged to cope 
with the need of a proper shelter for these Romani migrants, who were already used to 
living in houses. Thus we saw the widespread establishment of spontaneous and illegal 
encampments (for example, according to the Prefetto declaration of 31 July 2009 there 
are 80 of them in Rome). In sum: the conditions of the Roma with respect to accommoda-
tion are worse now than it was 10 or even 20 years ago (Piasere 2006; Sigona 2005).

With respect to the Roma from Romania, as mentioned already, the remarkable exo-
dus from Romania started at the beginning of the current century, encouraged by the 
fact that Italian Government, differently from other EU countries, did not establish any 
restrictions when Romania became party to the Schengen accord. But nobody knows how 
many Romanian Roma are resident (Sigona 2008, 6). 

After 1 January 2007, the date since when Romanians enjoy the right to free move-
ment in the EU countries, many Roma migrated to Italy, settling in spontaneous and 

14    Regione Lazio: legge regionale N. 82/1985, Regione Sardegna: legge regionale N. 9/1988, Regione Friuli Ve-
nezia Giulia: legge regionale N. 11/1988, Regione Emilia Romagna: legge regionale N. 47/1988, Regione Veneto: 
legge regionale N. 54/1989, Regione Lombardia: legge regionale N. 77/1989, Regione Umbria: l legge regionale 
N. 32/1990, Regione Liguria l legge regionale N. 16/1992, Regione Piemonte legge regionale N. 26/93, Regione 
Marche legge regionale N. 3/1994, Regione Toscana legge regionale N. 2/2000.
15    “Regional Laws force them to live – because it can only be considered forced when, as generally occurs, every 
other space is denied to them – […] in a condition of extreme hardship to which the definition of apartheid fits 
well” (Colacicchi 1998).
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illegal camps from which they have often been evicted; it is therefore nearly impossible 
to either trace or to map them. Since the brutal murder of Giovanna Reggiani (2007) by 
a Romanian citizen, wrongly assumed by media to be a Rom, the Roma, especially those 
from Romania, became the target of a kind of witch hunt, helped by the attitudes ex-
pressed in the media and even by institutional figures; as a result, many left the country.

6.	 Education

Education stands out as a real problem because of the high level of school avoidance 
and dropping out. That problem has, according to the Romani community, several facets. 
The nomadic life style and residing on the outskirts of town makes it difficult for Italian 
Sinti children to properly attend schools. 

The Horahanè Romà have a negative attitude to schooling and are inclined not to reg-
ister and send their children to school, if they are not pressured at least to some extent.16 
The Roma from Romania mainly live in illegal settlements (without water, electricity, fuel, 
toilets) which forces them to lead a very rough life (in mud during the winter and in dust 
during the summer). Thus they have worries other than finding schools where to register 
their children. 

Some local administrations took these problems into consideration and funded spe-
cial projects to facilitate Romani attendance at school. Given the difficulties with which 
the Roma are confronted when living in camps, suffering with economic marginalisation 
and social exclusion, it is quite understandable why school truancy and failure are quite 
common. Unfortunately it is impossible to cite precise data because Romani children, 
when enrolled, are not asked their ethnicity, only their citizenship and date and place of 
birth. 

We can collect data concerning enrolment, attendance and achievement of Romani 
children in cities like Rome, where the local administration has been funding a large pro-
ject to help the Romani children’s access to schools. In any case the plight of their every-
day life makes it difficult for us to be successful. In Rome that project, started in 1991,17 
at present sees over 2,000 under age Roma being registered at different school grades. The 
project is intended to fund bus transport and several accompanying activities.

6.1	 Project Scolarizzazione dei bambini e adolescenti Rom per l’anno 
scolastico 2008–09 (Roma)/ Schooling of Romani Children and 
Adolescents in the School Year 2008–09 (Rome) 

Projects to improve the schooling of Romani children have been adopted by the Mu-
nicipality of Rome as early as 1993. From then on the projects initially funded yearly but 
later funded for three-year periods, have greatly improved in scope and also in the num-
ber of minors included.18 

16    My personal opinion based on research which I conducted for several years (Brazzoduro 2009b).
17    In 1991 and 1992 the project had been funded by the Lazio Region.
18    Project Duration: from 15. 9. 2008 to 31. 8. 2009; Beneficiaries: 2,027 Romani minors; Cost: € 2,104,026.00.
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As to the number of minors benefiting from the project: in 1993 this was around 200 
while at present those registered exceed 2,000, even if actual regular attendance is less 
than 40%. Moreover minors living in the 80 illegal settlements are excluded from the 
project and they can be enrolled and attend school only if their parents arrange for it on 
their own. 

6.1.1 Objectives

The objectives of the education service for Romani children and adolescents are: 
1.	Favouring the practical implementation of children’s rights, as stated in the Inter-

national Convention of the Rights of the Child, as ratified by UNO on the 20th No-
vember 1989 and by the Italian State with law n° 176 of the 27th May 1991;

2.	Facilitating, increasing, and improving school attendance from nursery school to 
the end of the educational process; 

3.	Improving learning conditions; 
4.	Supporting the continuation of education of adolescents after they graduate with 

the compulsory school-leaving certificate (after 9 years in school); 
5.	Rendering Romani adults more responsible towards their children schooling, lead-

ing to eventual autonomy.

Actions to achieve aims: 
The schooling process goes through four phases: school enrolment, school attendance, 

learning, achievement of a certificate allowing young Roma the integration in the work en-
vironment. This kind of process needs to go hand in hand with various interventions, apart 
from actual schooling, enabling the social integration of Romani children and their families. 

Objective 1: Favouring the practical actuation of Children’s rights – “Rights to the Camp” 
To meet this objective various actions are needed: 
-	 Action 1) Actuation of specific projects, called Diritti al Campo (Rights to the Camp), 

aimed at making possible and practicable the enjoyment of the rights stated in the 
International Convention of the Rights of the Child. To this end, interventions will 
be carried out by a professional team made by a number of workers according to the 
features, abilities and the number of children and/or adolescents involved, always 
taking into consideration some interventions that will involve Romani families. The 
project could provide for the involvement of Romani adults, schools and associa-
tions in the district. The proposal will have to include one or more of these projects 
involving at least 50% of the children and youth for each project allotted. 

-	 Action 2) Implementation of a project to be carried out during the Christmas sea-
son aimed at granting recreation to Romani children and adolescents in the spirit of 
the festive season traditionally dedicated to children.

-	 Action 3) Implementation of a project to be carried out during the summer holi-
days targeting Romani children and adolescents aimed at allowing Romani minors 
to take part in all those recreational, sport, and play activities enjoyed by all other 
children and adolescents in the summer.
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Objective 2: Facilitating, increasing, and improving school attendance from nursery school 
to the end of the schooling process. 

-	 Action 1) Implementing the transport service using means provided by the Authori-
ties. 

Objective 3: Improving learning conditions. 
-	 Action 1) Promoting out-of-school initiatives that assist in the consolidation of 

learning, supporting and aiding minors in their search for their own study skills.
-	 Action 2) Promoting in-school initiatives aimed at supporting compulsory school 

attendance, aiding minors throughout the different levels of schooling (instruction, 
organisation of school-time). 

Objective 4: Supporting the continuation of education of adolescents after the achievement 
of the compulsory school-leaving certificate (after 9 years in school). 

-	 Action 1) Setting-up tailor-made educational projects, either by making use of the 
training bodies in the district or by creating ad hoc instruments that will allow the 
integration of the youth in the social and working context.

Objective 5: Helping Romani adults to become responsible for their children’s schooling with the 
aim of developing autonomy. 

-	 Action 1) promoting actions to change any uninterested or oppositional attitude 
towards school, with particular attention given to the personal and hygienic care of 
children and adolescents. 

-	 Action 2) favouring all those situations where parents can take children to school by 
themselves and arranging a dialogue between school and family. 

-	 Action 3) favouring the drafting of individual educational agreements between 
school, family and municipalities. 

6.1.2 Methods of Intervention 

Methods of intervention are:
1.	Models of educational and social intervention should be applied that are suited to 

the situations where work is carried out with children and adolescents in contexts 
characterised by a high relational complexity; 

2.	Programs should be devised where the individual operational actions will be inte-
grated in well-articulated projects that have an effect on the schooling process of 
children and adolescents, and joining together the Roma and local communities; 

3.	Interventions should be planned according to the specific features of the commu-
nity involved (for example: the arrangements for taking children to school should 
be different according to whether the children live in houses or in camps, come from 
a community where normally the adults take their children to school or not, and so 
on.) 

Intervention should be planned providing for cooperation with Romani adults; this should 
also enable processes of making the adults directly responsible with respect to the education 
of their children and the ways of overcoming the conditions of being always on the receiving 
end of welfare assistance.
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I have quoted the municipality plan aimed at improving schooling among Romani chil-
dren, because it appears to be a worthwhile effort in the right direction. In any case I have to 
admit that there is a large gap between words and reality. 

In general terms the schooling process for most of the Roma implies the risk of assimila-
tion to the host society. They are clearly facing problems, because if they do not accept that 
they should send their children to school, on the one hand they can maintain their traditional 
culture and lifestyle, while on the other in this way they fail to acquire the means to survive in 
a non-marginalised way in an ever more technological contemporary society. 

The task of keeping their own traditions and at the same time learning the methods 
of the contemporary world is far from simple. For the Roma, in fact, it means welding 
together their proud sense of belonging to their own ethnicity with a clear awareness 
that, if their world does not come to grips with contemporary life and its instrumental 
values, they risk worsening their marginalisation, and progressively counting for less and 
less. Schools can educate a new generation to be aware of the richness of their history and 
their culture and at the same time to combine this with the techno-scientific knowledge 
of what is by now a global culture.

On this subject, I like to recall a telling image put to me by a Roma from the Abruzzi 
region, the painter Bruno Morelli. He described the Roma as a person who uses two lungs, 
one breathing the Romani culture, the other breathing the Gadjo (non-Romani) culture. 
Together, the lungs can breathe the air of the whole world, and thus live a completely 
rounded and fulfilled life.

There is much contradictory evidence regarding the schooling of Romani children in 
Rome, but the overall picture is not satisfactory. In this paper, I offer the results of a re-
search project carried out on this complex issue.

In order to construct an overall assessment of the process of schooling of young Roma 
the logical point of departure is to examine statistics concerning enrolment and attend-
ance. A first reading of these data can only give rise to a justified sense of satisfaction. 
Over the years a constant progress is evident regarding both the number of children en-
rolled in school and their rates of attendance. The attention and commitment to this com-
plex question on the part of the municipal authorities have produced the desired results, 
as for the first time a bridge is thrown over the gulf that created a widespread metropoli-
tan ghetto; an effective policy of inclusion of a marginalised minority becomes concrete 
reality; the conditions are created in which the state can fulfil its mandate to provide 
instruction for all.

If, however, we intend to examine the question in greater depth, we cannot omit two 
further considerations.

1.	Enrolment and attendance are on the increase. This is an indisputable fact. But to 
obtain a closer and more realistic evaluation of the problem of schooling and its 
counterpart, dispersion, we must focus our attention on the ratio of the number 
of children enrolled and attending school to the number of children who have the 
right to schooling. A quick estimate shows us that, in the first place, of the average 
3,000 Romani minors present in the city of Rome, those enrolled in the education 
system are approximately two thirds of the total. In the second place, those who 
attend school more or less regularly are no more than 40% of those enrolled. Thus 
at the present time, less than a quarter of those having the right to attend school 
actually do so.

2.	If legitimate satisfaction must be somewhat qualified after a less superficial reading 
of the statistics, it is also true that nothing has yet been mentioned on the subject of 
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the effective results of the teaching/learning process. In other words, nothing about 
the validity and adequacy of the syllabus, approach, and teaching methods for the 
needs that, at least hypothetically, can arise from the specific economic, social and 
cultural reality of the Romani population. If an assessment of the process of school-
ing is to be complete, it cannot limit itself simply to quantitative aspects, leaving 
out any evaluation of the “qualitative” appropriateness of the process itself; and all 
the more so, because evidence of poor results has been abundantly confirmed by my 
research.

It was precisely as a result of an interest in evaluating the possible obstacles to full suc-
cess in this field that this research project was commissioned, and carried out. Notwith-
standing the necessarily restricted range of my research, which was carried out, moreo-
ver, in a field characterised by specific peculiarities, the field work and the subsequent 
theoretical evaluation of the findings have treated in depth, with a separate unitary ex-
amination for each, the various different aspects of this complex issue. Thus my analysis 
is articulated in the form of a series of surveys involving:

1.	The children as individual agents of behaviour and attitudes, whose interpretation 
and categorisation can be generalised.

2.	Teachers as agents of the process of teaching in its various aspects (from the “tech-
nical” to those of motivation and socialisation).

3.	The necessary material structures (transport, showers, clothing, etc.)
4.	Social workers who, despite the negative and usually unfounded criticisms levelled 

against them even by the Roma themselves, perform a pivotal role connecting 
schools and Romani society, with a decisive influence on the quality and degree of 
success of the project.

5.	Romani encampments as the places in which daily life is lived, and whose condition 
of greater or lesser squalor exercises a profound influence on the overall relation-
ship between the Romani community and the society into which they are to be in-
tegrated, and thus between child and school.

In the light of the findings which have emerged, the research group has come to the 
conclusion that, given the quantity of interacting problems involved, successful schooling 
will only be possible if the deployment of material and personal resources and the elabo-
ration and experimentation of teaching methods go well beyond those contemplated by 
the project at present in progress. Apart from other considerations, this involves first and 
foremost the responsibility and competence of the Education Office.

The project at present under way under the auspices of the City Council can boast the 
undeniable merit of having brought to light the dust that was previously swept under the 
carpet; that is, of having uncovered a world of non-attendance and dispersion, and there-
fore of a scandalous failure to provide such a basic right as the right to education. This is 
further aggravated by its cultural specificity, that is, by the fact that the victims belong to 
one ethnic minority.

My investigations and subsequent analysis of the findings have enabled me to build 
up a large body of material, mostly gained from direct observation – above all in the areas 
of anthropology, sociology and pedagogy. Reflecting on this material has led to the con-
clusion, in the first place, that the world of the Romani peoples includes a wide spectrum 
of different realities. It would therefore be misleading to refer to this world in terms of 
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a homogeneous whole, though, from the point of view of schooling, these differences in 
reality dwindle towards a general levelling at the lowest standards.

Bearing in mind these preliminary considerations, the nub of the question, in my 
opinion, consists in the conviction that if schooling is to be a success – if more is asked 
than, simply, a covert solution to the problem of keeping children off the streets – this 
will depend on an aggregate of interventions. In the light of the research team’s direct 
observations in schools and in the field, of the involvement and activation of teachers and 
of the elaboration and organising of the data collected, I am persuaded of the necessity 
of planning and promoting coordinated interventions which will affect various aspects of 
the schooling process.

I will concentrate my attention on the more important aspects, describing them as 
obstacles to schooling.

6.1.3 Obstacles to the Success of Schooling

School Attendance 

The majority of the teachers interviewed point to infrequent attendance as one of the 
main causes of lack of scholastic success. The base from which Romani children start off is 
already different from that of their contemporaries. At home they speak Romani. For this 
reason, particularly at the beginning of their school careers, going to school means set-
ting out into a new world in which a different language is spoken, finding themselves in a 
situation of inferiority caused purely and simply by difficulty of communication. Looking 
through a school text book with children in the first and second year of primary school 
and asking them to put a name to the objects depicted, they will almost always be able to 
do so, but the word will be in Romani, not in Italian. 

This situation of undeniable initial disadvantage is reinforced by the cultural depri-
vation (in the restricted sense, referring only to education) of their family background. 
Their own parents are often illiterate or in any case express themselves in a less correct 
Italian than the children themselves, who often have to act as interpreters in encounters 
between their parents and social workers.

It is almost impossible for children to overcome the accumulation of initial disadvan-
tages. Only in extremely rare cases children do really well both on a relational and an 
educational level. At this point I must underline the fact that success in schooling is to 
be measured, and pursued, in terms of learning skills. Success in terms of relationships, 
however useful and important, is not enough. And in fact, the objective of providing the 
children with the basic skills can reasonably be met if attendance in the classroom is more 
than sporadic.

The lack of consistent attendance at school depends on a large number of factors, the 
most important of which are:

Motivation 

School is an institution which Roma have, throughout history, more often than not 
done without. The passing down of information needed for survival has been undertaken 
orally within the family; and the family, together with peer groups, fulfils a far more im-
portant role as socialising agent than is usual in the wider society, in which other factors 
reduce the influence of the family.
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Only a small minority of the Roma realise that their traditional forms of socialisation, 
indeed, ways of life, not only widen the gap which separates them from citizenship in the 
wider society, but actually make it impossible for that gap to be closed. If this observa-
tion is valid, it must in any case be noted that making any difference to customs which 
are so deeply rooted takes time and commitment, even when the strategies adopted are 
the appropriate ones. Seen in this light, when the Roma undervalue schooling as a means 
towards social integration and upward mobility, it is an attitude in many ways similar to 
that of the rest of the Italian underclasses, with whom the Roma share many of the condi-
tions of life.

Punctuality 

School attendance is impeded by a series of far more banal factors, in which it is pos-
sible to intervene effectively because they simply call for organisational adaptation. For 
example, the Romani sense of time is far closer to that of traditional societies for whom 
the concept of punctuality is very different from the – tendentiously neurotic – clock-
watching of advanced urban societies. Where there is no need to arrive at the factory, the 
office and the shop at the same time every day, it is practically impossible to acquire the 
particular rhythm of life which to the factory hand, the office worker and the shop keeper, 
has become second nature. 

Romani children often do not attend school simply because they have not woken up 
in time, or nobody has wakened them. For the social workers it is a common occurrence 
to go to knock at hut doors, to find the whole family still asleep. In this context, school 
attendance could be greatly improved if there were a sufficient number of social workers 
on hand to pay a morning visit to each home containing a school age child.

Health 

Contrary to current opinion on the subject, according to which the physically hard life 
led by Romani children will toughen them and make them resistant to disease, in reality 
their health is frail. Often, the nourishment they receive is inadequate. In any case, it is 
irregular and in direct contrast to the most basic dietary norms; seeing what is brought 
for the breakfast/mid-morning break is enough to convince us of the vital and immediate 
need to provide the parents with some education in nutrition. From this fact and from 
the hygienic – or rather the unhygienic – conditions of the encampments, derive a whole 
series of recurrent health problems, from respiratory problems (bronchitis is chronic) to 
intestinal problems, skin diseases (verruca, warts) and bad teeth. The sickness rates of 
Romani children are higher than those of their contemporaries living in more appropriate 
conditions. In this case, solutions to these reasons for absence from the schoolroom lie 
outside issues directly concerned with schooling and will be found only when the primary 
conditions of providing healthy and comfortable homes have been met. 

Poverty 

Some children fail to come to school because they do not have decent clothes and 
shoes. Many “tolerated” encampments turn into muddy swamps every time it rains. In 
these conditions anyone crossing the camp from one side to the other, even following the 
least muddy route, becomes splattered with mud up to the knees. What can be said about 
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children in these circumstances, who are not afraid of mud and who are allowed – indeed, 
forced by their restricted living quarters – to stay out of doors all day? This simple fact 
means a high turnover of clothing for each child which, multiplied by the large number of 
children in each family, creates a large-scale problem.

Of course I am not blind to the fact that this excuse is not infrequently used simply to 
cover a desire to avoid school. However, first-hand knowledge of the conditions in which 
these families actually live leaves no margin of doubt as to the fact that as a motivation, it 
is often no more than the bare truth.

Marginality 

With this term, I wish to allude to the situation which emerges from the simultaneous 
presence of poverty, educational deprivation and social deviancy. The association of these 
three ingredients gives rise to a mixture whose natural outcome is social marginalisation. 
A life lived on the margins of society, among the outcasts from the “normal” circuits of 
social relations, cannot fail to affect children and their relationship to school. Under this 
circumstance, school is not seen as a vehicle for integration; or if it is, then it would be 
an integration not available to those who see their lives unfolding in another context, in 
different territories and with different rules.

In these cases schooling is a Utopia. Before attempting to attain it, a preliminary op-
eration of social improvement is called for to combat poverty and social deviancy. Seen in 
these terms, responsibility clearly lies with society at large and the institutions set up to 
combat the various forms of socio-economic exclusion. 

Lack of Success

It is common knowledge that in all human activities success is the most powerful re-
inforcement of motivation and therefore the factor which most efficiently initiates the 
mechanism whereby external stimuli are no longer necessary to encourage an individual 
to follow his or her aims.

The same is true with education. The disadvantaged position from which, as we have 
seen, Romani children set off on their scholastic careers forces them into a defensive po-
sition. Often they do not grasp simple concepts only because they have not understood 
some elementary terms. Two children in the fifth year of primary school were unable 
to solve a simple arithmetical problem because they did not know how to interpret the 
terms “firm” and “job applications”.

The inevitable string of small failures, even when not noticed, much less reprimanded 
by the teacher, the awareness of “not being up to” the standard of their companions, tend 
to undermine these children’s self-esteem and, in the final analysis, to place education 
among the areas that are likely to cause distress. Where this is not balanced by a corre-
sponding amount of gratification, in terms of socialisation or even simply the satisfying 
of curiosity about a different experience, drop-out rates are high.

In any situation where school results are compared, Romani children are always the 
losers. Their desire to come out on top, to gain the admiration of their peers, will be chan-
nelled into other spheres: in particular that of “street cred”, linked above all to physical 
prowess (speed, strength, stamina, courage and so on). If these skills were in some way 
incorporated into the scholastic evaluation system, Romani children would not feel they 
were, so to speak, always playing an away match.
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Specific Difficulties

This area is one of the most delicate aspects of the whole problem and the most diffi-
cult to investigate: in depth ad-hoc studies would be needed. However, the research group, 
using purpose-specific experimental material, has been able to identify the existence of 
difficulties peculiar to Romani children, difficulties which cannot be compared with those 
of other immigrant groups. 

As is well known, the number of immigrant children enrolled in school in Rome has 
grown enormously in recent years – indeed has multiplied by ten compared with only a 
few years ago – and is now over 8,000. This increase is not distributed evenly over the ter-
ritory but, understandably, is concentrated in the schools of the suburbs which therefore 
have to a greater degree found themselves having to devise their own projects to cope 
with this new situation.

On the whole, according to transcripts gathered from the teachers themselves, the 
integration of these children (Peruvian, Indian, Brazilian, Chinese, etc.) happens without 
traumas and, after the inevitable introductory period, reasonably satisfactorily. This is 
particularly true of children coming from a culture in which school plays an important 
role. For the majority of Romani children, this is not so. This comparison leads me to con-
firm my belief that we are not dealing, here, with a purely linguistic problem as children 
coming from contexts far further removed from ours, such as the Chinese and Indians, 
manage to overcome this difficulty without trouble. The language problem, for Romani 
children, is intertwined with others which derive from two underlying features specific 
to them. One concerns their ethnic identity, which calls on historical values, customs and 
ways of living which the various Romani groupings have developed over the centuries in 
response to what is frequently a hostile socio-economic context. The second is given by 
their present situation, at the bottom of the social pyramid, with all these means in terms 
of the attitudes typical of an underclass, including – as we have seen – the question of 
motivation for school attendance.

Briefly, then, immigrant children are highly motivated in favour of socio-economic 
integration, often to the extent of actual assimilation which can be pursued as a con-
scious strategy. In these cases, school is considered to be a factor that can speed up their 
acceptance, as the fast lane towards social mobility. The majority of the Roma, on the 
other hand, not only resist assimilation – as is their sacrosanct right to do – but often 
resist integration, too, which they fear will lead to a loss of identity, foreshadowing a 
state of diaspora in which they will disappear completely as a distinct ethnic group. This 
attitude does not, obviously, stem from an explicit and conscious strategy: it can only 
be encountered and described through observing behaviour patterns and attempting to 
discern their meaning.

Hostility in the Environment 

There is no need, I feel, to underline the fact that the Roma are victims of prejudice 
and ethnic discrimination. From research carried out into prejudices, it emerges that in 
the collective perception, they are placed at the bottom of a scale that goes from tolerance 
to various forms and degrees of discrimination (Colasanti 1994). This attitude is equally 
evident within schools where we see two orders of hostility at work: one specific to the 
institution, one to non-Romani parents and pupils.
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The attitude we attribute to the school itself is not manifest in openly hostile behav-
iour but rather in various forms of “passive resistance”. For example it is not unusual for 
obstacles to be put in the way of enrolment when, for a series of reasons, it is not possible 
for the children to be enrolled by the proper date; given the anomalous circumstances, I 
would expect some flexibility on this point. Another expression of the attitude is to be 
found in various forms of what one might call “neutralisation” of the presence of the 
Roma in the school by, for example, “parking” them out of the classroom so that their 
vivacity and lack of discipline cannot upset the normal teaching routine. It seems clear 
from this kind of behaviour that schools often react defensively because they have no 
training for dealing with the problems of Romani children. Under the circumstances, it is 
obviously tempting to take “neutralising” action.

Another manifestation of inadequacy is found when the school limits itself to treat-
ing Romani children “no differently from the others”. This approach, which comes out 
repeatedly in interviews, gives a clear and eloquent message of acceptance and openness 
and due credit should be given. However, I feel I must point out that however well-inten-
tioned, this approach is not up to the task it sets itself, because Romani children, bur-
dened as they are with a multiplicity of socio-economic and educational disadvantages, 
actually need more resources and greater attention spent on them; that is, they need what 
is currently defined as “positive action” to counteract the inequalities of their point of 
departure.

The hostility of some parents of non-Romani children expresses itself in exerting pres-
sure on the school authorities and teachers, with demands ranging from requiring that 
their child should not be put next to a Romani child in the classroom or canteen, to with-
drawing their children from the school, to accusations of theft or dirtiness or bringing 
disease into the school. No school is exempt. In these cases it is up to the firmness and 
persuasive capacities of the staff and teachers to confront the hostility and manage to 
transform it into convinced acceptance.

Non-Romani children themselves usually create fewer problems. There is no lack of 
unpleasant, often cruel and ruthless episodes but these can be attributed as much to the 
normal dynamics of childhood, the coalition of the strong against the weak or the dif-
ferent, as to genuine ethnic or racial prejudice. In this case, the vigilant presence of the 
teacher, as part of routine class-bonding practice, is sufficient to avoid the isolation and/
or exclusion of the Romani child from the group or class.

Certainly, excluding a Romani child because he or she “stinks” is far from infrequent 
and cannot altogether be blamed. The problem would be solved if showers and a change 
of clothes were available, neither of which should be beyond the reach of most schools. 
However, two points should be made. One is that not all schools with Romani pupils are, 
in fact, equipped in this way and therefore there is no possibility of making these children 
“like the others” as far as cleanliness is concerned. The second concerns the underlying 
question of cleanliness itself being a parameter for judging “difference”, and therefore for 
discrimination, even if the difficulty is adequately overcome at school. In fact, the time 
spent in the changing room and under the shower inevitably means the children will ar-
rive late in the classroom for the start of lessons, by as much as an hour or more. The child 
is forced once again to be aware of being “different” and his or her relationship with the 
other children in class will be filtered through this anxiety. And if a policy of integration 
is to succeed, it is essential to eliminate as far as possible all such sources of anxiety and 
inadequacy. In this specific case, the research group wishes to emphasise how important 
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it is that the children arrive at school looking neat and clean. Showers, then, should be 
installed in the encampments. 

Lack of Training for Teachers

The complexity of the problems involved in the schooling of Romani children has been 
undervalued. Notwithstanding the fact that the first moves made by the Ministry for 
Education go back to the early 1960s, with the creation of lacio drom (good journey) class-
es, it must be said that the training for that and other experiences, both in Italy and in 
other European countries, was not taken sufficiently seriously, with too much trust being 
placed on the professional capacities of teachers who were already facing the problems 
inherent in the arrival of increasing numbers of immigrant pupils.

But the schooling of Romani children requires a different kind of commitment and 
different tools. Even if in the great majority of cases the spirit of initiative of individual 
teachers can, indeed, be trusted, teaching materials and the specific skills needed cannot 
be improvised. Many of the teachers whom we approached confessed to feelings of un-
certainty caused by their insufficient knowledge of the Romani world and the consequent 
need to proceed by a process of trial and error under conditions of considerable complex-
ity (the coexisting presence in the classroom of Roma, immigrants, handicapped children 
and children at risk).

Many teachers who have taken part in courses relating to the problem of multicultural 
education complain about the excessively theoretical, and therefore generic, approach of 
the courses and the difficulty of translating the rhetoric about the educational advantages 
of intercultural study into concrete teaching strategies for everyday use in the classroom.

It seems that, as far as the schooling of Romani children is concerned, conventional 
types of training course, undertaken under classroom conditions, are destined to produce 
few if any results. It would seem more useful to attempt a new approach based on forms 
of self-teaching involving the more motivated teachers under the guidance of expert tu-
tors able to offer on-going practical advice.

A further element which undermines the efficacy of the project is the sense of “soli-
tude” which many teachers mention experiencing, because of a lack of adequate apprecia-
tion for the efforts they make – when these are real and not simply sporadic exceptions. 
The “solitude” of teachers must be overcome, not least in order to harvest the fruits of 
their experiences and their innovative ideas which deserve to be made known and given 
further trials. That is possible if teachers are provided with constant support; this will, at 
the same time, reinforce their own motivation.

Failings of State Institutions

The state provides little, indeed almost non-existent, support. It is not so much the 
local authorities that are to blame but the Education Office. There are 300 teachers avail-
able, some of whom are used in various types of office work, but the Office has cut down 
on both child psychologists and support teachers, despite growing demand for them from 
schools. Many teachers, even those most involved and committed to the cause, feel alone 
and abandoned and so they are openly bitter about what could be done and is not done; 
willingness, enthusiasm and personal planning skills cannot make up for structural de-
ficiencies. The battle for the schooling of Romani children cannot be fought and won on 
only one front. What it is needed is collaboration and co-ordination between different 
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bodies, local authorities, Education Offices, volunteer organisations dealing with trans-
portation and relations with the campsites, district social workers, the police, etc.

Romani Culture

This is a general term because in actual fact there is more than just one culture (in the 
anthropological sense). Values, social rules, way of life and material life vary from group 
to group.

Having said this, groups of Horahanè, who are the specific object of this study, share 
common and recurring elements in their attitudes towards schooling; these are briefly 
mentioned above in the discussion of the “motivation” they may have in participating 
fully in the project. Even the most knowledgeable and sensitive teachers have noticed a 
difference of approach to this question between the Roma and the non-Roma, depending 
on their cultural diversity.

One of the most crucial questions regarding the world of the Roma is the conflict be-
tween their traditional culture and the dominant culture. As has already been described 
(Calabrò 1992), in this conflict the weaker culture is the loser, not only because it repre-
sents a minority but also, and above all, because it conforms less to reality. The inevitable 
consequence is that the former risks anomic disintegration (Durkheim 1897) under the 
hammer blows of mass society, which tends to impose its own mechanisms at all levels, 
and the seductive nature of consumerism, which, by some sort of unfailing intrinsic law, 
spreads more rapidly among the culturally and socially weak.

This means that if the Roma want to avoid the risk of their culture and collective iden-
tity disintegrating they must adapt and change. This could be a successful process if they 
manage to maintain a nucleus of values that are at the heart of their identity, acquire new 
social practices correlated to inclusion and abide by the “rules”. In the transition phase 
there will inevitably be conflicts between individuals and, even more between different 
generations, especially when schooling sparks off changes of identity.

In particular the conflict between generations is more widespread than it may seem 
at first, since it rarely can be seen beyond family confines. Two factors are responsible 
for this increase. One is the powerful attraction on young Roma exerted by some aspects 
of Gadjo (non-Romani) society: consumerism (especially shoes, clothes, but also radios, 
stereos and various gadgets) and entertainment (discotheques and amusement arcades). 
The second is the position of the family social system in Romani values. In fact the fam-
ily constitutes a social system which is authoritative and fairly closed to the outside, and 
hence less flexible than that found among the Gadjo.

6.1.4 Didactic Problems

In this section I will discuss the learning difficulties encountered by Romani children. 
It is not a systematic analysis because this would have required a very different study. It is 
a record of learning difficulties as revealed in teachers’ comments both by those involved 
in direct research and those interviewed.

Irregular Attendance

This lies at the root of a series of problems. Firstly there is the simple fact that to as-
similate a concept, a notion or a skill requires time, exercise, repetition. If a concept or a 
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skill is not reinforced (at school or at home), it gradually fades away, and a start must be 
made right from the beginning. But the teacher is also responsible for the rest of the class 
and so what happens is that, even with the greatest attention and dedication, a student 
cannot always start again.

Fine Mobility Development

Many teachers mentioned deficiencies in motor ability, confirming studies in this 
area; this is attributed to mothers keeping their babies bundled up till until the age of 
three. This practice provides, on the one hand, a great sense of reassurance because the 
baby feels protected, but at the same times it deprives them of the experiences of crawl-
ing, which is indispensable for the acquisition of a series of skills required for learning to 
write.

Some teachers have noticed that simply the positioning of the exercise book and the 
sheet of drawing paper created difficulties for the students.

Vocabulary

Especially among Horahanè Roma, vocabulary is extremely limited. They do not have 
words for some everyday objects or colours; they are, for instance, not used to distin-
guishing their right from their left.

This lack of vocabulary inevitably compromises the entire learning process. Often, a 
failure to understand even an elementary concept depends on the fact that the verbal se-
quence used by the teacher to express it is simply not available to the child. Clearly there 
is a need to multiply the efforts towards literacy over and above the work done in class, 
which, given the children’s initial disadvantages, is not by itself enough to fill the gap.

Memory

Many teachers draw attention to the weakness of memory of their Romani pupils. In 
reality, however frequently it is repeated, this opinion does not sound convincing. In fact, 
it is well known that in all cultures based on oral tradition for obvious internal reasons 
the opposite is true and memory is highly developed. When written documents are lack-
ing, the memory is the only instrument to which to entrust the received wisdom and per-
sonal and collective records on which the community’s identity is based. These, briefly, are 
among the reasons why in ethnic groups which do not have a written culture, the memory 
is particularly well developed.

This well-established observation is directly contradicted by the reports that many 
teachers give of their Romani pupils. The most probable explanation for this is that the 
memory works selectively. Children remember what they want to remember, because it 
is interesting or important to them. For Romani children schoolroom learning is neither 
of these things. 

Logical and Mathematical Ability

An area of difficulty, repeatedly reported, is that of logical and mathematical thinking. 
Here we are on delicate ground and we must tread carefully if we want to focus correctly 
on the problem. Firstly, logical and mathematical ability is often seen as a synonym of 
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intelligence, or at least as one of its most noble manifestations, if not the noblest of all. 
For this reason to focus on a presumed difficulty in this area could easily lead us to that 
unacceptable consideration that the Roma are intellectually inferior. Secondly, although 
many teachers do say the Romani children have little logical and/or mathematical ability, 
this is not a unanimous opinion. There are, in fact, teachers who have pointed out that 
when non-traditional criteria of evaluation are used, that is criteria not based on resolv-
ing mathematical problems, some Romani children have shown precision and sharpness. 
If their aptitude for logical reasoning is assessed by practical behaviour criteria which 
require the rigorous consequentiality of means-to-an-end, the results are often brilliant.

On this point I can make two observations. Firstly, as is known, logical reasoning apti-
tude tests, if they are to be a valid instrument of assessment, must take into account the 
subjects on which they are used. Environmental and cultural conditioning tend to develop 
logical capacity in diverse directions.

The second concerns the teaching methods used to develop this capacity. It is clear, 
from what has been said above, that exercises and activities should take into account dif-
ferent environments, cultures and experiences.

Concentration

Opinions are almost unanimous about Romani children having problems paying at-
tention and concentrating during lesson time, although there are exceptions. It is likely 
that, apart from lack of interest in the subjects studied at school, lifestyle is also a factor, 
since most of the time out of school they are outdoors. It would then perhaps be an idea 
to try out an approach that took these experiences, relative skills and interests into con-
sideration.

6.1.5 Problems of Socialisation

The question of socialisation falls into two distinct categories. The first concerns the 
inculcation of the rules of behaviour established by the school to ensure the smooth run-
ning of its essential tasks: learning and conduct. The second concerns the interaction of 
the child with his or her companions in the class and the school, that is, the acceptance of 
the norms of behaviour which regulate group relations and are inspired by principles of 
sharing, solidarity, sociability etc.

The first category often causes problems. Romani children come from an environment 
in which different norms govern behaviour. In a large number of cases, their lives revolve 
round the street. They therefore develop a precocious independence and a high degree 
of self-regulation. The adults themselves encourage this tendency, at least in the sense 
of manifesting their expectations in this regard – and there is no need to underline the 
extent to which parental expectations, whether explicit or not, influence the social devel-
opment of their children.

Romani children, to some extent like those of the lower classes in general, develop to 
a high degree the qualities defined, schematically but eloquently, as “street virtues”; but 
these are, to a greater or lesser degree, in conflict with scholastic virtues. The problems 
arising from this are far from easy to solve, but unless handled in a balanced, patient and 
skilled manner, can easily risk provoking children into leaving school, providing them 
with the excuse – for themselves and for others – which they have been waiting for, to 
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abandon an experience they find hard and from which they gain little gratification. But 
it would in any case be a defeat for the school, a falling off from its institutional duties.

The second category, the relationship with school companions, presents fewer prob-
lems. In the majority of cases, the presence of Romani children causes no reaction at all. 
Thanks also to the skill of the teachers, the first step of welcome and the second step of 
inclusion into the group as an equal happen almost naturally.

Difficulties do occur, however. One element which inevitably complicates the situation 
is the personal hygiene of Romani children. If they or, more usually their clothes, “stink” 
they are spontaneously isolated if not directly excluded, confining them to the ghetto of 
the mentally or physically “different” and giving birth to, or reinforcing, the syndrome of 
the pariah (Hancock 1987).

Cases of total and irreversible refusal of any kind of acceptance are not rare. There 
are also cases where the situation is not so serious but which reveal how committed the 
school as institution and the teachers in particular are expected to be.

An aspect pointed out with particular acumen by one teacher gives rise to reflection 
on the different facets of the problem of socialisation. It is possible to feel bewildered, 
out of one’s depth or excluded by not sharing the knowledge of how everyday childhood 
games are played.
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| István Horváth |

Two Decades of 
Educational Policies for 
the Roma: Lessons and 
Dilemmas from Romania

1. Demographics: Between Census Figures and Estimates

According to the last census taken in 2002, the official number of Roma in Romania 
was 535,140 persons, representing almost 2.5% of the population. There is, however, a 
widespread consensus that this figure does not reflect the real number of Roma. It is gen-
erally assumed that there is a considerable discrepancy between the number of those who 
self-identify as Roma in the census and the number of those who are externally identified 
as belonging to this group. And there is general agreement that the number of those who 
according to external criteria are considered Roma is several times higher than the figure 
provided by the census.

“The Roma” is an umbrella concept covering a wide range of realities: from groups dis-
playing relevant cultural aspects (occupation, dress, language use, etc.) that are generally 
considered as features of the traditional Romani lifestyle, to persons living in extremely 
marginal situations in conditions that are frequently associated with the Roma (Enge-
brigsten 2007; Fleck & Rughiniş 2008; Kligman 2001; Ladányi & Szelényi 2001; Marian-
Bălaşa 2004); from persons who in a variety of situations use for self-identification the 
category of Roma (in Rumanian, țigan), to persons who are identified by others as Roma, 
but would only situationally (if at all) make use of this ethnonym for self-identification 
(Beissinger 2001; Rughiniş 2010). Due to this complex interplay and the multidimension-
ality of external and self-identification, it is rather difficult to use the classical techniques 
of quantitative description in order to accurately describe the condition of this popula-
tion. In these circumstances it is unanimously accepted that the census data on the num-
ber of Roma are not reliable.
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Though the task of making an accurate assessment of the number of Roma is dif-
ficult (many alternative methods are questioned both on moral, political or methodo-
logical grounds), it is not necessarily impossible. With a variety of methodologies in use, 
there are some widely accepted estimates of the number of Roma. One rather reliable at-
tempt was carried out in 1998, and combined outsiders’ perspectives (hetero-attribution) 
with self-identification. Based on a complex sampling technique, it was estimated that in 
1998 there lived in Romania approximately 1.5 million Roma, from which 63.5% (roughly 
960,000 persons) were included in the “Romani” category according to both an external 
(expert) assessment and self-identification; the remainder were included on this category 
based only on external (expert) assessment (Preda 2002, 14). Based on this estimates, 
the figure of 1.8 million Romanian Roma is considered to be realistic for today. With this 
figure as a reference point, Romania is the European country with the largest Romani 
population.

2. Territorial Distribution 

No census or survey data reveal a significant territorial (i.e., regional or county) con-
centration of the Romani population. At the local level it is typical for the Roma to live in 
relatively segregated and often peripheral communities. The most frequently occurring 
community type comprises 170–300 persons, but somewhat larger communities, com-
prising 300–500 persons are relatively frequent too (Sandu 2005, 16). We can rarely find 
Romani communities representing large segments of the overall population of the settle-
ment where they are living: their share in the overall population of a given locality rarely 
exceeds 15–20%. The Roma mostly (i.e., approx. 60%) live in rural areas, but not necessar-
ily in the economically backward or geographically isolated regions of the country.

3. Living Conditions and Poverty 

Most of the Roma have marginal social positions in terms of both incomes and living 
conditions. In the mid-2000s 66% of Romani households had incomes below the poverty 
threshold,1 while the country average was 20%. But the share of individuals living below 
the poverty threshold was higher: approximately 72% of the Roma (Ivanov et al. 2006, 
18).

The differences between the Romani and non-Romani communities in terms of quality 
of housing and living conditions are also significant. Romani households, compared with 
non-Romani ones, have significantly lower access to various public utilities (see Table 1). 
The differences in living conditions between Roma and non-Roma are more prominent in 
rural than in urban areas (Bădescu et al. 2007; Fleck & Rughiniş 2008).

1    The poverty threshold was PPP $4.30 per day equivalized expenditures.
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Table 1: Variables highlighting the difference of living conditions between Roma and non-
Roma in Romania (persons included in Roma sub-sample based on self-identification)2

Roma Non-Roma
Not connected to electricity 13% 2%
Obtaining water for domestic 
consumption from a public source 
outside the household

47% 8%

Not connected to a collector sewer 
system 86% 4%

Condition of roads connecting the 
houshold with the rest of the locality

64%
(totally unsatisfactory or 

non-existing)

42%
(totally unsatisfactory or 

non-existing)
Public transportation 50%

(totally unsatisfactory or 
non-existing)

34%
(totally unsatisfactory or 

non-existing)
Street illumination 55%

(totally unsatisfactory or 
non-existing)

23%
(totally unsatisfactory or 

non-existing)
Access to shops, markets for buying 
goods for daily use

25%
(highly difficult or totally 

inexisting)

13%
(highly difficult or totally 

inexisting)
Access to school 22%

(highly difficult or totally 
inexisting)

11%
(highly difficult or totally 

inexisting)

The gap between the Roma and the non-Roma is significant in terms of access to work 
and public services. According to a UNDP report (capturing the situation from the mid-
2000s) 44% of the Roma, compared to 28% of the non-Roma, were unemployed (Ivanov 
et al. 2006, 42). Even if succeeding to connect with the world of labour, the Roma have 
far less chance to be formally employed than the non-Roma: the relative ratio of those 
working casually is four time higher in the case of the Romani than in the case of the non-
Romani population (Fleck & Rughiniş 2008, 133–135).

And it should be added that even access to work does not necessarily involve a stable 
social condition. In 2005 approximately 6% of Romania’s population (15 years and above) 
were included in the category of “working poor”. Among the Roma the share of work-
ing poor was 38% (Stănculescu 2008, 14). This means that, even if employed (including 
self employment), the resources that the Roma are able to generate will provide only for 
rather modest social conditions.

The differences in terms of access to different public services (health care, education, 
etc.) of the Roma in Romania was syntheticized by the title of a recently published report 
No discrimination. Just unequal access… (Popescu et al. 2010). Indeed, the Romanian Roma 
tend to report less discrimination than the Roma in other countries (FRA 2009a; b). How-
ever, this does not necessarily imply an equality of access and opportunities. Due to a 
variety of reasons the Roma are more likely not to register for the primary health care sys-
tem than the rest of the population (Bădescu et al. 2007; Fleck & Rughiniş 2008; Popescu 
et al. 2010). Using a variety of sources of data, it can be concluded that at least 10% of the 
Roma are not registered for the public health care system (Popescu 2009, 164). This situa-
tion of more limited access to health care services can be extended for many other similar 

2   Source: Bădescu et al. 2007, 41–42.
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situations. As Bădescu highlighted, as compared with the average citizen, the Roma have 
less social capital and are poorly informed, and they have in general more limited access 
to different public goods and services (Bădescu et al. 2007, 83).

4. Educational Problems of the Roma in Romania

With regard to educational attainment, the situation of the Romanian Roma, com-
pared with national averages, tends to be rather sub-standard. An analysis of the data of 
three consecutive censuses (Table 2) shows that the general educational situation of the 
overall population improved considerably: the share of those having a very low level of 
education (i.e., up to year four) decreased significantly, and the share of those possessing 
a university diploma increased significantly. However in the case of the Roma no major 
development took place: in 2002 two-thirds of the Roma attended only up to four year 
of compulsory education (in 1977 their share was 86.2%), and only 0.15% of them had a 
university diploma (the country average was 6.7%).

Table 2: The comparative educational situation of the whole country and of the Roma, by 
population at three consecutive censuses (persons 10 years or older, percentages)3

Census year 1977 1992 2002
All Roma All Roma All Roma

Illiterate 4.8 26.1 3.1 21.5 2.6 25.2
Up to four years of formal 
education 49.9 86.2 29.7 63.2 24.3 66.6

University completed 2.6 0.03 5.1 0.09 6.7 0.15

5. School Enrolment and Dropout Rates

The prospects of the educational integration of the Roma are not especially promis-
ing; on the contrary, they are rather bleak. Recent data on school enrolments of the Roma 
reveal considerable differences between the average situation for Romania as a whole and 
the Roma separately. Though accurate figures on the present day rates of enrolment of 
Romani pupils are rather scarce, some data that reveal a general picture are available. 
In 2008, at the kindergarten level the rate of inclusion of the Roma was 31% while the 
national average was somewhat higher than 70%. For the primary level of compulsory 
instruction (at this level enrolment is legally enforced) the inclusion rates for 2004 were 
considerably higher: the participation of the non-Romani population at this level was 
98.9%, while for the Romani population it was 64% (Miclea et al. 2007, 8). Neverthe-
less the relatively high rates of inclusion attained at this early stage of education could 
not be maintained for a long period. Research showed that starting with the last year of 
the primary cycle (i.e., the fourth grade) the dropout rate among the Roma is ten times 
higher than the national average (Open Society Institute 2007, 352–353). Thus a large 

3   Compiled by the author, data source Minnesota Population Center. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, 
International: Version 6.1 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2011.
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segment of the Romani pupils leaves the educational system during the lower secondary 
level (classes 5–8 of compulsory education, ages 10–11 to 14–15) Taking age-specific in-
dicators: in 2002 only 21% of Romani youth aged between 15 and 18 years were included 
in some form of secondary education, whereas generally the share of inclusion of young 
people in this age bracket in formal education was 75%). Altogether, the chances of being 
included in tertiary education are rather low: in 2002, only 2% of the Roma aged between 
19 and 22 were included in any form of post-secondary education, while nationally the 
rate of inclusion for the same age group was 30%. As can be seen, Romania is confronted 
with problems with respect to both enrolment and retention of the Roma in the compul-
sory education system. 

6. Causes of Educational Marginality

There is a complex causality behind the educational marginality of the Roma. Research 
highlights a complex mixture of cultural, institutional and socio-economic causes for the 
educational failures and low educational attainments of a considerable segment of Rom-
ani children. Since this study has limitations in terms of length, we will only highlight 
some of the possible explanations, focusing on those substantiated by research providing 
empirical evidence.

Statistical evidence reveals the existence of differences between the mainstream soci-
ety and the Roma in terms of cultural definitions of the appropriate age for becoming an 
adult. The passage to adulthood usually involves several major aspects, such as: becom-
ing economically independent, or at least a contributor to the household budget; and 
establishing one’s own household and family, including parenthood. There are, however, 
considerable differences regarding what is considered by different social groups and cat-
egories to be the appropriate age for this threshold to be crossed. Especially in traditional 
communities (but in some cases in both Romani and non-Romani ones that are poor and 
marginal) the age considered to be appropriate for marriage or child-bearing is consider-
ably lower than the mainstream view. According to the figures provided by the last census 
(2002), at the national level 4.5% of females aged between 15 and 19 declared themselves 
as the mother of at least one child. Within the population which assumed Romani ethnic 
affiliation, the share of young mothers was 22.3% (INS 2005). Though this indicator may 
suggest that early marriage or pregnancy may be the direct cause of school drop-outs, 
this is not necessarily true. Research suggests that marriage or pregnancy as direct cause 
of leaving school, as compared to other causes, is marginal: 6–7% for young people of 
Romani origin (Surdu et al. 2011, 6). However the relatively high rates of young mother-
hood among females with Romani ethnic affiliation suggest, as an indirect indicator, that 
in the Romani communities, as compared with non-Romani ones, persons assume roles 
characteristic of adults at rather early ages. These roles that are considered to conflict with 
schooling.

This perspective is confirmed by other research. The majority of drop-outs become 
economically active after leaving school: 70% of the parents of Romani children who leave 
school early declared that their children performed some kind of productive activity, in 
or outside the household (Surdu et al. 2011, 6). Thus it appears that they are becoming 
adults in the economic sense, or at least contributors to the budget of their families, at an 
earlier stage of their life than the bulk of non-Romani young people. However the ques-
tion of economic coercion versus value system still remains open. We still do not know 
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to what degree these families actually lack the resources to economically support their 
children in school, or how much they consider that after a certain age supporting educa-
tion is not a priority for family budgets. It is certain that some of the parents, especially 
those with low educational attainment, consider schooling (other than the acquisition of 
basic literacy) in some respects futile. This kind of perception is rooted mostly in the fact 
that success related to educational attainment is a rather distant social reality for many 
Roma, thus the efforts to attend school “is sometimes reckoned as too high in comparison 
to the benefits it could offer – from the perspective of both parents and children” (Fleck 
& Rughiniş 2008, 157). But this also has its roots in the different attitudes to education 
of Romani parents, especially of those from the traditional communities), as compared 
with school administrators and teachers. In non-Romani communities the educational 
role of schools is predominantly seen as a division of tasks between parents and educa-
tors to prepare children for various adult roles. Meanwhile, in many Romani communities 
there is a different vision regarding the division of tasks between school and family. Many 
parents assume that it is their obligation to transform children into adults, and a smaller 
formative role is attributed to schools, which are seen mainly as an institution meant to 
transfer some well delineated intellectual skills to children (Forray & Hegedüs 1990).

Underlying the fact that there is a difference of perspective between school educators 
and Romani families, there is very limited communication between them. School is per-
ceived, especially by poor Roma, as being a distant and unfamiliar institutional space, and 
as a general rule teachers and school administrators are merely reiterating their asymmet-
ric power relations when and if they interact with the Romani parents (Fleck & Rughiniş 
2008, 158–161). This rift between worlds of Romani life and the schools as institutional 
space is replicated by the cultural experiences of Romani children. The school, both in 
terms of its institutional organization and the content of education, is supposed to be 
consonant to some degree with the cultural experiences of the children attending formal 
education. It is often assumed that both the teachers’ cultural experiences and the hierar-
chy of culturally legitimate, or valued, behaviour as promoted by the school, diverge from 
the experiences of the Romani children, thus alienating them from the formal education-
al system. For example in some traditional Romani communities young boys are allowed 
to interrupt adults’ conversations, and the interruptions are often positively rewarded, 
since a young boy’s communicational skills are a source of pride for the father. However 
mainstream schools promote communicational discipline, not welcoming (and even pun-
ishing) unauthorized interruptions.

The institutional distance between school and Romani communities is often increased 
by different kinds of unfair treatment of Romani children within the schools. Educational 
segregation is one of the most wide-ranging form of differential treatment with a nega-
tive outcome. Several distinct forms of segregation have been identified, including segre-
gation at the class level, within the school, school level segregation; and the high percent-
age of Roma educated in special schools. In a few cases segregation is voluntary, given 
that Romani parents prefer schools where the percentage of Roma is high, in other cases 
the non-Roma transfer their children to other schools, leaving behind a school population 
that is increasingly composed of pupils of Romani origin. And in other cases again, school 
segregation reflects the already existing spatial segregation of the Romani community 
within the settlement: because schools are placed near a Romani colony that is already far 
from the centre of the locality, school segregation is inevitable.

The major problem with segregation is the loss of quality of education. On one hand, 
because the physical conditions in the segregated units are poorer, the school directorate 
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and the local governments administrating the educational infrastructure tend to invest 
less in maintenance or restoration. On the other hand, the quality of the educational 
process is affected in a negative manner, while the segregated schools or classes are less 
attractive for instructors, the teachings posts in these environments being filled by poor-
ly qualified and poorly motivated personnel (Open Society Institute 2007; Surdu 2003). 
Based on methodologically grounded assessments, it may be stated that the degree of 
segregation of the Roma in primary education is considered to be valid for approximately 
30% of the schools with enrolments of Romani pupils (Duminică & Ivasiuc 2010, 116; 
Surdu 2003). 

Socio-cultural and institutional limitations are often increased by different physical 
limitations. According to a survey taken in 2007, over one fifth (22%) of Romani families 
considered that access to school was extremely difficult (or, in certain instances, non-ex-
istent) compared with just over one out of ten (11%) non-Romani families who reported 
similar difficulties.

7. 	Measures Taken to Improve the Integration of the Roma into 
Formal Education

Since the early 1990s Romania has become a laboratory for many NGOs aiming to 
enhance the educational inclusion of the Roma. The state also became active in this field, 
in some cases taking over successful projects of the NGOs and replicating them. The limits 
of this study does not allow the presentation of the variety of civil initiatives, i.e., NGO 
projects that (either comprehensively or focusing on one or two major issues) addressed 
the complex issue of the educational marginality of the Roma. A brief (and by far not 
exhaustive) overview of the educational policies for the Roma initiated by the Romanian 
central government will now be briefly presented.

There are three major kinds of measures: a) institutional, b) content oriented, c) di-
dactical. The institutional measures are those that intend to redesign some aspects of the 
schools as institutions, in order to address some of the difficulties limiting the educa-
tional successes of the children of Romani origin. By content oriented measures we refer 
to those transformations of the curriculum that were undertaken in order to improve 
school enrolment and the completion of compulsory education by Romani pupils. Didac-
tical changes are those measures aiming to change the educational process itself by adapt-
ing the teaching methodology to the particular needs of the pupils of Romani origin. In 
this paper we will address the first two aspects.

8. Measures to Foster the Institutional Inclusion of the Roma

Four main initiatives for increasing institutional inclusiveness can be identified:
1.	Facilitating institutional contact between schools and Romani communities;
2.	Accommodating educational programmes to the specific needs and conditions of 

dropouts;
3.	Early integration into the educational system;
4.	Affirmative action.
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As mentioned earlier, one of the sources of the educational marginality of the Roma 
is in relation with the mental and emotional distance between schools as institutions 
and the Romani community – the perceived distance generated by cultural differences, 
different expectations, the cold and bureaucratic relationship of the teachers and school 
administration with children and parents of Romani origin, etc. (Fleck & Rughiniş 2008, 
158–161). Generally, one of the main goal of the policies aiming to foster the institutional 
inclusion of pupils of Romani origin was to increase the effectiveness of communication 
between schools and Romani communities, through the institution of a school mediator 
(for a detailed description see Open Society Institute 2007, 383–386). Initiated by NGOs 
that were active in the field of Romani integration at the beginning of the 1990s, this 
initiative aimed to create a stronger and non-bureaucratic link between the schools and 
the local Romani communities, and began to expand starting in 2000. The main task of 
the mediator is to monitor the enrolment of the school-aged children in the schools and, 
using non-bureaucratic means, to contact the families which send their children to the 
schools. The role is that of an intermediary between the community and the school, hav-
ing no specific classroom functions as have the teaching assistants for the Roma, whose 
major task is to facilitate classroom communication between pupils of Romani origin and 
the teacher (as in Poland, Slovakia or Bulgaria).4 In Romania the mediator has no specific 
classroom functions, does not act as a teaching assistant, and is not responsible for various 
educational or any other kind of (out-of-school) activities. Basically, the mediators have a 
good knowledge of the particular cultural features of, and are socially connected with, these 
communities. Thus a personal connectivity is their major asset, based on which they can 
consult with and convince parents to send their children to school and-or keep them there. 
According to the latest assessments (Duminică & Ivasiuc 2010, 145–154) the institution of 
school mediator has proved to be effective in different dimensions: it has increased both in-
clusion and the average period spent in school. On the other hand, it seems that the school 
mediator has also promoted the voice of the community, serving as a feedback agent in the 
parent-school relationship. According to various reports by officials, the number of school 
mediators in 2009–10 was 424, which number decreased in 2010–11 to 376 mediators.5

On the one hand due to socio-economic constraints, and on the other determined by 
particular cultural patterns, the Roma become economically active at a much earlier stage 
of their life than do the non-Roma. Even if they could and would make use of further 
education, they are in no position to accommodate the world of labour with the specific 
features of the organization of the educational process. In particular, in 2000 the pro-
gramme “Second Chance” was initiated; it was extended to the whole Romanian school 
system in 2003. It is a specially designed educational programme for assisting those who 
have left school early and intend to re-enter formal education and obtain a degree. In 
practical terms, it is a form of flexible education both in terms of curriculum and organi-
zation, allowing for youngsters and adults to complete their education.

Research shows that Romani children who attended kindergarten prior to first grade 
have been much more successful at school. The reasons are obvious, since kindergartens 

4    For the difference between the two types of institutions and for a Europe-wide inventory of the specific de-
tails of these institutions, see Rus (2006).
5    See Strategy of the Government of Romania for the inclusion of the Romanian citizens belonging to Roma 
minority for the period 2012–2020. 
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in Romania are not simply day-care centres, but have considerable pedagogical functions 
in shaping the skills that are absolutely necessary in the school (Open Society Institute 
2007, 415) Enrolment in a kindergarten is not however compulsory (except for one prepa-
ratory year), but is rather flexible. The enrolment of children of Romani origin is far from 
the national average (20–30% compared with 60–70%). Starting in 1999 non-govern-
mental organizations initiated the programme of summer kindergartens: a programme 
that was gradually taken over by the Ministry of Education. The major aim of the pro-
gramme is to create an early familiarity of the children (and their parents) with school and 
to start to develop basic skills for school attendance, skills that are customarily developed 
within kindergartens. The programme is addressed to children aged 6–7 and lasts three to 
four weeks, being open to the parents too. The initiative is not exclusively state-financed; 
indeed there are a diversity of sources, and a rather large platform for collaboration be-
tween different actors (national and international, central, local authorities and NGOs); 
thus it is rather hard to assess the numbers that have benefited and the dynamics of this 
program (Open Society Institute 2007, 415, 425).

The fourth way in which, according to Romanian policies, greater institutional inclu-
siveness for the Roma may be attained is to assist Roma when entering to secondary and 
the tertiary level of education. This objective is carried out by implementing a system of 
reserved places for the Roma in the universities (starting in 1993) and in high-schools 
and vocational training (starting in 2000). For the school year 2011–12, 611 such re-
served places were allocated to 49 institutions of tertiary education.

9. Adjusting the Content of Education

A second set of measures, often presented as designed to increase school inclusion and 
prevent the drop-out of the students of Romani origin, pertains to the content of educa-
tion (Open Society Institute 2007, 413–415). In this respect the primary policy change 
was the introduction of the Romani language, first as the subject of instruction and later 
as the medium of instruction. The first measure in this direction was the introduction, in 
1990, of the Romani language as part of the curriculum, in some institutions of teacher 
training. In 1992 the teaching of Romani was introduced at the university level for teach-
er training. Gradually a comprehensive infrastructure for teaching, the quality control of 
education and teacher training was developed (for a review of the process see Sarău 2009).

The context of and reason for this measure are the following. According to various 
sets of data, a considerable segment of the Roma rather frequently use, in a variety of 
contexts, dialects of Romani. According to the census 45% of those who report Romani 
identity declare Romani as their mother tongue (i.e., the first language learned). The data 
are supported by surveys too. According to a 2007 survey (Fleck & Rughiniş 2008, 48), 
47% of the Roma are using Romani as the dominant language at home, 32% as the pri-
mary language in the community (i.e., talking with friends). Though for other domains of 
language use the use of Romani is less common, its extensive use as a home and commu-
nity language is notable. This means that, for a considerable segment of the children com-
ing from Romani communities, Romani is the first language, and these children have in 
many cases only limited competence in the school language (Romanian, or Hungarian for 
those living in area inhabited by Hungarians). The use of Romani in the school could have 
several major functions in assisting the integration of the Romani children, as follows:
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1.	Status and self esteem. The practice of Romani language teaching gives value to the 
domestic linguistic experience. When a language that is used at home is also used 
in the schools, this may raise the prestige both of that language and of its speakers. 

2.	Bridging cultural universes. As mentioned above, a rather widespread phenomenon 
is the perceived distance between the school as institution and community. The 
use of Romani in the school may have a kind of bridging function between school 
and community, and may thus ease the children’s daily commute between the two 
worlds.

3.	Assisting linguistic integration. Since the primary language in many families is 
Romani, the children’s linguistic competence in the language of instruction is prob-
ably weak, and hence teaching Romani may become an ad hoc immersion process.

4.	Cultural closeness. Knowing a language is not simply knowledge of vocabulary and 
grammar; it involves a certain degree of knowledge of the everyday cultural features 
of usage, in this instance knowledge of certain aspects of Romani culture. Thus 
teachers’ knowledge and use of the language may mean a different understanding 
of some of the particular needs of the Romani pupils, and this may result in their 
being able to communicate more effectively with them.

5.	Structural. Since many of the teachers of the Romani language have Romani ori-
gins, the introduction of Romani as subject of education has offered employment 
opportunities in the educational system. Research is still ongoing as to what can be 
the added value of their presence within the system, but it may well go beyond their 
simple classroom participation as language teachers.

With regard to this last function: in the school year 2009–10, 252 teachers of Romani 
language were active within the Romanian educational system. Some (but only few) of 
them taught not only Romani as a subject, but also taught in the Romani language at 
the primary level. According to various statistics, around 10% of the pupils with Romani 
background benefited of this program. For example, in the school year 2007–08, out of 
263,400 children with Romani identity registered as students, 26,800 attended classes of 
Romani language. In 2008–09, out of 235,000, 31,700 studied Romani as a subject (Open 
Society Institute 2007, 413–414; Sarău 2009, 205). The other content-related aspect con-
cerns the introduction of another subject item in the curriculum: The history and the 
traditions of Roma. This subject is meant to be taken by the pupils with Romani origin, 
and is customarily held in the classes where there is also Romani language teaching. The 
use of the Romani language within the schools, as mentioned above, is only exception-
ally carried out as a medium of instruction, and is mostly taught as a separate item, as 
language instruction. There is a certain controversy about the appropriateness of this way 
of introducing the Romani language in the schools. On one hand there is not necessar-
ily a widespread consensus among the Roma themselves as to whether it is appropriate 
or not that Romani should be used as a subject for instruction (Fleck & Rughiniş 2008; 
Open Society Institute 2007, 415). Of course such a viewpoint may reflect the low status 
of the language in the eyes of the speakers themselves, and is not a judgement about the 
language teaching itself; but even so, the fact that the language teaching is not considered 
appropriate by at least a third of the Roma (Rughiniş 2007) reveals some of the limits of 
this undertaking. On the other hand there is a linguistic controversy with respect to how, 
for teaching purposes, a certain standardised variety was imposed in classes, limiting the 
pluralist development of the language (Matras 2005). Nevertheless this debate has also 
an important pedagogical aspect. Since the formal instruction makes use of a linguistic 
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variety that is not necessarily the same as the one spoken at home (and may sound not 
simply different, but in some cases even divergent) there are some serious question marks 
with respect to the degree to which the integrative functions of Romani language use 
within the schools are achieved.

10. Concluding Remarks

Lately there has been an ongoing process of assessment of the effectiveness of the 
educational measures taken to foster the integration of the Roma in education (Duminică 
& Ivasiuc 2010; Open Society Institute 2007). Though many emphasise that these pro-
grammes (as presented in this article) could have substantially resulted in an increase 
in the average years spent by children of Romani origin in school, all these assessments 
conclude that there are major deficiencies in terms of collaboration and coordination be-
tween the different actors involved in the project, the sustained durability of some of the 
programs and the lack of a comprehensive vision on behalf of the actors who effectively 
implement these policy measures.
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Migration and Its 
Implications for the 
Educational System: 
The Case of the Roma 
in Bosnia, Germany and 
Canada

1.	 Introduction

Migration is a complex global phenomenon. According to the World Migration Report 
(2005) there are 191 million international migrants in the world, 23.7 million internally 
displaced persons in 52 countries, and 8.4 million refugees. Migrants immigrate mostly 
to three main destination countries: the USA, the Russian Federation and Germany, and 
their chief destination regions are Europe and Asia.1 

Migration statistics are cited in general term, but there is no research about, and no sta-
tistics on, Romani migration or Romani migrant quotas. Migration is a phenomenon that af-
fects the formation of new identities, and this in turn is dependent on identity politics in the 
country where the Roma live and from which they migrate. However, it is important to note 
that the movement of majority populations is classified as migration, but Romani movement, 
traditionally and usually, is identified and classified by the majority of peoples with the word 
“nomadism”. 

Non-Roma never ask whether Romani migrations occurred by force of circumstance. 
As Jean Cocteau (in Liégeois 2005, 54) wrote of the famous Gypsy guitarist Django Rein-
hardt, 

1    In the USA there are 35 million migrants which is 20% of the global migrant total; the Russian Federation with 
13.3 million migrants has 7.6% of the total; and Germany with 7.3 million migrants has 4.2% of the total. Europe 
has the largest migrant population in the world – more than 56 million. Asia is in the second place with 50 million 
migrants (World Migration Report 2005; Migration in an Interconnected World: New Directions for Action. Report 
of the Global Commission on International Migration, 2005.
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He lived as one dreams of living, in a caravan. And even when it was no longer a caravan, some-
how it still was. Just as settled people remain settled people even when they travel, so the Gypsy 
is a nomad even when not travelling. A Gypsy at rest remains a traveller. So it is really more ac-
curate to speak of sedentarized Gypsies rather than sedentary Gypsies, for the former suggests a 
temporary condition for people who still consider movement meaningful and vital. Nomadism 
is a state of mind more than a state of fact. Its existence and importance are psychological more 
than geographical.

In the case of the Roma, however, nomadism is not merely a state of mind (Đurić 
1987). Nomadism in the eyes of the non-Roma is a cultural value on which they build 
and create an imaginary picture of the identity of the Roma. Are the English and Irish 
Roma nomadic? The necessity of movement has been caused by economic, social and 
political difficulties, persecution, discrimination and attacks, and wars in countries 
where the Roma have lived. This “nomadism by force of law” led to problems iden-
tifying their nationality. The globalization of the Romani identity, of their cultural 
and traditional values, and of the value of the Romani life style have led to them los-
ing Romani national consciousness, and thus losing the already small number of the 
educated with a Romani identity, who tend rather to be attributed to the majority, 
powerful nation.

Why do the Roma fall under the category “black”, rather than “white”, with the ste-
reotyped image of beauty attached to this word, even though there are plenty of Roma 
with white skins? Why, just because of their identity, do they suffer discrimination in 
education, housing, health care and employment? To what extent does Romani migration 
influence the education of the Roma? 

There are many questions which we could ponder and discuss in writing, but I wish 
to write about the problems which have forced the Roma into internal displacement and 
migration. Also, in order to explain some aspects of Romani migration, I shall mention 
some facts about prejudices, bias, discrimination, racism, persecution, violence, segrega-
tion, marginalization and how they reflect on the loss of Romani identification, identity 
and identity politics, on the loss of the Romani language2 and on Romani education. 

2.	 Internally Forced Displacement and/or Forced Migration 

The Romani trail of suffering started a long time ago in India, in the middle ages. After 
the first signs of discrimination and persecution, the Roma left India and, in quest of bet-
ter living conditions and prosperity, settled in Europe. However, they were not accepted 
by the indigenous people, so they were forced to move frequently and in that way forced 
to do without education. Forced movement has been characterized by indigenous people 
as nomadism and this has been associated with the Roma ever since. Nobody with refer-
ence to the Roma has ever spoken about Romani migration, or about internally forced dis-
placement, or about how much internal displacement and forced migration have resulted 
in a lack of education. 

Discrimination, intolerance, mass extermination, killings and persecution of the 
Roma continue to put our people on the margins of society and have resulted in our being 

2    Or, in the Romani language “Romani čhib”.
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considered as generally unacceptable, unequal and less worthy people wherever we go. 
The Roma have been killed and targeted by skinheads and neo-Nazis, and daily assaults, 
beatings and other forms of violence have become prevalent.3 Nowadays, at the begin-
ning of the 21st century, the Roma still live below the minimum social, economic, educa-
tional and cultural level enjoyed by civilized human beings.

The Roma have come to believe that they cannot obtain any form of protection from 
the law-enforcement agencies in the countries where they live. They believe that the state 
cannot or will not protect them from violence. They are therefore forced to displace in-
ternally, i.e., to move lo ng distances with their families. In this situation there is no op-
portunity to think, and to be concerned with education which is the key of the prosperity 
and survival of any ethnic group. For the Roma, education has become the lowest-priority 
problem they have to think about in their fight against poverty and for the bare necessi-
ties of life. 

The majority of the Roma from the ex-Yugoslav region, the Balkans, and Eastern Euro-
pean countries have been forced to move to Western Europe (Germany, France, Belgium, 
Austria, the Netherlands, Italy) and to the USA and Canada, and there are Romani mi-
grants all over the world.4 In their new countries of residence, however, they are forced 
either to displace internally, or to move to other countries. As they travel through dif-
ferent countries and assimilate part of the language structure or the vocabulary of non-
Romani languages, they slowly lose their own language and neologisms automatically. 
A notable poem about Romani migration as the cause of problems in the education of 
the Roma, written by a Romani poet, was published in The European Constitution in Verse 
(2008, 61):

I was born in Russia. 
I went to school in Poland. 
I worked as an apprentice in Romania. 
I married in Serbia. 
I got a job in Bosnia. 

I had my first child in Croatia. 
The second child in France, the third in Spain, the fourth in Germany, 
The fifth in Belgium. 

I returned to Serbia. I had my sixth child in Serbia. 
I had to escape to Italy, after the birth of my seventh child. 
I had twins. 

I endured the biggest tragedy: My child was found dead and they said he 
drowned in the sea. 

3    More on this issue: Europa Roma Rights Center (ERRC); Roma Virtual Network (RVN); Lee (1998): “The num-
ber of assaults against Roma is not admitted to by the Czech, Hungarian or Romanian governments. However, the 
American researcher Paul Polansky, in his book Dvakrat Tim Samym (Living Through It Twice, published in 1997), 
reports that over 2,000 cases were recorded at that time.”
4    According to NGO Romani activists, there are ca. 15 million Roma living in Europe, and about 18 million in 
the world as a whole.
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They drove me away, burned my roof, and they wanted to take my fingerprints. And those of 
my children too.

I am scared. They did it once like that before, with the fingerprints, not so long ago. I am 
scared. 

I escaped to Holland. 
I had my tenth child.
I had the eleventh child in Sweden.
I am forty. I speak Romani (my mother tongue), Russian, Slovakian, Romanian, Serbian, 

Bosnian, Croatian, Italian, French, Spanish, German, Dutch and a little bit of English. 

What my family needs and longs for is literacy. 
I am getting old. 

(Tahirović Sijerčić in Reybrouck Van & Vermeersch 2008, 61)

The situation with respect to the migration and displacement of the Roma also de-
pends on the constitutions and laws of the countries they migrate to. 

3.	 Migration and Education in Western Europe

In many of the countries of Western Europe educational practice and certainly aca-
demic theory is closely confronted with the problems of organizing an adequate educa-
tion for children of migrants. Practical solutions have brought some results in education 
in terms of, on the one hand, the total assimilation and loss of ethno-cultural and lin-
guistic identity and, on the other, the complete separation of immigrant children from 
indigenous children, extended segregation and ghettoization (Husen 1975). As a rule, 
non-indigenous children have not had the necessary pedagogical assistance for adapting 
the new environment. 

Also, involving children in public schools under identical conditions for all, not taking 
into account their linguistic, cultural, family and other origin, has proved to be extremely 
unfair. There is nothing more unjust than to offer all children the same treatment (Rogers 
& Freiberg 1994; Banks 1994). 

Romani immigrants in Western Europe, especially the children and women, are mostly 
left with their problems ignored, and marginalized in all aspects of life: education, access 
to employment, psychosocial and material support. In fact, no attention has been paid 
to the specific problems of minority populations such as the Roma, whose problems have 
been completely ignored. 

Nowadays the Western European situation has been complicated by the arrival of 
large numbers of Romani refugees fleeing persecution in the East European countries. 
They constitute a serious issue for the authorities in Italy, Germany, France, the Neth-
erlands, Sweden, Belgium, the UK, the Republic of Ireland and elsewhere. The children 
of these Romani refugees are not fluent in the local languages, the parents are awaiting 
deportation or going through some process in which they hope to gain residency, citi-
zenship or work permits, and their status in the country is in limbo. In effect, most of 
these children are not receiving education within the national school systems but some 
are attending special schools run by various organizations dedicated to helping Romani 
refugees and asylum seekers in these countries. Large numbers of adults are still illiterate 
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and some of them are barely able to sign their names. The situation is improving among 
the younger generation, but mass literacy among the Roma in Western Europe is still far 
from becoming a reality.

4.	 Romani Migration and Education in Cologne

Among few positive examples providing assistance to Romani migrants, I am per-
sonally acquainted with one from my own experience, namely at the Amaro Kher/Our 
Home,5 teaching young children (6–13 years old) the Romani language in preparatory 
school classes, at the Rom e.V. in Cologne in Germany.6 Children who attend the Amaro 
Kher school are mostly children whose parents are originally from Bosnia and Herzego-
vina (BiH), mostly Horahane Roma,7 and from Serbia. Their parents moved in 1970s 
from BiH and Serbia first to Italy, then they were forced to move to France, and then 
finally they came to Germany. The children speak Gurbeti (Aromanian)8 and it is very 
hard to work with them if you do not understand their reduced knowledge of Romani and 
the mixture of other languages they adapted into Romani during their and their families’ 
lives. Specially created lessons for more groups according to their age and knowledge were 
successful, even though the children, despite their previous life, had – from my own expe-
rience working with children – an attention span of no more than 15 minutes of effective 
work.

Since 2004 Amaro Kher has started to work as a model school for Romani children. In 
cooperation with the Ministry for Youth and Ministry of Education, and by networking 
with schools, children’s, youth and refugee organizations, over seven years Amaro Kher 
has achieved success as a school. UN Special Ambassador Prof. Munoz praised the school 
project during his visit in 2006.

In Amaro Kher, there are two regular classes attended by Romani children. In addi-
tion to this there are support and leisure activities in the afternoon, three healthy meals 
and school buses with which the children are transported. With the support for the often 
traumatized children, Amaro Kher provides an opportunity for educational advancement. 
Positive learning experiences, an evolving self-confidence and confidence in dealing with 
language and with learning the culture of the majority society, are all important for tran-
sition into the general mainstream schools. Cooperative education and leisure projects 

5    I worked for six months in Amaro Kher/Our Home (Rom e.V. [eingetragener Verein, registered association] 
Köln/Cologne) as a teacher of the Romani language. 
6    Rom e.V. Köln/Cologne, Amaro Kher Köln/Cologne, Germany; http://www.romev.de/. Since 1986, hence for 
almost 25 years, this foundation has been working for the human and civil rights of the Sinti and Roma. All this 
work began when hundreds of Romani refugees from Yugoslavia sought refuge in Cologne. Since then, many have 
built up their activities and fight for Sinti and Romani rights, work as counsellors on all social and residence issues, 
family work, teach in the preparatory school as a full time institution for Roma children and in the kindergarten, 
organize sports, music, art and other leisure activities. They have one of Europe’s best-known documentation cen-
tres with a library and archives; they have organized cultural events, and have been in the forefront of resistance 
to racism, to individual and structural discrimination, and have especially fostered aid against deportation.
7    The Muslim Roma throughout Southern Europe call themselves Horahane Roma (“Turkish Roma”, also spel-
led as Khorakhane, Xoraxane, Kharokane, Xoraxai, etc.) and are colloquially referred to as Turkish Roma or Turkish 
Gypsies in the host countries (Muslim Roma, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xoraxane).
8    The Gurbeti language-variety, which is Aromanian, is also referred to as Vlach. Vlach are those Roma people 
who lived many centuries in the territory of Romania in slavery. Their vocabulary is borrowed from Romanian. 
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are education-oriented also with respect to the parents, with the goal of encouraging chil-
dren and their families in intercultural exchange, and in their desire for social integration 
and recognition.

5.	 Education in Bosnia and Internal Displacement

Multiethinicity is one of the main characteristics of modern societies. The Bosnian 
region in that way is not just a phenomenon of yesterday. One could say that previously 
it used to be appreciated, in part at least, more than it is today. The war in the former 
Yugoslavia brought losses to everyone, but to the Roma more than others. They were 
not allowed to return to the homes and settlements in which they lived before the war, 
and therefore had to migrate internally to wherever they could find a place to live; this 
brought enormous problems of identification and identity and, of course, of visible dis-
crimination. The Roma in BiH are discriminated against because they are poor, because 
they are Roma, because they are an ethnic minority and because they are uneducated. 

Internal displacement brought to the Roma housing, employment and health care 
problems, and as victims of forced internal migration they were often not registered and 
had no birth certificates, which – beside other problems – affected the enrolment of their 
children in preschool education and also in school. 

The aim of Romani education in BiH is to demonstrate the need to involve themes of the 
language and culture of the Roma in the ordinary curriculum of the country. The needs of 
the Roma and their children are directly related to their mother tongue, Romani čhib, and 
their culture. To facilitate this involvement and implementation through the Action Plan 
on the Educational Needs of Roma it is necessary to know their language and culture and 
their specific characteristics, and to recognize and be aware of the problems affecting their 
development and preservation. These problems, as mentioned above, are discrimination in 
education, in housing, in employment and in health care. There are, however, some positive 
steps which may contribute to the development of Romani education in BiH. 

The first published Bosnian-Romani and Romani-Bosnian dictionary (Tahirović 
Sijerčić 2010) came out in 2010 and was distributed to schools, libraries, Romani NGO 
and Institutions in the country, even though there are no Romani language courses in the 
curriculum and it is not yet taught to children even as supplementary subject.

The pilot project “Preschool education” (2010), supported by UNICEF and the Minis-
try of Human Rights and Refugees of Bosnia and Herzegovina, has resulted in the first 
positive experience in the education of the Roma. Six Romani teacher assistants, work-
ing with this project and providing excellent results helping teachers in classrooms, have 
gained entrance into BiH Faculties of Education (Preschool and Primary Education de-
partments) despite their lack of success at the end of their completed middle school. But 
this is just the first positive step in Romani education in BiH. The revised BiH Action Plan 
on the Educational Needs of the Roma9 defines four objectives and forty seven measures 

9    Goal 1: To ensure that child members of the Roma National Minority are included in the system of compulsory 
primary education; Goal 2: To encourage the Roma population to continue to secondary, high and higher educati-
on but also to be trained for a vocation; Goal 3: The preservation and promotion of the Romani Language, Culture 
and History; Goal 4: To develop a systematic solution that will lead to the fulfilment of the educational needs of 
the Roma people (Jurić 2010, 165–172).
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aimed at providing equal access to quality education to this marginalized group of chil-
dren, so that they can acquire the necessary knowledge for further quality integration 
into Bosnian and Herzegovinian society. “Quality education for the Roma is the only 
way out of the vicious circle of marginalization and social isolation” (Đuderija in Jurić 
2010, 5).

Based on the fact that the educational system in BiH, as well as other social sectors, 
is the responsibility of 13 ministries of education and each has its own separate leg-
islative and executive roles, my contention is that the division of education on ethnic 
grounds in any country exacerbates the problem of the education of national minori-
ties. In the case of BiH the most affected has been the largest national minority, namely 
the Roma. 

The problems that the Roma are suffering constantly, namely persecution, discrimi-
nation, violence, neo-Nazis skinheads,10 have not improved and the Roma do not have 
adequate protection under the law.11 Knowing about the Western European Romani mi-
grations and their problems, the Roma try to escape, and manage to emigrate to countries 
outside Europe.

6.	 Identity Values Encourage Migration Outside Europe

Internal displacement, the constantly increasing amount of forced migration, self-
categorisation about differences and values and the characteristics of Romani identity, 
have all, of course, influenced the education of the Roma. As is the case with any kind 
of Romani migration, the different evaluation of their “old” and “new” identity and the 
fear of their previous life are sufficient to lead the Roma to identify with those who have 
greater value and power in society. 

The problems posed by the majority language of the country to which they migrate is 
additional to all the problems they had in their countries of origin. 

10    This term, as quoted by news sources, is generally understood as a subset of white supremacy movements 
with ideologies based on the core values of Nazism and ethnic nationalism.
11    “In the Czech Republic, the government admits that over 60 Roma have been murdered by skinheads since 
1989. The actual count is much higher but the Czech courts differentiate between racially-motivated murders and 
ordinary murders. In 1998, one Czech skinhead received 8 years for the murder of a 26 year-old Romani mother 
of six. She was beaten unconscious and thrown into a river to drown. In many cases, the culprits are not even bro-
ught to trial. The perpetrators are often related to officials in law-enforcement or otherwise “connected” and are 
thus often protected from prosecution. Sometime they are also egged on by statements from elected officials who 
publicly state that the Roma should be eliminated or driven from their country. The number of assaults against the 
Roma is not admitted to by the Czech, Hungarian or Romanian governments. /…/ Conditions in Hungary are just 
as bad as in the Czech Republic but not as well reported in the international press. Roma have been murdered, 
assaulted, raped and their homes burned down by gangs of neo-Nazis and skinheads.” (Lee 1998).The Nationalist 
and extreme right wing Jobbik (Movement for a Better Hungary) has won 47 seats in the Hungarian Parliament. 
Jobbik has its own Neo-Nazi paramilitary organization, the now illegal Magyar Garda (Hungarian Guard), which 
nevertheless continues to intimidate and attack Roma. In November 2010, Amnesty International called upon the 
Hungarian government to investigate the 48 violent attacks and 9 murders committed since 2008 as racially moti-
vated crimes targeting Roma (Rights Groups Demand Protection for Hungarian Roma, 2011). 
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7.	 “Old” Romani Identity and Identity Politics 

The Roma have their own identity, which can be viewed according to its specific char-
acteristics. These characteristics are in many respects common to all, but they also differ 
depending on the Romani group involved. Unfortunately, Romani identity and identity 
politics are the product of the prejudice and stereotyping in the society where they live; 
they are inherent in the non-Romani society, and historically arose long ago with the first 
appearance of the Roma, in whatever part of the world they were.

The lack of a common Romani ethnic consciousness, which is reflected in the above-
mentioned identification, as well as the internal differentiation are the result of a com-
plex historical process, including the centuries-old migrations which resulted in being 
in specific minority situations. This history does not, however, erase the similarities 
that stem from the character and culture, and in particular the status, of those Roma 
who are in the majority society, irrespective of the country in which they live, while the 
ordinary Roma suffer precisely because of the Romani educational élite and their hid-
den identity. 

Ian Hancock, a contemporary American romologist, notes that one simple political 
distinction may be defined as the most accurate perception of their role in society: they 
are Roma, and all the others are not (Hancock, 2006). In this regard, Mirga and Mruz, 
in The Roma – Differences and Intolerance (1997), describe several characteristic values 
of the Romani identity, among which one gender and cultural dichotomy stands out: 
any persons who by nature belong to the group by birth, through their parents, are thus 
classified as Roma. These authors take the example of men’s identity formation; the 
identity politics of Romani women is more discriminatory. Children from mixed mar-
riages acquire the full status of Roma if they meet all the criteria, provided that they 
remained in the group.

The second identity criterion is associated with the rules of ritual purity, respect, ap-
preciation and age. The issues of power and exploitation of the powerless (i.e., the women 
and children) are of great importance, especially for the Roma in certain groups, where 
there are families with elders who can only be older women. Younger women are not re-
spected and are often exposed to all forms of violence. Ethnocentrism among the Roma 
has developed on the basis of their own cultural patterns.

The third identity criterion value is related to the Romani language, i.e., any Romani 
dialect in its relationship with another language (non-Romani). The language performs 
the role of symbolic separation from the non-Romani world. Indigenous (locally-born) 
groups of Roma speak the language of the countries they live in as their first language. 
In the case of indigenous Roma, therefore, the Romani language is not a sign of Romani 
identity, but it provides an additional secondary value that can provide a necessary se-
crecy in relation to non-Roma who do not understand it. In this context we can talk about 
a loss of identity that led to a loss of the native language as a core identity value.

The fourth criterion is the value of identity in connection with the acceptance of ex-
clusions arising from the social organization of the group, which have a relationship to 
age, sex, kinship, legal and religious traditions. These prohibitions are a matter of male 
power. This power is associated with the mind-set of the Romani group. Girls and younger 
women in these groups have not the right to accept or reject approaches by men. This 
male dominance and male rights affect the education of the girls. 
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The fifth identity criterion involves a certain model of economic dependence of the 
Roma, and their being exploited in the world Gadjo.12 Here ethnic boundaries are dis-
tinctly marked and, according to the laws of the Roma, this applies only in non-Romani 
world. In my opinion, this criterion is most apparent in public discourse; the exploitation 
of Romani children (begging, washing cars, cleaning shoes, early marriages with a profit 
motive) and of Romani women (begging, prostitution, theft, etc.). 

The last and sixth identity criterion involves all the visual signs and traits by which 
the Roma identify themselves as Roma. These may be anthropological characteristics, a 
distinctive movement style, the wearing of particular decorations, costumes and the like. 
They, obviously, can vary depending on the group and period, but members of the given 
group can easily distinguish the characteristics which they use for self-definition. 

Whoever has power is in a position to rule. In his final interview Foucault stated that 
identities are formed within current political systems in connection with certain require-
ments of the liberal state. The confirmation of rights and licenses can be based only on 
the individual and the identity of the disadvantaged. If identities are more personal, so 
much more is identity created more precisely on the basis of these characteristics (Butler 
1997, 83–106).

As we can see from our discussion of identification and recognition of an ethnic group, 
patterns that are already assumed on the basis of prejudice are at a huge risk. When it 
comes to risk it should be noted here that there is a risk of false recognition if a name oth-
er than the correct one, especially that of a social category, is used (Žižek 1987, 90–91). 
When somebody uses the term “Gypsy”13 for a Roma, it is an insult that results in a total 
reduction of identity, with a paralyzing and negative effect, although this may be in a way 
liberating. Acceptance of self, of one’s own identity and characteristics and values, is the 
basic condition for individual and group strength. 

Hoping to find a better life with a “new” identity, without all the identification and 
recognition patterns that are characteristic of Romani roots, our Roma are nowadays, 
migrating to Canada. It is the continued persecution all over the Europe that is leading 
the Roma to flee to Canada.

8.	 Migration to Canada 

Another serious problem is raised by the concept of the Romani diaspora itself. It goes beyond 
the borderlines of Europe, since Romani communities are found in the Middle East, Central 
Asia, both Americas, and Australia (Ian Hancock).

A large number of Romani immigrants have come to Canada since the end of the Sec-
ond World War from the former Czechoslovakia, the former Yugoslavia, Poland, the former 
Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries. Many of them had been educated by 
the Communists and have entered mainstream professions and become businessmen in 
Canada. Their children are attending elementary, high school and university. Many have 
graduated in the professions. These groups have integrated into Canadian society and do 

12    Gadjo is the name used by Roma to refer to non-Romani people.
13    Offensive name for Romani person.
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not comprise visible minorities. Others have become skilled tradespeople and business 
people. Since their Romani ethnicity was not the basis of their refugee claims, their ar-
rival went unnoticed by Immigration Canada, the media and the public. For this and other 
reasons, the size of the immigrant Romani population of Canada cannot be estimated. It 
is, however, considerable.14 

A growing number of Roma are now entering Canada15 seeking Convention Refugee 
Status as they flee persecution in the countries of Europe where they have been scape-
goated and targeted by skinheads and neo-Nazis. The largest group to arrive was the 
Czech-Roma influx beginning in August, 1997. Despite the fact that many of the children 
had been placed in schools for the mentally-challenged in the Czech Republic, most of 
them have entered into the Canadian school system without any problems. 

In Toronto, the Roma Community and Advocacy Centre was established in 1998 and 
has been working for the all Romani newcomers to Canada. They have hired a liaison 
worker as a contact person between the Romani parents and the Toronto District School 
Board’s schools, which many Romani children have attended. Romani children and non-
Romani children are separated into classes for special needs and all children attend the 
same school program. There are teacher-assistants in the classrooms working with chil-
dren in need of language competence. For this purpose they have hired some Romani 
teacher-assistants. 

The Roma Community Centre16 published the first ever Romani newsletter in Canada, 
Romano Lil, a poetry book, and important public education materials. Also, with the To-
ronto publisher Magoria Books the following have been published: six illustrated Romani 
folktales for children, Stories and Legends of the Gurbeti Roma for adults, autobiographical 
novels, and dictionaries for two language-varieties: Kalderash and Gurbeti. 

Romani migration and education, both for children and for adults, is improving and 
there is visible success with respect to the enrolment of Romani students at the Univer-
sity of Toronto. Moreover, there are Romani professors hired by University of Toronto 
teaching a course about the Romani diaspora and Romani culture and tradition. Also, 
Concordia University (Montreal)’s Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling ap-
plied for status as a Romani Studies Centre and now it is an official affiliate. The education 
of the Roma in Canada nowadays gives us a hope for the new generation of Roma who will 
be educated without losing their Romani identity. 

14    See Lee 2007.
15    The United Nations Development Programme ranks Canada as 6th country overall using their Human De-
velopment Index scoring system, which includes life expectancy, education ratios, and GDP per capita statistics 
(Human Development Report 2011).
16    Roma Community Centre Toronto, Canada: http://www.romatoronto.org/. 
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9.	 Conclusion

In general, the problems of education of the Roma are caused by internal displacement 
and migration, forced on them by poverty, anti-Roma stereotyping prejudice, discrimina-
tion, racism, segregation, marginalization, identification and identity difficulties, and loss 
of the Romani language. 

Today, Romani linguists in many countries are working towards the creation of a Romani liter-
ary language so that Romani children can be educated in Romani and taught their own history 
and culture. A growing body of literature in Romani is emerging in many countries and there 
are now Romani authors, poets and journalists among the new Romani intelligentsia. It is 
important for young Romani students to be able to learn about their own history and culture. 
The learning tools they need can only be created by fellow Roma and preferably in the Romani 
language. This is being accomplished by the increasing number of educated Roma (Lee 2009). 
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| Zoran Slavnic |

From Anti-Roma Racism 
to Romani Rights in 
Sweden

1.	 Historical “Heritage” 

The first official records relating to the presence of the Romani people in Sweden are 
from 1512 (Rodell Olgaç 2006; Montesino Parra 2002). In these early documents the 
group was called “Tattare”, because they were confused with the ethnic group of Tatars. 
The name “Zigenare” began to be used more than 100 years later, during the 1630s. The 
majority of the population normally used both of these two pejorative names until the 
1900s (Fraurud & Hyltenstam 1999). 

The history of the Roma in Sweden over the past 500 years has been marked by per-
secution and suffering. Their repression in Sweden does not differ much from their his-
torical experience in other European countries. Anti-Roma Racism, which includes hostil-
ity towards the Roma, discrimination and prejudice, and systematic limitation of human 
rights, has characterised both the popular view and the official policy during all this time. 
Such attitudes towards the Roma both made possible and justified different oppressive 
methods, which have varied between enslavement, enforced assimilation, expulsion and 
internment.

In the more recent history of the 20th century, Swedish borders were, for example, 
completely closed to the Roma between 1914 and 1954, which implies that the borders 
were closed even for Romani refugees during the Second World War. Another example is 
that most municipalities in Sweden did not allow Romani families to spend more than 
a couple of weeks on any one site and, as a consequence, they could not be registered to 
vote, their children could not attend school and they were denied child allowances which 
were guaranteed to all other citizens. Yet another example is the sterilisation law, which 
was in force between 1943 and 1976. The purpose of the law was to “prevent mentally ill 
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and physically defective individuals from having children that they were unable to take 
care of or who were at risk of inheriting their parents’ risky characteristics”.1 Altogether, 
63,000 people were sterilised during the time the law was in force, approximately 50% 
of whom were compulsory sterilised. The proportion of Roma origin clearly exceeded the 
proportion of Roma in the total population. 

In the second half of the century the policymakers’ view on Romani issues began to 
change.2 The Romani “social deviation” was no longer viewed as inherited and thus im-
mutable, but as a “problem”, which could be treated and which needed to be handled by 
a policy of effective social engineering. The Roma were no longer described as vagrants 
and a threat to mainstream society, but as victims, or as a poor and unfortunate group 
in need of help in order to adapt to a modern society. The idea that the Roma were un-
able to overcome their own situation was used as an argument for establishing so-called 
“Gypsy-consultants” with the task of helping the Roma to solve practical problems. They 
became an increasingly interesting research topic in different scientific fields. The concept 
of culture as an obstacle to assimilation into mainstream society was used by ethnolo-
gists. Psychologists used subjective aspects of the “problem” as examples.  

The main characteristic of all these perceptions was that the “problem” is placed within 
“them” and the task of policy measures is to help them change in order to become more 
“like us”. Policies designed on these bases were in force until the 1990s, and have proved to 
be ineffective, missing more or less completely the aim of integrating the Roma into main-
stream society.

The most important consequence of their history is that the contemporary situa-
tion of the Roma in Sweden is much worse than any other group in society. The cur-
rent Romani population in Sweden is estimated at 50,000.3 Their living conditions 
are perhaps not as severe as in other countries, because of Sweden’s generous welfare 
protection system, but as a group, they are still excluded from mainstream society. 
According to the government commission on Romani rights (SOU 2010:55 2010), the 
vast majority of adult Roma (80%) are unemployed,4 most of their children do not 
complete primary school, a small proportion attends secondary school and even few-
er university. Their living standard is much below the average, which results in more 
health problems and lower life expectancy compared with the majority of the popula-
tion. According to the same report, the Roma remain the most discriminated against 
group in Swedish society. There is discrimination in public places, e.g., in restaurants, 
hotels and shops, as well as in housing when they want to rent or buy apartments. 
In the labour market they are discriminated against at all stages of the employment 
process: when they apply for a job, during the interviews and even in cases where they 
manage to get a job. 

1    SOU 2010:55 2010; Broberg & Tydén 1991; Hagerman 2006.
2    This summary of the more recent history of the Roma in Sweden relies on SOU 2010:55 (2010), ch. 3 and 4.
3    These figures are only rough estimates because there is no practice of ethnic registration in Sweden.
4    These are also only rough estimates. Since Sweden does not record ethnicity, there is no public data on 
ethnic-related unemployment or figures on how many Roma are enrolled in employment services. The estimates 
therefore rely on other, less reliable forms of data gathering, for example, reports from Roma representatives or 
through limited surveys. 
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A number of national as well as international organisations5 have criticised this situa-
tion. A 2004 report by the Ombudsman for Ethnic Discrimination (DO 2004) noted that 
the Roma are largely excluded from the labour market and that there are very few Roma 
working in national and local authorities today, despite the fact that their expertise is 
indispensable in schools, hospitals and other public institutions. Similar criticism was 
presented by the Children’s Ombudsman (Barnombudsmannen rapporterar 2005) and 
The Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket 1999). 

Such was the Romani situation when on 9 February 2000 Sweden ratified the Frame-
work Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and the European Charter 
for Regional or Minority Languages. The groups which then were recognised as a historic 
national minorities were Sami, Finns, Torne Valley Finns, Roma and Jews in minority 
languages, Sami, Finnish, Torne Valley Finnish (Meänkielli), Romani čhib and Yiddish 
(Rodell Olgaç 2006). By ratifying the Framework Convention, Sweden has committed it-
self to promote political, economic, social, and cultural equality between the Roma and 
the rest of the population, as well as to protect the Romani language and contribute to its 
development opportunities. 

The specific policy measure that followed the recognition of the Roma as a national 
minority in Sweden was the 2002 establishment of the Council for Roma Issues, as an 
advisory body to the Government. The Council included representatives of the Romani 
national organisations, representatives of Government Offices, the Ombudsman for Eth-
nic Discrimination, the Integration Board, the Living History Forum and the Swedish 
Association of Local and Regional Authorities. 

The Council for Roma Issues was replaced in 2006 by the Delegation for Roma Issues 
with the aim of being active on a national level in order to improve the situation of the 
Roma in Sweden, and to help break their political and social marginalisation. The Delega-
tion’s work resulted in the new national strategy for the Roma in Sweden, officially pre-
sented in a recent government commission on Romani rights (SOU 2010:55 2010). 

2.	 The New National Strategy for the Roma in Sweden 

The new national strategy for the Roma in Sweden has three main goals (SOU 2010:55 
2010, 38):

1.	To close the welfare divide between the Roma and mainstream society;
2.	To reduce the power deficit of the Roma; and
3.	To bridge the confidence gap and build Romani trust in state institutions and main-

stream society.

An important precondition for realising these goals is to change previously dominant 
attitudes by starting with a redefinition of the problem. Deprivation among the Roma is 
not a consequence of their own way of life, low education, and lack of awareness of their 
rights. On the contrary, as was expressed in DO (2004, 31), their disadvantaged position 
in the labour market and in society at large is an obvious result of the longstanding and 
pervasive discrimination their community has lived with and the difficulty of breaking the 

5    For international criticism of the Roma situation in Sweden see, for instance, ECRI’s Second report on Sweden 
(2003); and UN CERD (Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 2007) Reports submitted by states 
parties under article 9 – Sweden.



|87|

long-established off ensive and derogatory attitudes that the Roma often face when in con-
tact with mainstream society. 

Th is approach has moved the focus from the minority group to mainstream society. If 
society in general is historically responsible for the Roma’s situation, it should also take 
full responsibility for their integration. Th e fi rst prerequisite is recognition of the Roma 
as a national minority; this process, described above, started in 2000. 

Th e second important precursor is to change the focus from patron-client where the 
state is always benefactor and the Roma the object of the various policies. Th e political 
discourse which treats the Roma as “the other” must be replaced with a human rights dis-
course. Th e Roma have the right to political participation and infl uence, the right to edu-
cation, the right to work, the right to housing, the right to health and welfare protection, 
the right to their own culture and language, the right not to be discriminated against, etc., 
and the role of authorities is to protect and secure these rights. Th is necessitates a third 
set of conditions whereby the Roma themselves are included in all national, regional and 
local projects aimed to help their integration, while at the same time all relevant societal 
institutions and organisations must make similar coordinated eff orts towards this aim. 

Finally, the fourth essential precondition for policies to be successful is awareness 
that the situation requires long-term, sustained and determined policy measures (SOU 
2010:55 2010). Th e consequences of 500 years of oppression cannot be removed with 
short-term, ad-hoc or stop-and-go policies. Th e Swedish new national strategy for the 
Roma, initiated by Th e Delegation for Roma Issues and formulated in SOU 2010:55 
(2010), estimates that the strategy should be implemented in the course of 20 years. 

In sum, the new Swedish strategy for the Roma relies on at least four essential prin-
ciples. Th ese are recognition, partnership (inclusion of both the Roma and all relevant 
societal institutions and organisations in the implementation of the strategy), human 
rights, and sustained policy measures.

Figure 1: Swedish Nati onal Strategy for Roma (SOU 2010:55 2010)

Th e political goals that have been briefl y presented above are unquestionably positive 
and progressive, viewed from the perspective of human rights. But how realistic are they 
in the given political and social reality? Th is reality is not only characterised by deeply 
biased, humiliating and oppressive discourses that still dominate the majority view of the 
Roma, but also by the real consequences of long-term historical experiences of persecu-
tion, discrimination and suff ering that the Romani population have been exposed to. In 
what follows these issues will be discussed in two domains: political measures targeting 
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education, and political measures targeting the protection and development of Romani 
culture and language.

2.1 Measures for Education

2.1.1 Actual Situation

High Level of Truancy

The actual situation with education of Romani children is characterised by high levels 
of truancy6 and poor study results, which means that many do not complete primary 
school and very few continue education at secondary school (Skolverket 1999; Skolver-
ket 2007; Liedholm & Lindberg 2010; SOU 2010:55 2010). These studies show also that 
many students have ambitions to move on to secondary school but very few succeed in 
this. More detailed studies at a national level are not available, but some local studies on 
these issues show that, for example, in Malmö only 450 out of 1,000 Romani children 
aged 7–15 regularly attend school, while 550 have a high degree of absence, or do not at-
tend school at all (Malmö Stadskontor 2008). At the same time only 50 students out of 
1,000 continue their education at secondary schools. More recent statistical figures on a 
national level are, as mentioned, not available, but they presumably do not differ essen-
tially from the figures representing the situation in Malmö. 

If centuries of discrimination and exclusion partly explain the educational situation, 
the dominant explanation is, in the first place, their traditions and customs. Thus school 
absence and poor study results are according to these arguments the result of: 

-	 A weak study tradition among the Romani older generation, i.e., the parents of to-
day’s students have little faith in the Swedish educational system due to their own 
experience of distrust, mass bullying, prejudice and discrimination; 

-	 The Romani language has no written tradition;
-	 The Roma feel inferior in their contacts with the majority of schools;
-	 The Romani students have none of their own as role models;
-	 The Roma avoid education and the labour market because of fear of assimilation;
-	 Many Romani girls get married and have children when they are 15–16 years old, 

resulting in their absence from school; and 
-	 boys are normally considered as adults already at age of 15.

Such fixed notions about the low educational attainment of Romani students are quite 
common not only among non-Romani teachers and school officials, but also in the media, 
official reports and even some academic texts. Some scholars (see for instance Rodell Olgaç 
2006 and Horvante 2009) however have criticised such views as one-sided and superficial. 

According to Rodell Olgaç (2006) these fixed notions about the Romani minority may 
have contributed to the fact that schools in general have mainly ignored the responsibil-
ity for changing attitudes towards the Roma, as well as their responsibility to make sure 

6    At the end of the 1990s, for example, the overall school absenteeism of Roma in Stockholm in the school years 
seven to nine was on average 28%. At the same time, more than one third of Roma pupils had an absence of 40% 
(Romska elever. Hur går det för dem i skolan 1998, cited in Skolverket 1999).
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that both Romani children and their parents are treated with proper respect. Instead, 
the responsibility for attitudes and attainment has been mainly laid at the door of the 
Romani children and families themselves. What is more, the culturalist discourses which 
relate the poor school performance of the Roma to their culture is still commonly present 
within the Swedish school system. 

This is the wrong way to go, continues Rodell Olgaç (ibid.). Instead, the focus should 
be moved to other relevant aspects of the problem. One of them is the fact that school 
teachers and other officials do not even try to do anything about the absence of Romani 
students. “When they are absent, nobody asks about them. Once they arrive at school, 
they are most often not offered the kind of education they need and are entitled to. In 
both cases the result is poor school performance” (ibid., 120). What is happening here 
is that many teachers are inclined to reason: “We do not care anymore, because it is 
meaningless, they wouldn’t come [i.e., increase their school attendance] anyway.” There 
are very few teachers that look at the problem from the other side and think: “Perhaps 
they don’t come because we don’t care.” 

Another relevant aspect is the weak and irregular contacts between school and Romani 
students’ parents. Here again, many teachers do not make contact with parents, because 
they presume that parents do not care about either the school or their children. There are 
very few teachers who reason that perhaps parents do not show sufficient interest in their 
children’s schooling just because they are very seldom contacted by the school. 

This kind of wide spread indifference towards the Romani students and their needs, in 
combination with the continuing mass bullying and abusive treatment that Romani chil-
dren are exposed to, results in high levels of truancy and low motivation among Romani 
students. Furthermore, Romani history, language and culture are more or less completely 
absent from both the curriculum and the school environment, even though schools are 
obliged, according to law and other relevant national policy documents, to actively con-
tribute and promote knowledge about minority cultures through the general curriculum. 
Antti Ylikiiskilä (in Rodell Olgaç 2006) for example examined 21 textbooks in Swedish ​​
and nine history textbooks for secondary schools published after 2000, and found only 
two references to the Roma and their culture or history. In one textbook there is a picture 
of a young Romani girl in traditional clothes and in another book the Roma were men-
tioned in a text designed to practice punctuation. 

Finally, an additional factor that schools are responsible for, and which contributes to 
the poor performance of Romani students, is so-called ability grouping, where students 
who have the same type of difficulties are collected in special education groups in order 
to be helped in the most effective way. In reality this educational strategy indicates the 
rather low level of expectations that schools and teachers have of these students, which 
in its turn often results in an even lower quality of teaching. 

Despite all these obstacles, there are according to Rodell Olgaç (ibid.) an increasing 
number of indications that experience of “school as a threat” among the Romani people 
is gradually weakening and being replaced by the discourse of “school as a possibility”. 
This new attitude is actually a necessary precondition for any successful action aimed at 
improving the situation of Romani students in Swedish schools. 

Mother Tongue

All relevant policy documents agree that using the mother tongue is of crucial impor-
tance for the development of children’s identity, general knowledge and, of course, as a 
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learning tool in all areas of education (Skolverket 2002). According to the National Agen-
cy for Education (Skolverket 1999, 12), the mother tongue plays a particularly important 
role for Romani students because it improves the chance of the Romani being accepted in 
school. It also sends an important signal to parents that society respects them and their 
culture and it establishes the teacher of their native language as a working model for the 
Romani students. Furthermore, it helps Romani children to strengthen and further de-
velop their confidence and their thirst for knowledge.

In reality however, the mother tongue is often generally rather marginalised as a sub-
ject in most Swedish schools (Skolverket 2008; SOU 2010:55 2010). Schools often do not 
meet their obligation to inform parents and their children about their right to mother 
tongue education (Skolverket 2008). In the case of Romani čhib, there is also a gener-
al lack of qualified teachers. In the year 2005 there were not more than 15 teachers of 
Romani čhib in all schools in the country (Skolverket 2007). Moreover, there is deficient 
knowledge among the national school leaders about the fact that Romani čhib has several 
different dialects, and this fact requires investment in the education of different kinds of 
teachers. More will be said about this in following sections of the paper. Education is also 
affected by the lack of adequate textbooks, dictionaries and examination tools. 

All this results in the fact that only 25% of all Romani children that are entitled to 
mother tongue education, actually attend such courses, compared with 63% of Sami chil-
dren (Skolverket 2005, 58). Besides, classes in the mother tongue are most often given 
only once a week. There is a similar situation with other educational tools that accord-
ing to the general curriculum and other policy documents should exist, but are very sel-
dom employed in practice. Two such educational tools are bilingual education and a study 
guide in the native language. 

According to the National Primary School Regulations (Grundskoleförordning, 2. 
Kap. 7§), schools can run bilingual classes using so-called social communication or the 
language of colloquial speech, for up to 50% of the teaching time in school years 7–9. 
Currently, there is only one case of such practice in the country, one bilingual class where 
teaching is in Romani čhib and Swedish (Skolverket 2007). 

The same school regulation act (Grundskoleförordning, 5. Kap. 2§) offers possibili-
ties for students to be given study guidance in their native language. This kind of help is 
however also rather rare in practice, partly because schools are reluctant to offer such help 
to their students (they for instance do not inform parents about this possibility), partly 
because of the lack of competent teachers for this task (Rodell Olgaç 2006).

Role of Family and Contacts with Parents

The aim of the traditional Swedish “Gypsy policy” from 1950s and 1960s was assimila-
tion.7 The most important preconditions for this, as viewed by policy-makers at that time, 
were settlement projects and integration into the labour market. In the long run however, 
the most effective strategy was assimilation through school attendance and education. 
This government policy was employed through different school projects, targeting Roma-
ni children and their families. Children’s schooling was monitored and evaluated, special 

7    This section relies on Montesino Parra (2002).
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measures were undertaken to increase their attendance, their family situation was evalu-
ated and the relationship between parents and children was studied.

The parents were deemed to be unable to recognise the schools’ impact on their chil-
dren’s future because of their own lack of schooling. Since the parents “lacked the neces-
sary knowledge”, it was society’s responsibility to teach and involve them in their new pa-
rental roles. The parents thus became the subject of so-called family therapeutic activity. 
This meant that the child welfare committee hired a person to give parents information 
about the school and also to give them support in parenting. One of the most important 
measures in family therapy was a “third parent institution”. A person who inspired confi-
dence in the “gypsies” would lead family sessions to thrash out concerns and problems. An 
important task was to help the parents to achieve “for themselves satisfactory parenting.” 

It is clear that the Roma were officially viewed as a “socially handicapped” group which 
needed help to adapt to Swedish everyday life. To the Roma this was seen as offensive and 
humiliating. As a reaction, they developed avoidance and resistance strategies, which re-
sulted in them being defined by some contemporary scholars and policy makers as “help-
less” and/or “unchangeable”. This in its turn resulted in even stricter and more systematic 
measures on the part of the Swedish “social engineering machinery”. 

This short description of the situation from 50–60 years ago may help us understand 
contemporary difficulties in communication between schools and Romani families. First, 
it explains a great part of the Romani ambivalence to school and education. Historically, 
school and education have not been for them the means of liberation and progress, but 
rather the means of oppression and regression. Secondly, it gives us, on the one hand, 
some ideas about why the methods described above and the concomitant attitudes have 
not completely disappeared from today’s society in general and from the school system 
in particular: on the other hand, it largely explains why actual policy measures for the 
improvement of relations between Romani parents and school are not successful. Here 
is a list of some the methods (as presented in Liedholm & Lindberg 2010) that schools in 
Malmö use to communicate with Romani parents:

-	 Home visits – both as a first meeting and at performance appraisal meetings. The 
experience is good. The benefits from meeting in the home mean the parents do not 
feel at a disadvantage and children often are proud to show off their homes.

-	 Performance appraisal meetings at school  – Romani parents most often attend 
these meetings, but many of them want to have a Romani member of staff with 
them, which suggests that this kind of meeting can be frightening.

-	 Schools sometimes organise parent meetings to provide general information about 
the school or in connection with any general problems encountered. Romani par-
ents often attend these meetings. Meetings with the children present, especially if 
the children have a part to play in the event, attract more families, including Romani 
parents. A measure shown to be effective is to call and remind the Romani parents 
about the meeting. Romani parents are said to have no calendars.

-	 Parent’s Café and a Mothers’ group are examples of activities that a school organ-
ised to increase contacts between school and home. Romani parents are reluctant 
to visit them.

-	 COPE – a course in which parents can discuss their role as parents and also foster 
contacts with the school. No Romani parents have attended. 

-	 Most importantly, close daily contact between school and parents. This kind of com-
munication between teacher and parent is common. 
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-	 Romani staff members of all categories are important links between schools and 
parents. The Romani people who work in schools have their own network through 
which they can disseminate information. It is often easier for them to make contact 
with Romani parents because they have the advantage of speaking the same lan-
guage as the parents but are also versed in the school’s rules and language. They can 
explain the children’s behaviour and messages from parents that regular teachers 
might not understand. The Romani staff can give practical advice to teachers on 
how they should approach the Romani parents to make good contacts; and vice 
versa, they can tell parents as to how they should behave in their dealings with the 
school. The Romani staff may thus increase the parties’ understanding of each other 
and sometimes, it has been shown, even get a positive dialogue when dialogue was 
not thought possible.

-	 Some municipalities have employed so-called parental communicators. None of 
them is Roma, and they have not been specifically directed at the Roma. So far they 
have neither managed to make good contacts with the Romani parents, nor have 
the Romani parents sought their help. 

-	 Finally, a good knowledge of the Romani culture and insight into the social condi-
tions under which Romani children live is a good basis for improving dialogue with 
the parents and contact with the children. Increased cultural competence among 
teaching staff can facilitate not only the communication between them and their 
students but also their educational work. 

As we can see some of these methods are successful, some not. Those which are least 
successful, for instance the Parent’s Café or the COPE courses, show also the highest 
degree of similarity with the notorious assimilation methods from earlier times. At the 
same time those methods which take as the point of departure the Roma’s real needs, as 
defined by themselves, and which include the Roma as initiators and/or organisers of the 
projects, and which above all show respect for Romani students and/or their parents and 
recognise them as genuine subjects of the projects, have the highest chances of success. 

Adult Education

During the 1950s, the 1960s and even the 1970s, adult education for the Roma was 
viewed as a part of the “rehabilitation measures” (rehabiliteringsåtgärder) for this “socially 
handicapped group” (socialt handikapad grupp), with the general aim to integrating them 
as “useful” or “healthy” members of the population (Montesino Parra 2002, 171). We 
have already noted that such measures were not only unpopular among the Roma, but 
also ineffective. There are three main goals of the New National Strategy for Romani adult 
education in Sweden, namely to close the welfare divide between the Roma and main-
stream society, reduce the power deficit of the Roma, and bridge the confidence gap and 
build Romani trust in state institutions and mainstream society (SOU 2010:55 2010). 

For this purpose a number of adult education projects have been organised, carried 
out and evaluated during the last decade. Knowledge collected from these projects re-
sulted in a list of necessary preconditions for successful adult education for the Roma. 
These include a strong anchor in the Romani community, a Romani project leader, the 
selection of participants according to their degree of engagement rather than their ed-
ucational background, the existence of effective support for solving social problems, 
individualised instruction by strongly committed teachers, a decent economy during 
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the study period and a relatively safe economic situation after training (SOU 2010:55 
2010, 349). Project assistants with a Romani language and cultural background are also 
needed. They should work as “cultural interpreters” between the students and others 
involved in teaching. They should also work actively in arranging traineeships for stu-
dents, keep in touch with the students who come to school and serve as additional sup-
port for teachers during the lessons. The family and family support are also emphasised 
as important. Without support from the family it is not possible to carry out adult edu-
cation successfully, especially for women, who are often forced into debt if they want to 
complete their adult education, which in principle should be free (ibid.). 

As we can see, a decent economy during studies and compensation for lost income 
during the time that is invested in education is a recurring issue in this context. A solu-
tion for this problem, as proposed by the Delegation for Roma issues (see the proceeding 
section), is the “creation of a government grant for training in local study associations” 
and possibly “cancellation of student debt for basic adult education for people with Rom-
ani language and cultural background” (SOU 2010:55 2010). Some representatives of the 
Roma however claim that the state should provide financial compensation for past dis-
crimination, racism and exclusion from the education that the Roma minority suffered. 
They argue that this could be achieved, for example, by providing financial compensation 
which should make it possible for members of the Romani community to attend and carry 
out certain training or educational courses (Rodell Olgaç 2006). An example of such com-
pensation already exists in Norway, where some Roma (travelers) have received 60,000 
Norway crowns as ex-gratia compensation for the historical injustice they endured (ibid.). 

In the following section we present official proposals aimed at improving the situation 
for Romani students in Swedish schools, presented by The Delegation for Roma Issues 
(SOU 2010:55 2010).

2.1.2. The Delegation’s Proposals

The delegation proposed that:
-	 the State School Inspectorate should examine the quality of native language teach-

ing in the preschools and primary schools as well as the quality of study guidance 
for students with a Romani language and cultural background; 

-	 the National Agency for Education, in cooperation and consultation with Romani 
representatives, should describe and analyse the situation of Romani children in 
preschools; 

-	 the government should establish grants to municipalities, which will then be ex-
pected, in consultation and cooperation with the Romani minority, to implement 
various measures in preschools and elementary schools in order to improve the 
Romani school experience;

-	 the Equality Ombudsman, in collaboration with Child and School Student Repre-
sentatives, Children’s Ombudsman and the Work Environment Authority, should 
lead a unified effort to create safe conditions for Romani children in school; 

-	 the government should establish grants to enhance the competence of municipal 
staff who have experience with the Romani language and culture; 

-	 the National Education Inspectorate should examine the basic skills of students 
with a Romani language and cultural background to assess how effective are local 
support programs for Romani students; 
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-	 the government should establish grants for training in local study associations 
(“studieförbund”), folk secondary schools and municipal adult education, for courses 
designed for Romani students;

-	 the possibilities for cancelling student debt for basic adult education and the intro-
duction of full grants for study for the Roma should be investigated; 

-	 a special state subsidy for the production of teaching materials in Romani čhib for 
all levels of the school system should be established. The Language Council and the 
Romani Language Committee should collaborate with the National Agency for Edu-
cation to plan and be responsible for providing teaching materials at the right levels 
and in sufficient quantities (SOU 2010:55 2010, 303–304).

In sum the aims of these proposals are to examine the actual situation and needs; to 
secure safe conditions for Romani children in schools; to create not only good precondi-
tions for the education of these children within the regular education system, but also 
to stimulate the adult Romani population to complete their education within the frame-
work of some adult educational programs; and particularly importantly, to improve the 
competence of teachers and other municipal staff with a Romani cultural background; to 
improve production and supply of teaching materials (text books, dictionaries, teaching 
tools for distance teaching, etc.) in Romani čhib. 

But this is not all. The Delegation pointed out that where reference to national minori-
ties is made in other text books and teaching material the descriptions are often rather 
stereotyped (Karlsson 2004; SOU 2010:55 2010). It is therefore essential to include more 
information about the national minorities in general, and Romani people in particular, 
in text books within other subjects such as history, social studies, and religious studies.

2.2. Measures for culture and language

2.2.1. Romani čhib in Sweden

Historically, the Romani people and their language have often been viewed in rather 
simplistic ways. Dividing the Roma into groups, “Tattare” (or travelers) and “Swedish, 
Finish and Non-Nordic Gypsies” was significant in this context, and contributed to the 
stigmatising and discriminating strategies towards the Romani population. Unfortu-
nately, this kind of simplification and un-nuanced knowledge about the Roma and their 
language and culture still significantly characterises not only public and media discourse 
on the Roma in Sweden, but also policy makers’ views on the Roma and Romani čhib. 
This is unfortunate because having the majority population well-informed about minor-
ity groups is, as we have already mentioned, a necessary precondition for achieving the 
political ambition of improving the position of these groups in society. 

In particular, with regard to Romani čhib, knowledge of which varieties of the Rom-
ani language exist in Sweden and how they relate to each other is of importance in the 
design of the mother tongue education, interpreting and translation activities and the 
development of Romani media, such as language tools (dictionaries and grammars) and 
textbooks. This knowledge is, according to Bijvoet & Fraurud (2007), also important for 
the development of the Romani written language, and in the long run for the future har-
monisation of different variants of the Romani čhib in Sweden. 
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The oldest variants of Romani čhib8 which are still in use in Sweden, are Swedish 
Travelers Romani and Kaale. These two variants come from the same roots in Romani 
čhib which was first spoken by Romani groups immigrating to Scandinavia 500 years ago, 
but they are considerably influenced by long contact with Swedish or, in the case of Kaale, 
with the Finnish language. 

From the end of the 18th century new groups of Roma who spoke Vlach varieties of 
the Romani language (Kelderash, Lovari and Tjurari) immigrated to Sweden. Through 
centuries-long contact with the Swedish language, these varieties developed into what 
was called “Swedish Gypsy”. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Roma from many continental European countries 
arrived in Sweden. They spoke different varieties of Romani, with roots in France, Spain, 
Poland, Russia, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, including Kelderash, Lovari, Arli and Romungri. 

The most recent immigration since the 1980s and 1990s is mainly a result of the 
Balkan wars. This is a rather heterogeneous group, which is often called “newly arrived 
Roma”, and they speak, apart from varieties that already exist in Sweden: Arli, Bugurdji/
Kovatji and Gurbeti/Djambazi. 

In addition to the above-mentioned varieties of the Romani language, others that are 
commonly spoken today include Chaladitki, Manusch and Sinti. Regarding the mutual 
intelligibility of these varieties, speakers of Kelderash, Lovari and Tjurari can understand 
each other. Likewise, speakers of Arli, Bugurdji/Kovatjki and Gurbeti/Djambazi have no 
major problems communicating with one another. Interestingly, this problem of mutu-
al intelligibility does not hold for Swedish Travelers’ Romani, which during the last 500 
years has been affected by the dominant Swedish and Kaale, (which in itself has similarly 
been affected by Finish). Swedish Travelers’ Romani is today in terms of grammar very 
similar to Swedish, and even lexically Swedish has almost taken over. 

This fact has an important consequence for actual language support policy measures. 
Bijvoet & Fraurud (2007) pointed out that the language support measures need to be 
suited to each Romani group’s current needs. The heterogeneity among groups requires 
a different but similar treatment. For example, for those who have almost lost their lan-
guage, the language support measures need to include efforts towards revitalisation of 
the language, while those whom for the varieties of Roma are very much alive, policy 
measures are needed to increase the opportunities to use the language in more situations, 
both in speech and writing. 

Apart from this, extensive policy measures need to be implemented in order to in-
crease knowledge about the Roma and their language and culture among the majority of 
the population. In this respect they propose a list of concrete policy measures for main-
taining and developing the Romani language in Sweden, as well as for increasing knowl-
edge about Romani culture and history:

-	 Systematic monitoring and evaluating of the various types of concern about the 
Romani language;

-	 Investment in targeted courses that increase the Roma’s opportunity to influence 
and have power over their own situation, such as courses in media production, 
knowledge about being in charge of associations and minority rights;

8    This short presentation of the variants of Romani čhib in Sweden relies on Bijvoet & Fraurud (2007).
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-	 Increased funding for Romani media: increased broadcasting time and dedicated 
editorial staff of Radio Romano, TV broadcasting in Romani, as well as increased 
cooperation with the UR (the Swedish national educational broadcasting company);

-	 Increased funding for magazines and newspapers, of different varieties and for dif-
ferent audiences; 

-	 Production of Romani teaching materials for all levels from preschool to adults and 
of different types: textbooks, exercise books, teachers’ guides; 

-	 A clarification of which authority is in charge of development of teaching materials 
and improvement of international cooperation and exchange in the production of 
teaching materials; 

-	 Earmarked funds for the publishing of Romani literature – for all ages – and support 
for cooperation with the International Writers Association (IRWA); 

-	 Coordination of advice and recommendations to the libraries in terms of purchas-
ing this literature (Bijvoet & Fraurud 2007, 27). 

Knowledge about the complexity of Romani čhib in Sweden is not only important in 
terms of language support, but also in terms of effective improvement of the school situ-
ation for Romani children. For example, as was argued in SOU 2010:55 2010, within the 
same school or the same class there may be Romani students who speak Arli as native 
speakers and whose parents came to Sweden from the Balkans, along with other Romani 
students who have Finnish as their strongest language and therefore have the right to 
education in and about Kaale, a language that they are only vaguely familiar with. The 
school administration must realise that they may need to provide different instruction 
and different teachers in Romani čhib for these two groups. 

This example also highlights the imperative of close cooperation between those mak-
ing policies and those who are charged with helping the Romani people achieve an educa-
tion which respects their culture and language. Mother tongue learning requires compe-
tent teachers, which in its turn necessitates including Romani čhib and Romani history 
and culture in the academic curriculum and as an academic research field. One of the more 
concrete measures in this respect that has already been undertaken in Sweden is the grant 
which was given in 2006 to Linköping University in order to establish and develop higher 
education programs in Romani čhib. The result was two 7.5 courses,9 one in Romani čhib 
and the other Romani culture. 

The objective of the first course was to describe the Romani čhib, its history, dialects 
and contemporary usage; to relate the words and phrases on Romani čhib to Romani 
speaker’s culture; and to analyze the chosen texts and songs in Romani čhib.

The other course focused on identity formation processes at individual and group 
level. The course is built around four elements. The first part deals with identity and eth-
nicity in a general perspective. The second part focuses on minorities, their rights and 
responsibilities, and discrimination. In the third and fourth stages cultural expressions 
of identity formation are discussed, with special emphasis on history and historiography 
and the role of music.

9    In Sweden, high school studies are measured in points: 30 per semester constitute a full time course. They are 
most often divided into four 7.5 courses or two 15 courses.
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Beside these courses, at Uppsala University there is currently a 7.5 course in Romani 
culture, and at Södertörn University a 7.5 course in Romani history. 

An additional measure that has been proposed by the Delegation for Roma Issues 
(SOU 2010:55 2010) was the establishment of authorisation requirements, including an 
examination, for interpreters and translators of Romani čhib. 

I have chosen to finish this report with a quotation from the “European Charter for 
Regional or Minority Languages” (Council of Europe 1992), which in a meaningful way 
shows the importance of the protection of the Romani culture in general and their lan-
guage in particular: “There is a link between protection of the Romani language and the 
Roma’s integration in the countries where they live. Protection and promotion of Romani 
teaches both the Roma and their non-Roma neighbours that [the] Roma have a place in 
that society.” 
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| Dragutin Babić |

The Education of 
the Roma in Croatia: 
Statistical and Empirical 
Insights

1. Introduction

The Roma are a specific ethnic group, significantly different in their character-
istics from other ethno-national groups in a society. The difference between this 
ethnic group and others is the result of a subcultural way of living and the tradition 
of adopted and transferred social patterns. Their arrival in Europe from India in the 
9th century marked the arrival of radically Others, whose way of living, language, 
and skin colour are significantly different from the other local ethnic groups. Ac-
cording to Hrvatić (2004, 369), the Roma came to Croatia in the 14th century: “The 
Roma have been living on the territory of today’s Croatia for more than six centu-
ries. The first written document in which the Roma are mentioned dates back to 
1362 in Dubrovnik. Some ten years later (1373), they are mentioned in Zagreb…” 
The Roma are always and everywhere “Strangers”. They are a distinct entity within 
a system, and their modest capacity, be this material, financial, cultural or politi-
cal, leads members of this ethnic community to an almost permanent apprehension 
about their own identity and additionally reinforces their marginalisation and seg-
regation. Numerous Romani destinies are created and disappear in this inter-rela-
tionship (identity-diversity-capacity) (Pusić 1995), while their social position and 
status are defined, for a longer period of time, in a negative way. For the Romani 
identity in these new circumstances, in which they should be more included in a 
society on the normative as well as on the functional level, education is of first-rate 
importance. Without a better education, the Roma will remain on the margins of 
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social events, as a kind of European pariah,1 segregated from other citizens of the 
countries they live in. 

Although, as empirical research analysed in this work will show, often not even educa-
tion can end the inferior Romani relationship to and their exclusion from society. Obsta-
cles remain even after education is finished, which has a very enervating effect on the rest 
of the Romani community. In Croatia, 22 national minorities, among them the Roma, are 
recognized and explicitly mentioned in the Constitutional law on the rights of national 
minorities that regulates the education of national minorities, and in school practice 3 
educational models function for national minorities’ members: A, B, and C (see below). 
National minorities’ members realize the right to education in their own language and 
script, based on the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia, Constitutional Act on the 
Rights of National Minorities from 2002 and the Act on Use of Language and Script of 
National Minorities from 2000.

What do the three models, according to which young members of national minorities 
participate in classes and acquire the norms and values of civilisation in kindergartens, 
elementary and high schools and at the universities, look like and how do they differ? 

Model A is surely the optimal one from the standpoint of preserving language and 
culture, and thus also the identity of a national minority. It consists of the kind of pro-
gramme which in its entirety is implemented in the language and script of the national 
minority in question, with obligatory learning of the Croatian language taught during the 
same number of school hours in which the minority language is taught. The most numer-
ous and traditionally well-organised national minorities (Italian, Serbian, Hungarian, and 
Czech) implement this model in Croatia. 

Model B is foreseen for situations in which a national minority is less homogeneous 
and more mixed with others in the country. According to this model, classes are held in 
two languages, so that natural science subjects (mathematics, physics, biology, chemistry, 
etc.) are taught in the Croatian language, and social science subjects (history, languages, 
literature, sociology, etc.) are taught in the language of the national minority. 

According to model C, classes are held in the Croatian language with an extra two to 
five school hours intended for learning and nurturing the language and culture of the na-
tional minority. An extra two to five school hours per week include learning the language 
and literature, geography, history, music, and art of the national minority. 

There are also special forms of education for members of national minorities, such as 
summer and winter schools, correspondence classes, long-distance learning, etc., which 
are organised first and foremost for those students who do not have the possibility to at-
tend regular classes according to models A, B, or C. 

This article analyses the Republic of Croatia Ministry of Science, Education and Sports 
Report on the education of the Roma, from nursery school education to higher educa-
tion, in the last few years. Moreover, by analysing and interpreting the results obtained 
with the focus group method among members of other ethno-national minorities in the 
city of Zagreb, a method that was also conducted with Romani representatives, opinions 
on education, national identity and employment of the actual actors in the Romani com-

1   In the Indian caste system being a member of the Pariahs means being of the lowest kind of human being and 
not belonging to any caste. Hancock, a Roma himself, with the notion of Pariah in the title, implied the content of his 
whole work (Hancock 2006).
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munity will be presented. In this analysis, Romani identity and the connection between 
education and employment are the central themes. 

2. Education of the Roma in Croatia: Statistical and Empirical Data

The education of the Roma in Croatia is part of the Croatian educational system for 
national minorities. Except for the A, B, and C models (see above), special programmes 
for the inclusion of this population into Croatia’s educational system are particularly im-
portant for the Roma. The educational goals of the Roma are linked to the fight against 
discrimination and poverty. In the framework of the educational programme and the set 
goals, among other needs mentioned, is that of educating associate staff for work with 
Romani parents, who would visit the Romani settlements and encourage parents to have 
better and more successful cooperation with schools and greater care for their children’s 
education. The Ministry of Education until the school year 2008–09 supplied free text-
books (the measure was abolished due to the shortage of financial funds), while units of 
local and regional self-government (municipalities, cities, counties) supplied the means 
for transportation of elementary school students. The goal is also to create the pre-condi-
tions for staying in school after class hours and to increase the number of classes in which 
Romani students are integrated. For a quality education, the state provides, on different 
levels, scholarships2 and accommodation of students in student dormitories. 

There are many obstacles to the education of the Roma, from the extremely low edu-
cational level of the parents3, and a poor or insufficient knowledge of the official lan-
guage of the country they live and work in, to the hard socio-economical circumstances in 
which their families live. The marginalisation of this ethnic community, as Šućur (2000, 
216–222) writes, has three basic dimensions: economic, spatial and political. Economic 
marginalisation is manifested through dependence on others (welfare help), low respect-
ability and meagre incomes from traditional Romani occupations. Poverty is constantly 
reproduced, as Đurić (1987) would say, like “vicious circles of hell”. Spatial marginalisa-
tion is manifested in a reduction to ethnic ghettos, particularly in the larger cities where 
the Roma inhabit the periphery. Political marginalisation is manifested as a low level of 
Roma inclusion in government and power structures, although relations are here gradu-
ally changing (a Roma was elected into Croatian Parliament, Councils of the Romani Na-
tional Minority are being organised, etc.) (Šućur 2000). All of these handicaps make it 
hard for Romani young people, right from the start, to follow the school curricula and 
these handicaps create significant obstacles to their integration into Croatian society. 

The Romani population in Croatia have characteristic language/dialects differences, 
which also carry religious markers. Mišetić (2005, 120) says: 

2    Every high-school student receives a scholarship in the amount of 500 Kuna per month (around 70 EUR), i.e. 
5,000 Kuna per year, under the condition that he/she declares himself/herself a member of the Romani national 
minority. 
3    According to 2001 Census, the educational standard of the Roma in Croatia is very low and is significantly dif-
ferent from the average. Only 18.8% of the Roma older than 15 have finished elementary school (all eight grades). 
When to this is added the 41.7% of the Roma who have not completed elementary school education and the 33% 
who have not finished a single grade in elementary school, the total is 74.3% with no orminimal education. In com-
parison, in Croatia as a whole, 15.7% of the population who have not finished elementary school (Pokos 2005).
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The members of the dialect group Romani Čhib are statistically significant members of the 
Islamic religious community and most often live in Istria, Zagreb and the Zagreb county, and 
Primorsko-Goranska county. Members of the Ljimba d’ bjaš dialect group mostly come from 
the Christian religious circle (mostly Catholics, there are some Orthodox), and most often live 
in Međimurje county. 

One of the difficulties of social integration is also a lack of “mediators”, those who can 
introduce other Roma into society. Or, as Štambuk (2005, 22) notes, “the Roma communi-
ty does not have its prominent autochthonous social and cultural élites which would serve 
as mediators in the relations between the ‘global’ society and their small, minority society.” 
Given that the goal is the social integration of the Roma into Croatian society, it is necessary 
to invest in Romani education, from nursery school to higher and adult education. For the 
education of the Roma, due to their specific situation, it is important to include more actors 
working in mutual cooperation: students, parents, schools, local governments, scientific in-
stitutions, non-governmental organisations, and the Roma community (Hrvatić 2005). With 
this cooperation, it is possible to gradually include the Roma into school systems, but also into 
other forms of functional integration (jobs, responsibility towards the community/state, etc.) 
As Hrvatić (2005) argues with reference to the Roma, it is possible, in this way, to avoid this 
peculiar approach, a style built in constant conflict between isolation and assimilation.

2.1. Statistical Data

Within the framework of the action plan Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005–20154, the 
inclusion of Romani children and students into Croatian education is being implemented 
at various (pre-)school levels. The government’s reports issued in 2011 provide informa-
tion on the nursery school, elementary school, high-school, and higher education of the 
Roma in Croatia. By analyzing and interpreting these data, this text will offer an insight 
into the methods and the range of solution of the problems involved in Romani education 
in the Republic of Croatia.

Nursery school Education (2009–10, 2010–11)

As far as Romani nursery school education is concerned, the number of Roma enrol-
ments is gradually increasing. In programmes for which financing has been approved, in 
2009, 113 Roma children were included, and 123 children in 2010. In 2009, there were 
14 such programmes, while a year later there were already 23. Within the framework of 
the Action Plan Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005–2015, the state co-finances the parents’ 
share5 for members of the Romani national minority in programmes of nursery school 

4    With the aim of taking measures for the improvement of the living conditions of the Roma national minority 
and their inclusion in social and public life, parallel to implementing the National Program for the Roma from 
2003, the Republic of Croatia expressed its readiness to access the Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005–2015, toge-
ther with some other countries (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia and 
Montenegro), which was initiated by the World Bank and the Open Society Institute. In this way, the basic goals of 
U.N. Millennium Development and EU Program of Social Inclusion are implemented in a programme intended for 
the most sensitive minority population in Europe, namely the Roma.
5    Co-financing of the parents’ share is a measure which has been implemented since the fiscal year 2009, i.e., 
the 2008–09 school year.
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education. However, the overall number of Romani children in nursery school training 
and in nursery school classes, in 2008–09, amounted to 692, of which there were 378 in 
nursery school training and 314 in nursery school classes. In 2009–10, 550 children were 
registered all together, of whom 370 were in nursery school training and 180 in nursery 
school classes.

Primary School Education (2009–10, 2010–11)

At the beginning of the school year 2009–10, the number of Roma children entering 
primary school amounted to 4,186 students, of whom 2,176 were male and 2,010 female. 
At the end of the same school year, there were 4,172 students registered (2,131 male and 
2,041 female). In the school year 2010–11, a total number of 4,435 Roma students were 
registered, of whom 2,246 were male and 2,189 female. In primary schools in 2009–10, 
there were 23 Romani instructional associates financed by the Ministry of Science, Educa-
tion and Sports, and 2 more financed by the local government.6 With respect to commu-
nication with parents, in 2009–10, parent interviews as a pedagogical measure were not 
realized. 2 teacher-parent meetings were held per year in each department. 

Romani children are included in primary school education in the same way as all other 
children. The aim of this measure is to include all child members of the Roma national 
minority into the educational system. Over previous years there was a continuous rise in 
the number of students who are members of the Romani national minority in primary 
schools. Equality in numbers of male and female students is the result of mandatory pri-
mary education, so in this phase of schooling there is none of the difference which is tra-
ditionally present in the different status of Romani men and women.

Secondary Education (2009–10, 2010–11)

The number of Romani students enrolled in secondary education, although increas-
ing overall, is rapidly decreasing in relation to the number of those enrolled in primary 
schools. At the beginning of school year 2008–09, the overall number of Romani students 
insecondary schools amounted to 244, of whom 145 were male and 99 female. At the end 
of that school year, there were 224 students (129 male, 95 female). At the beginning of 
2009–10 school year, there were 304 students (166 male, 138 female) and at the end of 
that year there were 290 students (154 male, 136 female.) At the beginning of the follow-
ing school year, 2010–11, 341 students were enrolled (177 male, 164 female). The relative 
decrease of Romani students enrolled in secondary schools can be explained by the fact 
that secondary school education is not mandatory, and also by the lack of motivation and 
of financial means in the Romani population. Moreover, traditional early entrance into 
adult life, from work at a young age in traditional and new Romani occupations to early 
marriage, also influences the significant decrease of young Roma participating in second-
ary school education compared to primary education.

6    In the PHARE Program of support to the Roma, which was realized in 2008, three training seminars for assis-
tants were held (8 modules with an overall duration of 30 hours); after the first and the second seminar the assis-
tants had two-month practical work in a school with the help of a designated teacher-mentor. 
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Higher Education (2009–10, 2010–11)

In the report issued by the Ministry of Science, Education and Sports (chapter: 
Higher Education), it is emphasizsed that progress in the increase of the number 
of Roma national minority students is apparent. The cited data come from requests 
for scholarships, and this source, due to ethno-mimicry or other reasons for unreli-
able self-idenitifcation, makes this number not accurate enough. In the academic year 
2006–07, there were 10 Roma students at Croatian higher education institutions, of 
whom 7 were female and 3 male. Furthermore, in the next academic year, 2007–08, 
there were 12 students (8 female and 4 male). In the academic year 2008–09, the 
number increased to 20 (11 male and 8 female). The data for the academic year 2009–
10 show that there were 25 students (12 male and 13 female), and in the current 
academic year 2010–11 there are 28 Roma students registered. Compared to high 
school, the Roma interest for university education is significantly lower. However, 
progress has also been registered here, as well as a constant increase in the number of 
Roma students and a decrease in the initial lack of balance between male and female 
students from the Roma population. 

Table 1: Nursery school and school institutions and Romani registrations, school years 
2009–10 and 2010–11

Educational institution School year 2009–10 School year 2010–11
Nursery school 550 No data available
Primary school 4,186 4,435
Secondary school 304 341
Higher education 25 28

What do these data on the education of the Roma in Croatia show? If one follows 
the yearly progress, it is evident that the number of Romani students is increasing. The 
programmes which the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Croatia organises and 
implements in the Romani population give results. However, differences between cer-
tain school systems are still quite large and the inclusion of young Roma in education 
is still insufficient in both numbers and quality. Nursery school education involved a 
smaller level of attendance, which is the consequence of material poverty and insuf-
ficient parental care for the inclusion of children in nursery school programmes. With 
the state financing at this level the situation in that segment of education is gradually 
improving. The situation is significantly better in primary school education, which is 
mainly connected to the fact that education at this level is mandatory and also to logis-
tical support by the Croatian government at all levels, from local and regional to central 
state government. The participation of the Roma in the educational system decreases 
already in high-school, and especially at universities, exactly where, from the stand-
point of their inclusion into the Croatian society, their education would be functionally 
the most important. 
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2.2. Empirical results

In the spring of 2011, with the use of focus group7 method, materials were gathered 
from which one can find out what the opinions of Roma representatives about education 
of the Roma in Croatia are. In an extensive interview we found out about many problems 
which the Roma face, not only those from the corpus of national minority issues, but also 
some very specific ones that are encountered only by the Roma. It is exactly these specific 
details that show us all the hardship of Romani existence and the many difficult obstacles 
which are present in the process of inclusion of the Roma into the Croatian society. In the 
premises of the Council of the Romani National Minority of the City of Zagreb interviews 
were held with Romani representatives. We here single out a few questions that are impor-
tant for the education of the Roma in Croatia, the answers of the focus group’s participants 
and comments on these opinions. 

Question 1: Should Romani students go to special classes or be taught together with other 
students in Croatia? 

Participant 1: In no way is it good for them to be separated, because we want to respect both 
Croatia and the state constitution. If we are not among those people, we can’t really know the 
world we live in. We have to be in harmony with everyone, because we feel we are also a part of 
Croatia. We belong to Croatia, identify with Croatia and are Croatia’s citizens.

Participant 2: We have made significant progress here, but there are still some problems left. 
They have now started separating children and if there are more than three or four Roma 
children in a class, they try to separate them or to make classes with Roma children only. This 
neither suits nor benefits us.

Participant 3: Listen now. I want to ask you something. I have been in the war from 1990 to 
1995. There were no Romani communities in the war. We were all together when we were 
fighting for this state. And now they try to separate us. The Serbs will have a special class, the 
Macedonians, the Roma, and the Slovenes. How many schools should we have in that case? 
Back then, during the war, we were all good.

Question 2: How much is education important for the Romani identity, and how much is 
Romani identity an obstacle for their inclusion in Croatian society? 

Participant 1: The problem is identity. Society, with its stereotypes about the Roma, exludes 
them, so that they are afraid of being the Roma. The best example is World Roma Day. We have 
on our list, with first and last name, 28 students financed by the Ministry of Education. None 
of them agreed to publicly speak about how they struggle in school, what school means for 
them. The identity of these young people is a problem of the entire Romani community.

Participant 2: Do you know how this happened? The young experience what we are also expe-
riencing, that this discrimination is being carried out. They run away from it and they feel it 
most on their own skin. We, the older ones, don’t feel it, we are not interested in that. And it’s 
difficult for them, because they don’t want to be laughed at, pointed at and told: He’s a gipsy, 
a Roma.

7    Focus groups were held with 9 ethno-national minorities of the city of Zagreb. Those are the ethno-national 
minorities which have their own councils in Zagreb, because of their size in number and organisation (the Slove-
nes, Czech, Serbs, Montenegrins, Macedonians, Bosniaks, Hungarians, Albanians, and the Roma). 
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Participant 3: The best example: The Centre for Peace Studies and the Association filed a suit 
against two or three companies in Varaždin. These companies signed an agreement with the 
Secondary School Expert Centre. They go to do their practical work there. A memo was sent to 
a school saying they needed four candidates in a Benetton store. And a teacher sent four girls, 
two Roma and two non-Roma. First came these two non-Roma, and there were no problems. 
Then the two Roma came and they said, “You know, we don’t need four, but only two girls”. The 
school asked why, and the answer was because they were Roma.

Question 3: How much does education help the Roma students, when they finish school, to 
find employment?

Participant 1: The emphasis in the Constitutional Law is put on education and other features 
of national programmes. However, I wonder how much these young people who finish second-
ary school have a real possibility for employment. They are a bad example in the context of 
education. He finishes secondary school, he spends a certain amount of time getting an edu-
cation, he should, according to a clause in the Constitutional Law on National Minorities, be 
given priority at employment, i.e., self-employment. This doesn’t function.

Participant 2: Look what’s happening. Let’s say a Roma student graduates in pharmacy. He 
cannot find employment anywhere. Our children are not given jobs. They should be doing their 
practical work, for example, in a store to work as assistants. When they hear the student is a 
Roma, they say no. They wouldn’t be given the position. This is so problematic that hairdress-
ers and pedicurists will not be accepted. As long as he is a Roma, they won’t accept him.

Participant 3: Now I have a detail and an example for this. My daughter-in-law graduated in 
agriculture, in Dubrava. She came to Žitnjak and was supposed to work there. Write this, she 
writes everything down. They told her no, that they had already accepted someone. Why? I 
went there to meet the boss and she told me: “Have you seen what she’s like? Black!!!”

2.3 Comment 

The Romani representatives are against special Romani classes in schools. They ex-
plain this attitude by the need to include the Roma in Croatian society, while they see 
special schools for the Roma exactly as their being segregated from other students. They 
see the attempts at creating special Romani classes as exclusion and segregation of the 
Roma in relation to other citizens. And while the established and long-term organised 
national minorities (the Czech, Hungarian, Italian and to some extent the Serbian ones), 
afraid of losing their national identity, prefer schooling in the language and script of their 
own national community, the case with the Roma is different. In their long history of 
living in Croatia, as well as everywhere else, the Roma have more often been excluded 
from a society than included into it. Problems of Romani identity are very clearly present, 
and participants in focus groups are not optimistic concerning this issue. In the near 
future, they only see repetitions of the already established socio-psychological and struc-
tural forms of conduct towards the Roma. The Romani identity is a negative one, and this 
motivates actors from this ethnic group against declaring themselves as Roma. How is 
Romani identity constructed in a social reality? In my work on the Roma in Kozari Bok (a 
city on Zagreb’s periphery), I write:

It is in the interaction of the non-Roma’s perception of the Roma and the Romani self-per-
ception, that the social construction of the Romani identity is created, and this provides an 
answer to the question of who the Roma are, what their relation to the non-Roma is, as well as 
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the possibility of action of that group’s members within local communities, but also within a 
wider societal frame (Babić 2004, 315). 

Avoidance of Romani identity is present in the public sphere, and this is often mani-
fested as ethno-mimicry. Problems in employment are related to descent, skin colour, 
ethnic and cultural markers, so not even education helps the Roma to enter the world 
of employment. The examples given by the Romani representatives show this occurring, 
and in them discrimination of the educated Roma while seeking employment can be rec-
ognized. Even skin colour is a barrier to the offering of employment. The question arises: 
how is the integration of the Roma into Croatian society possible, if the obstacles are so 
enormous and obviously present in every-day social interaction of this population’s mem-
bers? Particularly if one takes into account that “… social integration is neither negation 
of the specifically Romani characteristics nor erasure of their socio-cultural identity. The 
concept of integration should be understood as acceptance and inclusion into the usual 
processes which happen in the social milieu,” (Hrvatić 2004, 381). In order to, at least 
somewhat, decrease a majority in a society rejecting the Roma, the constant education 
of Croatian social actors is needed: education about the acceptance of differences, respect 
of the rights of others and the sanctioning all forms of discrimination, especially those 
which are part of the school and work environment. 

3. Concluding remarks

The Roma are a marginal group in Croatian society, and are for the most part poorly 
or not at all integrated in its main currents (economic, cultural, and political). Members 
of this ethnic group are everywhere thought of as “Strangers” and obvious examples of 
“Others”. The Roma in Croatia are “Others” in a different way from Albanians, Bulgarians 
or Rusyns. What are the implications of this status and social position? The most impor-
tant implication is (self-)exclusion from society and ethnic ghettoisation, and this only 
generates further marginalisation and distancing from other actors in the society. The 
weak educational structure is one of the biggest handicaps of this ethnic group’s members 
in the process of integration, and the Roma are different from others exactly because of 
their occupations and their education. Any escape from the pariah syndrome presupposes 
education of Romani community members, above all of its youngest members. Within 
the framework of national minority education, the Ministry of Education implements 
education for the Roma. Increased concern for Romani education coincides with the ac-
tion programme Decade for Roma Inclusion 2005–2015. 

What can be concluded from the data provided in the government report for 2009 and 
2010? In nursery school education, the number of children compared to the previous year 
(2009–10) has increased, but the number of programmes in which the Roma are included 
increased much more. At the elementary school level one can notice a high rate of inclu-
sion of Roma students (elementary school in Croatia is mandatory), with a small increase 
in the two years observed. What is certainly significant is equal representation of both the 
male and the female student population. Such an approach shifts the limits of freedom 
and gender equality and has a positive impact on the status of Romani women in their 
ethnic community. The secondary school level is the best indicator of all Romani handi-
caps and long-term social isolation. Compared to the number of students enrolled in el-
ementary schools, there is a rapid decrease. Furthermore, the proportion between male 
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and female students changes, in that there are more male than female Romani students 
in secondary schools. However, if we observe the changes over three years, an increase in 
the number of students in secondary schools can be noticed, and also a decrease in the 
lack of balance in the relation between male and female attendees. As far as higher educa-
tion is concerned, data on Romani students are almost no more than symbolic. However, 
although the numbers are low, a continuous rise in the number of Romani students can 
be noticed year after year. Observation of Romani students from the beginning of regis-
tration shows that there were at first more female students, but the number of male and 
female students from this ethnic community gradually became equal. Research results 
obtained with the focus group method with representatives of the Roma in the Council 
of the Roma National Minority in the City of Zagreb point to many problems which the 
Roma encounter in education, but even more in everyday work and life. Problems of eth-
nic identity present themselves as a priority issue. Romani identity is still extraordinar-
ily stigmatised in Croatian society. Although numerous, far-reaching initiatives for the 
inclusion of the Roma have been taken, their structure, and even more their symbolic 
position, show that the Roma are still much more excluded than included into Croatian 
society. Even education very often does not help here, and according to their statements 
employers are reluctant to accept the Roma for school practical work or employ them after 
school, simply because they belong to the Romani ethnic group. 
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| Dragoljub B. Đorđević |

Policy and Practice of 
Romani Inclusion in the 
Education System of the 
Republic of Serbia1

There will be no benefits for the Roma without massively raising 
the level of education, acquiring higher education in the majority 
of professions, and creating an élite layer for preservation and de-
velopment of their own language and culture.

Dragoljub B. Đorđević

1. The Serbian Roma

A relatively long time ago I wrote: 

The Roma are an indigenous ethnic minority in Serbia and they share the general historical fate 
of the majority population. They have lived there for centuries: in remote villages, in suburbs, 
on the outskirts of towns, in secluded quarters or deeply woven into the urban core; ethni-
cally and culturally diverse, Orthodox and Muslim, Catholic and Protestant, wealthy and poor, 
educated and illiterate, famous and anonymous, master musicians and common collectors of 
scrap paper, employed in heavy industry and tenant farmers, production line workers and 
small second-hand dealers, quiet citizens and noisy hooligans. Serbs see them at every corner, 
having some or no direct contact, but do not know them well enough: they do not know where 
they are from and when they first settled here, where and how they live, how and to which 
God they pray, why they are in a hurry and what they do, why they are like “this” and not like 
“that”… There is only one step from lack of knowledge to prejudice. Even though many Serbs 
have not yet done so, a number of them have crossed the line of stereotyping the Roma, some 
of them becoming xenophobic, while few even turned to open racism (Đorđević 2003, 95). 

1    Prepared as a part of the project Sustainability of the Identity of Serbs and National Minorities in the Border 
Municipalities of Eastern and Southeastern Serbia (179013), conducted at the University of Niš – Faculty of Me-
chanical Engineering, and supported by the Ministry of Science and Technological Development of the Republic 
of Serbia.
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According to the 2002 census, there are 108,193 Roma in Serbia.2 These are far from 
accurate data, since, as it has been proven, Romani demonstrate ethnic mimicry and usu-
ally self-identify as Serbs. Romani nationalists exaggerate and claim that there are around 
a million Roma; reasonable activists talk about 600,000 people; while well-known demog-
raphers who are to be trusted, offer estimates of between 400,000 and 500,000 “swarthy 
people”. 

If the Roma had declared themselves truthfully in the 2011 census, i.e., as being Rom-
ani, the result would undoubtedly have been that they are just behind Albanians as far as 
their numbers are concerned, that is, the second largest minority community in Serbia. 
Furthermore, since the territory of Kosovo is currently outside the borders of the Repub-
lic of Serbia, they would become the largest national minority. It is certain that this would 
predetermine their political situation in the first place, and, would eventually determine 
all the other conditions of their life.

The Roma are slowly emerging from a hard life, breaking the links of the vicious 
circle of misery with difficulty, and remain the only people in the world with the status 
of an ethnic class. The conditions are the same in Serbia as elsewhere. Several strategies 
for Romani integration have been offered in order to improve their situation as much 
as possible.

2. Model of Integration
	
Since 2000, there have been several models of Romani integration in Serbia. Some 

were commissioned by the state (Serbia and Montenegro Draft Strategy for the Integra-
tion of the Roma 2002,3 Romany Settlements. Living Conditions and Possibilities of In-
tegration of the Roma in Serbia 20024), while others resulted from independent work of 
romologists (Đorđević 2002). Strategists recommend a simultaneous improvement of the 
position of the Roma in three large areas of general society: in the socio-economic sphere, 
the legal-political field, and the domain of culture; they agree on the following:

Integration – without assimilation, not to mention segregation – i.e., the interculturalisation 
of life and voluntarily abandoning the ethnic class state must be done by the Roma them-
selves, whether they are up to it or not. They will mostly carry the burden of self-consolidation 
and self-qualification so that they can access and use social goods with more success and more 
comprehensively, demonstrate power in the social area, and gain the respect of the wider com-
munity. Certainly, the state is obliged to endorse the path to integration in any way it can, 
primarily through legal and material support, while the majority should do the same thing 
through an honest wish for intercultural contribution, giving and receiving. The state and the 
surrounding majority should act in such a manner not only out of remorse, since they are to 
blame, whether some like it or not, for the historically unworthy position of the Roma, but 
also because that would be a legacy for the future (Đorđević 2002, 19).	

2    Distribution according to education qualification shows that the following levels of education are most re-
presented: no schooling and 1–3 grades of primary school 32.5%; 4–7 grades of primary school 29.4%; primary 
education 29.0%. Among the Roma older than 10 years of age 19.65% are illiterate, and their average age is 41.91 
years (Ministarstvo za ljudska i manjinska prava Srbije i Crne Gore 2004, 445).
3    The team for creating the Strategy was managed by Stephan Müller from Germany.
4    The team for creating the Strategy was managed by Božidar Jakšić and Goran Bašić.
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Romologists agree on the fact that education is the main problem inherent in the 
position of the Roma, and that the improvement of education among the Roma is the 
link that needs to be broken in order to free them from this vicious circle of misery. 
Therefore, the Strategy for Improvement of Roma Education in Republic of Serbia has 
been adopted, among other strategies. It will be enough to simply mention the titles 
and subtitles of its chapters here (Đorđević 2004, 141–152): 6.1. Including the Roma in 
the education system and ensuring continuity in schooling; 6.1.1. Creation of systemat-
ic conditions for the inclusion of the Roma in the education system; 6.1.2. Development 
of special enrolment policy for Romani children; 6.1.3. Preparation of education institu-
tions for the inclusion of the Roma in education; 6.1.4. Preparation of Romani children 
for school; 6.1.5. Material support for the Roma in education. 6.2. Ensuring quality 
education; 6.2.1. Creation of systematic conditions for ensuring and controlling educa-
tion quality for Romani pupils; 6.2.2. Providing education programmes which follow 
the needs of Romani children and youth; 6.2.3. Finding competent staff for work with 
Romani children; 6.2.4. Transferring children who are incorrectly enrolled in special 
schools to regular schools; 6.2.5. Developing motivation for schooling. 6.3. Developing 
tolerance and respecting diversity. 6.3.1. Developing the sensibility of the professional 
public and the wider social community for educational needs of the Roma; 6.3.2. De-
veloping an education environment that is based on tolerance and intercultural values; 
6.3.3. Preventing segregation and desegregation; 6.3.4. Applying anti-discrimination 
measures. 6.4. Nurturing cultural identity; 6.4.1. Supporting the development of cul-
tural identity in children and youth; 6.4.2. Creating experts on the Romani language 
and culture; 6.4.3. Introducing elements of Romani culture in working with children 
programmes.

Are there any results from pursuing this policy?

3. Preschool Education

For Romani children, as a highly vulnerable group, it is very important that they are in-
cluded in nursery schools since these are the places where, apart from the care of children 
while parents are at work, initial socialisation, upbringing and education occur. However, 
the inclusion of Romani children in the nursery school system is unsatisfactory, or to be 
more precise, it is extremely low.

It has been on the rise only since 2000, because purely Romani nursery schools are 
being opened as parts of various projects supported by UNICEF and other international 
organisations and foundations. Such nursery schools can be found in the majority of Ser-
bian towns – for example, in Niš, Pirot, Prokuplje – and they play an important role in 
teaching children the Serbian language as a basic condition for inclusion in primary edu-
cation. Since donations will undoubtedly stop at some point in time, it would be logical 
for the state to take over the total sponsorship of such institutions from non-governmen-
tal organisations.

The enrolment of Romani children in state nursery schools, which are “reserved” for 
the children of the majority, is experiencing a mild increase, even though local govern-
ments are trying to change this situation. Previously, the main obstacle was the fact that a 
certificate of the child’s and its parents’ domicile was needed to admit the child to a nurs-
ery school, and this was often impossible to provide given the conditions that the Roma 
lived in. Today, such a certificate is no longer demanded, but numerous other obstacles 
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are still present: the culture of poverty and unemployment, difficulties in participation 
and lack and distance of facilities, stereotypes and discrimination by the surrounding 
society, and so on. 

The third type of nursery schools – the private, commercial ones – are naturally com-
pletely unavailable to the Roma and the author has not yet recorded a single case of a 
Romani child in such a nursery school. It is a far-fetched possibility.

What opens wider possibilities for Romani children is preparatory education which 
lasts for one year, the year before the start of the first grade of primary school. It is com-
pulsory and prescribed by the Law on the Foundations of the Education System (2003). 
As often happens in Serbia, this law is neither observed nor administered sufficiently, all 
with the excuse that society is poor and lacking in capacity with respect to nursery and 
other schools. Not all children of the majority population are even included, let alone na-
tional minorities, and especially the Roma.

4. Primary Education
	
The primary education of the Roma has significantly improved (Macura-Milovanović 

2001).5 Enrolment is very high, and pupils are leaving the school in much smaller num-
bers than before, which has been occurring especially after the fifth or sixth grade. Apart 
from raising the awareness in parents about the necessity of education, this is largely due 
to the institution of Romani assistants.

At first only experimentally introduced in schools, primarily in Vojvodina,6 they are 
today working on the entire territory of Serbia in accordance with the Law on Primary 
Education and are called pedagogical assistants. They are employed full-time, with a full 
length of service, and are on the payroll of the Ministry of Education.7 They can be em-
ployed when they have completed three years of secondary education, although at least 
four-year secondary or college, if not university, education is striven for. Currently, there 
are 178 of them employed – which is an impressive figure – in schools with substantial 
numbers of Romani pupils.

Pedagogical assistants give excellent results, and this can be seen especially in the 
increased enrolment of Romani pupils in secondary schools, apart from the aforemen-
tioned decrease in pupils leaving school having completed only the first four grades.

Their key task is to act as intermediaries between schools and pupils’ families, al-
though they are often employed in the teaching process itself. They follow the provisions 
concerning what they should do in the classroom, in the school, and in the settlement. 

5    Fewer and fewer Romani children are being automatically sent to special schools after the results from primary 
school enrolment testing; this practice was the worst form of discrimination.
6    In some schools in Vojvodina the subject Romani Language and Culture is taught; this is not the case in the 
rest of Serbia.
7    This year they are funded through the DIS programme which encompasses three ministries: education, health, 
and social protection.
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5. Secondary Education

The secondary education of the Roma has improved in a similar manner. Only a few 
years ago, it was almost impossible to imagine the current situation where thousands 
of Romani children are entering secondary schools of various kinds: from trade schools 
through medical schools to grammar schools. (People are no longer surprised, as they used 
to be – since such instances were exceptional – when they see a young Romani woman in 
a tavern, drugstore, bank, or hospital working as a waitress, saleswoman, economist, or 
nurse.)

One instrument of positive discrimination is employed upon enrolment, namely af-
firmative action. This means that a Romani pupil who passes the entrance exam receives 
a bonus of 30 points and has the opportunity to enrol in one of the first three secondary 
schools from his or her list of priorities.

The instrument of affirmative action is not prescribed by the Law on Secondary Edu-
cation, but it is implemented successfully. Its foundation can be found in the famous Law 
on Protection of Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities, passed in 2002 (Krivokapić 
2002).8 The law should be commended for two reasons. The first is that the Roma are the 
only ethnic group to be mentioned separately in it. As an active participant in expert dis-
cussions immediately before its enactment, I can corroborate how leaders of almost all 
other minorities quickly agreed upon it. They have thus acknowledged the peculiar and 
difficult position of the Roma and directly showed that they have additional understand-
ing for the solution to this problem, which is an honourable thing to do and which should 
never be easily forgotten by the Roma. The second is the introduction of the institution of 
positive discrimination or, formulated in more modern terminology, affirmative action. 
Not commendable is the fact that it has not been legally adopted for any other ethnic 
minority, and it looks as if it will be mostly demonstrated with the Roma. Indeed, being 
an ethnic class, they are unlikely to rise much closer to the majority population and its 
surrounding minorities – not to say become equal – without the use of affirmative action.

Romani leaders, such as Osman Balić, fight for it to become a legal matter, a norm, 
since it needs to be applied for at least ten more years. The question is, they say, what 
happens later with the education of Romani youth when affirmative action ceases to be 
implemented and when they become subject to the regular enrolment procedure, that is, 
enter an open contest in the knowledge market.

That Romani leaders perhaps have an excessive, innate fear the “industry of knowl-
edge” can be seen from the fact that the percentage of Romani pupils not asking for the 
measure of affirmative action is already higher than the percentage of those insisting 
upon it.

6. Higher and University Education

Higher and university education of the Roma is improving surprisingly. If previously 
there were only a few higher educated Roma, usually military officers, doctors, or engi-

8    It was this law that granted the Roma the status of national minority for the first time in the history of Serbia 
and Montenegro, which then comprised the FR of Yugoslavia.
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neers – many of them demonstrating the success of mimicry – nowadays hundreds of the 
Roma study at this level (Savić & Mitro 2006).

The number of Romani students increases every year, especially at the University of 
Novi Sad. The Universities of Niš9 and Belgrade are catching up. A record 150 students 
were enrolled in the academic year 2010–11, and there is reliable information confirming 
that the actual number is higher – it is just that those students do not wish to be recog-
nised as Romani.10

Similarly to the case of enrolment in secondary schools, the affirmative action meas-
ure is also used here. At the seven state universities students are divided into the so-called 
budget students, those being funded from the state budget, and self-financed students, 
those who annually pay the tuition fees, which are in fact not low.

It is understandable that the Roma cannot cover the expenses of self-financed stu-
dents. It is up to them to pass the entrance exam in the normal way, after which they will 
be automatically enrolled as budget students if they apply for the application of affirma-
tive action. This application is also not defined by the Law on Higher Education (2005), 
but it is founded in the aforementioned Law on Protection of Rights and Freedoms of 
National Minorities and over five years of practice.

For the present it is still a matter of rare exceptions, for which reason Romani stu-
dents are not a burden on the enrolment and budget quotas, nor is the activation of posi-
tive discrimination inconveniencing anyone. Therefore, with an eye to the future, Romani 
leaders strive for the legalisation of affirmative action.

It is expected that the Bologna process will encourage the Roma to study and complete 
their studies in colleges and faculties in larger numbers, enabling them to access various 
international student scholarships and bring them into the position which suits them 
culturally – to become “wandering students”, students beyond borders.

7. Studies of Romology

There will be no benefits for the Roma without massively raising the level of educa-
tion, acquiring higher education in the majority of professions, and creating an élite stra-
tum for the preservation and development of their own language and culture.

This élite layer can only be shaped in the studies of Romology.11 The language, literature, 
culture, customs, and history of the Roma are not studied at any group or department of 
the universities in Serbia, which is not the case with the language and literature of other na-
tional minorities. At the private Belgrade University for Peace established by the UN the work 
started at the top of the education pyramid in Romology beginning with some sort of doc-
toral romological studies, without any bachelor’s or master’s studies. That is not what we 
have been advocating for years. On the other hand, at the state Preschool Teacher Training 

9    In his thirty-four years of university career at the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering in Niš, the author has 
taught at least one Romani student, almost every year, in the first year of studies, even though previously many 
of them used to hide their identity. Even though the majority of them would leave the studies in mechanical engi-
neering, since it is a very “difficult” faculty, there have been those who have completed their studies and acquired 
the engineering diploma.
10    In Novi Sad and Niš there are strong associations of Romani students that fight for their existential conditions, 
primarily for receiving scholarships and accommodation in student dorms.
11    We felt privileged preparing the at least in the Balkans, first, textbook for the studies of Romology entitled On 
a Horse with a Laptop in Saddlebags: Introduction to Romological Studies (Đorđević 2010).
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College “Mihailo Palov” in Vršac, within the profiles – professional preschool teacher and 
preschool teacher of infant children, teaching is conducted in Romani and ten and five Roma, 
respectively, are enrolled and funded from the state budget.

At the universities in Belgrade, Novi Sad, and Kosovska Mitrovica, groups and depart-
ments for the study and research of the language and culture of Hungarians, Slovaks, 
Rusyns, Romanians, Bulgarians, Albanians, etc. have existed for decades. The majority of 
people do not know that there are departments for romological studies in the neighbour-
ing countries and farther afield (Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Republic, 
Italy, Germany, Great Britain, USA, etc.). In both cases, apart from undergraduate stud-
ies, master and doctoral studies are also developed.

We have already mentioned (Đorđević 2004, 64): 

Even though numerically prevailing, the Roma are not the only students at all three degrees 
of specialisation. There are always enough students from the majority population and other 
national minorities. This is in line with a twofold need: firstly, the need based on the necessity 
for education and cultivation of, up till now very narrow, Romani élite; and secondly, the need 
for a qualified elite in non-Roma, which would work on studying and spreading the Romani 
culture, and emancipation and integration of the Roma. Without a harmonised cooperation 
of both elites, it is simply impossible to expect long-term success from any one state policy 
towards the Roma no matter how much quality it possesses.
	
Serbia, and the University of Niš in particular, meets all conditions to become well-

known, achieve international results, and, at least, become the Balkan centre by introduc-
ing Romology and favouring romological research.12

8. Conclusion

The Republic of Serbia, with such a numerous Romani national minority and many 
open issues related to it – among which the inclusion in education system is of primary 
importance – is moving ever so slowly towards the European Union. Whether it wants 
it or not (and the majority is in favour) it has to address the practical aspects of general 
integration of the Roma with even more responsibility. Because their integration is one of 
the conditions that the Republic of Serbia has to fulfil in order to join the European Un-
ion – it is number five on the list of ten proposed priorities, and the year 2015 is looming 
as a deadline for achieving the goals of the Decade of the Roma (Živković 2005). For their 
integration is one of the conditions for joining the European Union – it is number five on 
the list of ten proposed priorities, with the time for achieving the goals of the Decade of 
the Roma running out in 2015 (Živković 2005). There is still so much to be done by the 
state, the majority population, the non-governmental sector, and the Romani community 
itself. Many of the Serbian politicians are not aware of this.

12    Rajko Đurić defines Romology in the following manner (2009, 542): “Thus, romology is similar to the concep-
tual titles such as, for example, Albanology, Indology, Turkology, etc. Its subject of research are Roma and their life. 
Namely, its subject is a group of people, who according to their ethnic and historical origin, social, cultural, langu-
age, and other characteristics and historical fate and consciousness represent a single specific social community… 
Within Romology, Romistics has already been distinguished as a separate academic discipline. Romistics studies 
the language and Romani literature in its historical and contemporary apparent form, documents it and mediates 
it. To put it simply, it is divided into Romani philology and Romani literature.”
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| Ljatif Demir |

Romani Cultural After-
School Activities as an 
Instrument for the Better 
and Easier Inclusion of 
Romani Children and 
Youth in the Formal 
Educational Process

1. Introduction

The Romani Cultural and Educational Center [RCEC] Darhia (Roots) was established 
in 1998, in Skopje, by a group of writers, artists and experts in the field of the culture, 
language and literature of the Roma in Republic of Macedonia. As a non-governmental 
organisation (NGO), Darhia included, in their plans and programmes (and later on in 
the full Work Strategy created in 2001), the promotion, nurture and development of the 
Romani culture, language, art and literature through appropriate innovative methods. 
These innovative methods are applied in the work of youth as participants in this organi-
sation. The wide range of activities is found in the field of culture and education, as part 
of the following five core programmes:

1.	Romani language programme;
2.	Creative educational programme;
3.	Publishing and library;
4.	Public promotion of Romani culture programme;
5.	Programme for support and assistance in the education of young Roma.

The activities have extended across the borders of the Republic of Macedonia and in 
a short time they have become a good example of work in the field of Romani culture in 
the countries of Southeastern Europe. The activities are taking place in the local com-
munities, on both a national and international level. The RCEC Darhia provides a base for 
cooperation with NGOs and Governmental institutions, artists, artist groups and experts 
from Macedonia and the region. This cooperation enables projects that, aside from the 
basic activities, enable interdisciplinary research, art work and fine-tuning in the field of 
culture, language and art. The members of the organisation design, develop and imple-
ment interactive and participatory activities. 
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These activities are based on methods that allow the social integration of Romani chil-
dren and youth, and thus help improve their integration and better inclusion in society. 
These processes and methods are of special significance at the present time, in which chil-
dren and youth grow and mature burdened with numerous risks, and when families and 
the existing educational institutions do not always succeed in responding to the specific 
needs of the young population. Therefore, the efforts made by Darhia are of enormous sig-
nificance in the enabling of quality support by making it possible for the vulnerable popu-
lation of Romani children and youth to participate in cultural activities outside school (in 
which different theoretical concepts are put to use); and these activities later are reflected 
in their formal education and their easier integration into society.

In this paper, I will not concentrate on the detailed work curriculum (cultural and edu-
cational programmes), or on the contents of specific youth programmes, but will describe 
the basic knowledge and skills necessary for work with the Romani children and youth 
that are used by Darhia.

2. Development Cycle

At the beginning of its work the RCEC Darhia created its own development cycle of 
youth programmes, as well as the basic elements that constitute the very basis of practice, 
that may prove effective in the realisation of everyday work with Romani children, their 
families and institutions, facilitating the process of cultural, social, educational and per-
sonal development of the Roma in and outside Macedonia.

This specific plan has individual stages in the cycle of programmes designed to achieve 
better efficiency and achievements of the planned goals.

The plan highlights the methodology of both individual and group approaches that 
allow the monitoring of the groups’ development and at the same time that of the indi-
vidual through informal (after-school) programmes. In order to achieve this, experiences 
are used which come from organisations that have previously worked on the same issues 
in the region and systematically analysed their practice models.

We chose models that we considered compatible for the Romani community in the Re-
public of Macedonia, and which in addition contain standards, ethics, segments of culture 
and methodology that are closely connected to the cultural practices and offer organised 
work with children and youth. In addition, by using these programmes, we wanted to show 
the Romani community and the official institutions in Macedonia that work with the Rom-
ani children and youth is of great significance for both society and their local communities. 
Our main goal was to show that our work with the children and youth will contribute to the 
development, quality and systematised integration and inclusion of Roma in society and 
their inclusion in national politics for children and youth in Macedonia.

In the preparation of our developmental cycle of programmes for children and young 
people, we used the following data: 

1.	The experiences of the youth;
2.	The experiences of the parents;1

1    These data were especially important, and perhaps the most crucial factor in the creation of a successful 
development cycle.
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3.	The experiences of volunteers and leaders in the communities;
4.	The opinions of the institutions and individuals concerned (teachers, professors, 

professional services and experts in the field, as well as social workers).

In 2001, opportunities were presented for high quality and practical after-school edu-
cation based on programmes created by the RCEC Darhia. A base was formed consisting 
of 300 experts involved, volunteers, Romani children and youth and Romani parents, 
as well as school representatives who had started with the implementation of the pro-
grammes. The programme was put into effect in close cooperation with the community; 
during the work, it was adapted to the context of the local communities in which it was 
implemented. Its participants actively carried out and developed their work, and at the 
same time developed themselves.

2.1. The Developmental Cycle Adjusted Using Effective Practice Models2

This plan as outlined contains the following individual, mutually dependent stages:
1.	Analysis of the community context;
2.	Consultation with the community and defining its needs;
3.	Identification of the resources available;
4.	Agreeing on goals and objectives in consultation with the community;
5.	Establishment of programmes;
6.	Implementation and monitoring of programmes;
7.	Evaluation of programmes;
8.	Assessment and modification of programmes in consultation with the community.

3.	 Elements in the Planning and Preparation of Darhia’s Programmes 
for Children and Youth

-	 Selection of the target group: analysis of the needs of target groups based on their 
characteristics (age, number, location, values, specific behaviour, whether they have 
participated and which programmes they have participated in, etc.). The analysis 
made by Darhia was based mostly on the context in which the Romani children and 
youth have participated in programmes that others have made for them; also, on 
their rights as implemented, their problems, as well as their needs. A research pro-
ject was conducted on the state of the language, culture and art among the Romani 
population in the Republic of Macedonia. The aim of the research was to explore the 
influence of the socio-economic conditions on the status and development of the 
Romani culture and language. The themes of the programmes were designed to be 
suitable and interesting to the target group, and the question was posed: What did 
we wish to achieve with this programme? Also, what was especially important was 
the opportunity the children had to openly express their needs. This was achieved 

2    One model for effective practice is Youth Work NI, adapted by the RCEC Darhia experts in 2001, and defined 
by Darhia Strategy created during the Kultura Nova (European Cultural Foundation + Foundation Open Society 
Institute Macedonia). 
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with the use of an equal opportunities approach where the whole target group was 
able to share their opinion and views on their current status in the society and how 
they saw the possible solutions for their problems and situations.

-	 Establishment of a team that would lead the programmes, bringing attention to 
motivation and the need for additional training if certain competencies and divi-
sion of tasks within the team were required;

-	 Selection of topics, goals and objectives, programmes and methodologies;
-	 Time schedule of activities in phases;
-	 Required resources (budget preparation, work space search, necessary technical 

equipment, etc.);
-	 Consent of the parent or of a certain institution;
-	 Analysis of possible difficulties in the implementation of programmes;
-	 Programme evaluation plan and reporting.

In the context of the above elements we paid particular attention to the following:
-	 Before the finalisation of the contract for the programme, we realistically assessed 

the resources needed (i.e., we used only what was necessary for implementation).
-	 Each programme had its own clear goals which were compatible with the results ex-

pected, as well as a clear goal as to how they could enable the childrens’ involvement 
in formal education or an entry into the institutions of the system. Above all, we 
took into consideration the use of the programme and the way Romani children and 
youth could continue applying the experiences that they acquired in Darhia.

-	 We realised the necessity to align the goals of a specific programme for young people 
with the broader set of goals – those of the local community and of the local, nation-
al and regional action plans for children and youth. We succeeded in creating the 
basis for developing action plans wherever they lacked specific targets. It was very 
clear to us that by working with the Roma, we would be able to achieve progress in 
their community and small changes in the wider community.

-	 Our plans were to be in accord with the plans of the wider community and the way 
in which these plans could be made sustainable.

-	 We actively involved the young people in the planning of the programmes by using 
a different approach regarding their age, level of maturity and independence. A spe-
cial approach was made among Romani children and youth in order to develop per-
sonal and group responsibility in the implementation of each programme and they 
were included as its creators, which in turn led them to become active and regular 
participants who make efforts for the programme to be successful.

4.	 Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation of the Programmes

Each programme was composed of several parts and stages. This was done in order for 
us to have the opportunity to adjust it and incorporate methods, reflections and discussions 
with the Romani children, youth and parents about the difficulties they faced. They were 
given the opportunity to consult us about every change in order for their original expecta-
tions not to be betrayed. It was made clear to them that their role in the implementation of 
the programmes was a great one and that they had a significant effect on the programme. 
They knew that the programmes on which the projects were based were not simply pieces 
of paper and that they could be waived (in situations where it was necessary to be flexible), 
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and that the most important thing that could help all of us become included in Macedonian 
society was our commitment. Quality should be cherished, not quantity. In order to best 
meet and maintain quality, we should always give our maximum no matter how long a spe-
cific programme or project would last.

RCEC Darhia’s programme evaluation is made monthly, quarterly, biannually, and an-
nually, as well as the final evaluation that is made at the end of each programme.

Darhia sees the evaluation as an opportunity to have an overview of the goals achieved, 
as well as to determine the effectiveness of the working methods and to assess our suc-
cess. It is with the help of the evaluation and monitoring that we realise our mistakes and 
we have the chance to correct them.

5.	 The Impact of Culture and Art on the Integration and Inclusion of 
Romani Children and Youth in their Formal Education

What has been especially important for the work of RCEC Darhia in the past is the 
use of culture and art in the integration and inclusion of Romani children and youth in 
their formal education. The method by which they initially participate in the activities of 
programmes which are created for them and by them (as a part of the informal education 
in the field of culture and art), has proved successful and has resulted in:

-	 Personal satisfaction;
-	 Developing skills to recognise different cultures and art forms;
-	 Developing and expressing ideas and feeling through the use of materials, sounds 

and movements;
-	 Engaging in the preparation and realisation of cultural events, performances, exhi-

bitions, etc.;
-	 Achieving high standards for their own personal development;
-	 Opportunities to travel internationally, for youth exchange and participation in cul-

tural camps, etc.;
-	 The use of those activities later on as a part of teaching activities in their schools.

The cultural and artistic activities have also made an impact on the parents of the chil-
dren, including the following opportunities:

-	 To continue their education;
-	 To better understand the local and global questions associated with their condition;
-	 To find a solution to their low socio-economic position and to bring better care for 

their children and their position in society.

The after-school activities outside formal education have prompted bigger involve-
ment of children and youth in cultural activities related to the needs of the Romani com-
munity. Also, Darhia has offered easier inclusion in the formal education of Romani chil-
dren and youth by bringing about the acquisition of the following social skills, which to us 
represented a basis for assessment of the progress that we made (Huskins 1996):

-	 Awareness and self-esteem (a sense of self);
-	 Communication skills (effective communication with others);
-	 Interpersonal skills;
-	 Research and management of emotions (being aware and open for one’s emotions);
-	 Understanding and identification with others (empathy, compassion);
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-	 Development of values (what is right and what is wrong);
-	 Solving problems;
-	 Negotiation skills (making decisions with others);
-	 Action planning (ability to plan in advance);
-	 Assessment of one’s own skills (learning experiences).

The successful work of Darhia showed that formerly-held views that the issues of chil-
dren and young people were an exclusive obligation of the formal state institutions were 
completely wrong. The changes we have brought about in these children have imposed a 
need for a different approach that offers an efficient response to the complex questions 
that are connected to Romani children and youth, as well as to the whole Romani popula-
tion.

The multi-sector approach provides a solution in which we get a systematic and com-
prehensive network of care for the children and youth. A part of that network includes the 
work of the RCEC Darhia with children and youth that is implemented in the framework 
of informal education. The new concept that Darhia offered in the past is simply empha-
sising that the work with Romani children and youth in the Republic of Macedonia plays 
an important role in the development of society through providing support for their de-
velopment.

Unfortunately for us there is still no formal recognition of this kind of work with the 
children and youth in their formal education, and that work is therefore marginalised. 

However, in its strategy, Darhia has set new ways for formal education and participa-
tion of Romani culture, language and art in that formal education. Specific examples (to 
give just a few) can be seen in the following table:

Programmes of the 
RCEC Darhia

Examples of projects with af-
terschool activities of the RCEC 
Darhia (informal education)

Influence on formal education (examples)

Romani language 
programme

- Romani language and culture 
courses

- Affirmation of Romani language among young 
Roma, leading to the selection of elective course 
in Romani language and culture in elementary 
schools
- Increase in the number of Romani language and 
culture classes and the number of elementary 
school teachers
- Curriculum developed by the Bureau of Edu-
cational Development for Romani language and 
culture as a school subject for grades 3–9
- Accredited Romani Language a university sub-
ject at the Faculty of Philology
- Accredited Methodology of teaching Romani 
language a university subject at the Faculty of 
Pedagogy
- School curricula developed for teaching Romani 
language and culture in Kosovo
- Strategy for Romani culture in Kosovo
- Lectures on culture and language in official insti-
tutions and universities in and outside Macedonia
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Programmes of the 
RCEC Darhia

Examples of projects with af-
terschool activities of the RCEC 
Darhia (informal education)

Influence on formal education (examples)

Creative-educational 
programme

- Drama, music and puppet 
theatre workshops
- Puppet theatre and Youth 
theatre
- Establishment of Darhia or-
chestra

Development of programmes for arts and culture
Increase of number of Romani children in el-
ementary school activities
Application of methods for working with children 
and youth in elementary and secondary schools
Increased interest among non-Romani (children 
and teachers) for Romani culture and art
Sensitisation of teachers with respect to the prob-
lems and need of Romani children in schools
The study of Romani culture as an elective course
The introduction of elements of Romani culture 
as a part of the country’s cultural heritage
Use of Darhia materials as a part of teaching ma-
terials
Improvement of the relationship between the 
Romani community and the schools

Programme for the 
public promotion of 
the Romani culture

- Concerts in institutions and 
Romani communities
- Exhibitions
- Events

- Increased number of Romani parents attending 
cultural events in the schools
- Direct participation of parents in public school 
events and in the realisation of the teaching con-
tents (Romani culture workshops)
- Lectures on Romani culture topics in educational 
institutions

Publishing and li-
brary development

- History of the Roma
- Romani-Macedonian-Romani 
dictionary
- Grammar of the Romani lan-
guage
- Auxiliary materials for teach-
ing the Romani language (tradi-
tional stories, children’s poetry, 
new fiction, etc.)
-  The cultural magazine Hori-
zonto

- Use of published works in formal education
- Use of Darhia’s library for educational and scien-
tific purposes in institutions

Programme for sup-
port and assistance 
in the education of 
young Roma

Applied education for young 
Roma

- Education for parents who continue their educa-
tion in official institutions
- Involvement of parents in school boards
- Acceptance of assistants and mediators in insti-
tutions of formal education
- Increased cooperation between schools, NGOs 
and the Romani community
- Increased coverage of Romani youth and reduc-
tion of drop-outs
- Increased interest of young Romani drop-outs 
to attend courses and professional training and 
to acquire certificates from official educational 
institutions   

6.	 A Good Practical Example: the Romani Mentor Project (Macedonia)

The Romani Mentor Project is a regional initiative supported by the OSI Budapest Art 
and Culture Network Programme. It is being implemented in Macedonia, Bulgaria, Hun-
gary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic. The project in Macedonia is realised in partnership 
with 15 schools and involves 300 children (Roma and non-Roma) in afterschool activities 
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with cultural content and a focus on Romani culture. The activities are carried out by 15 
successful and well established Romani professionals who act as role models to the chil-
dren with their personal example and experience.

6.1 Aims of the Romani Mentor Project

6.1.1 Aim
The long-term aim is to generate change in Romani children’s self-awareness and self-

esteem by presenting them with a Roma role model whose personal example and expe-
rience increases their knowledge about Romani culture and conveys to them a sense of 
hope and purpose in life.

6.1.2 Objective
To connect successful and established Romani professionals with groups of children 

in marginalised schools and community centres, and to provide them opportunities to 
develop personal skills as well as social competence via a series of regular and structured 
afterschool activities with cultural content and focus.

6.1.3 Expectations from the Arts and Culture Programme (ACP)
1. To fund the project long-term which requires:

-	The empowerment of the Country Coordinators (CC);
-	The promotion of the Romani Mentor Project (henceforward: RMP) as a best prac-

tice to a wider public including the authorities: regional expansion and inclusion 
in the education system.

2. To emphasise the arts and culture content of the activity, which requires:
-	Clarification of what we understand by arts and culture;
-	Competent mentors capable of delivering appropriate activities.

3.	To consider the RMP as a methodological research platform for educational and 
integration purposes, which would involve:
-	Finding appropriate approaches and collaborators;
-	The documentation, analysis, and sharing of achievements.

6.1.4 Series of Activities with Arts and Culture Focus
The following aspects should be considered as essential during the implementation 

process:
1. Coherence of the Series of Activities as:

-	a comprehensive whole,
-	 consisting of 16 units;
-	a series of meetings thematically linked to each other; systematically paving the 

way to deliberately planned goal 
(There are external and internal conditions that influence on achieving this aspect:  The 
schools are those that enable appropriate place and time available for realization of 
these after-school activities due to what they are considered as an external conditions 
for achieving such regularity of holding the meetings with the mentors (same time, 
same place, for ex. Every second Tuesday at the music cabinet); the internal conditions 
refer to the mentors qualities and commitment to the work with the groups of children) 
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2. The hierarchy of the educational goals of the Series of Activities is as follows:
-	 the basic goal: spending time together in a constructive atmosphere, witnessing 

positive examples;
-	 the knowledge-related goal: equipping children with knowledge they do not ob-

tain in school;
-	 the development-related goal: children experiencing their own culture and capac-

ity by becoming involved in a creative process.
3. The concept of culture in its complexity and broader sense which includes

-	a number of activities related to arts and culture (traditional and also contempo-
rary);

-	a dynamic process of cultivating the way of life of a community.

The Series of Activities should contribute to human development by enhancing capa-
bility and capacity. Therefore the means and tools of experience-based pedagogy should 
be deployed.

Rather than simply explaining what culture is, the aim is for individuals to explore 
what their own cultures are and how they relate to a wider context. The wider context can 
be:

-	 team building in classroom sessions between Roma and non-Roma;
-	 conceptualisation of a common project (planning, implementing, debriefing);
-	 inviting  and working together with a guest mentor;
-	 realisation of outdoor activities (thematic excursions, visits to cultural sites, joint 

efforts with cultural organisations, etc.);
-	 conducting community events with schoolmates and/or families and the local com-

munity.

6.2 Methodological Issues

6.2.1 Composition of the Groups

Target group: elementary school students. Within one group, different classes or years 
can be mixed, taking into consideration that each programme has to be planned in such 
a way that each participant is able to follow, enjoy, and benefit from the activities. An ef-
fort should be made to create mixed groups enabling Romani and non-Romani children 
to work together. In the case of segregated schools this may create problems, therefore 
contact with the majority population should be facilitated through the structure of the 
activities. The ideal number of children per group is 20.

6.2.2 Content of the Activity Series and its Structure

The goals of the work with the groups can be put into three major categories: 

1.	The first one covers the basic goals, which are achievable by realising the programme 
without any special effort. The basic goals are: organisation of high quality after-
school activities that are motivating for children; creation of a good atmosphere; 
learning how to work in a team; practising social skills; seeing positive examples 
with the mentor’s help; and developing a plan for the future.
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2.	The second contains knowledge-related goals, which are achievable by any dedicated 
mentor with a little extra preparation. The knowledge-related goals can be achieved 
primarily through the transfer of actual knowledge, which supposes a receptive 
group and a mentor capable of transferring knowledge in an enjoyable way. The ba-
sic goal of the programme is to acquaint children with Romani culture and history, 
thus strengthening their Romani identity; and, with respect to the members of the 
majority population, to make them more open and tolerant toward that identity. 
Additional targeted knowledge-related goals can be: developing writing and reading 
skills, learning about healthy lifestyles, environmental protection, crime preven-
tion, career choices, etc.

3.	The third and most important entails development-related goals which can be 
achieved via a methodology with a special cultural and artistic focus. Development-
related goals can be achieved in accordance with the artistic profile of the mentor 
and the choice of the school. Depending on the mentor’s background, development-
related activities may focus on the so-called traditional arts such as music, singing, 
dance, theatre, film, fine arts, literature, or alternatively on culture understood in a 
wider sense such as media, informatics, sport, nature, gastronomy, etc. In addition, 
goals can also target the development of social skills such as communication, trust, 
and working in a group.

It is worthwhile developing year-long activities that enable the children to be creative, 
because the public presentation of their work (whether in an exhibition, or in a perfor-
mance) ensures a concrete final aim of the year-long activity and provides the most direct 
and effective feedback to them – i.e., having success in front of their classmates, teachers 
and parents. Of course, the above-mentioned categories can be mixed and merged, but 
their clarification may offer help to the mentor-teacher pairs when developing the struc-
ture and outcome of their work. The goal of the Arts and Culture Programme should be 
kept in mind: namely, to contribute to the integration of disadvantaged children using the 
means of arts and culture. Accordingly, when developing the year-long activity plan, it is 
important to try to direct attention toward the development-related goals. Without un-
derestimating the basic goals and the knowledge-related goals and while admitting that 
their realisation is also very demanding, it is important to clarify that in the long run the 
ACP can only support programmes which use the arts and culture as a means. At the same 
time, we are completely open to considering variations to this approach, taking into ac-
count the mentors’ and the teachers’ experiences.

It is recommended that the following elements be included in the activity series:
-	 team-building games; 
-	 familiarisation with Romani culture and history, and its relation to the majority 

culture;
-	 holidays (Romani, national and religious); 
-	 periodical involvement of guest mentors; 
-	 activities involving the parents; 
-	 excursions, visiting cultural venues; 
-	 presentation of the results in a public event at the end of the term; 
-	 elements understood in a wider sense, such as media, informatics, sport, nature, 

gastronomy, etc. In addition, goals can also target the development of social skills 
such as communication, trust, and working in a group.
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7.	 Conclusion

The Romani Cultural and Educational Center Darhia, a nongovernmental organisation 
(NGO), in its plans and programmes (and later on in the full Strategy of Work created in 
2001) promotes, nurtures and develops the Romani culture, language, art and literature 
through innovative methods that apply in these fields. It uses innovative methods in its 
work especially with young people as participants. The activities have crossed the borders 
of Macedonia and in a short period of time have become a good example of work in the 
field of Romani culture in the countries of Southeast Europe. The activities take place in 
the local communities, on a national and on an international level.

These activities are based on methods that facilitate the social integration of Romani 
children and youth and their better inclusion in society. Darhia provides quality content 
to support the vulnerable population of Romani children and youth and allows them par-
ticipation in after-school cultural activities, in which various theoretical concepts are ap-
plied, and those activities later on reflect on their formal education and their easier social 
integration and inclusion in society.

In the beginning of its work Darhia created its own development cycle of youth pro-
grammes, as well as some basic elements. The latter represent the basis for a practice that 
may be shown as effective in the realisation of everyday work with Romani children and 
youth, with their families and with the institutions that assist the cultural, social and 
educational process, and the personal development, of Roma in and outside Macedonia.

These after-school activities in formal education have brought about the inclusion of 
activities related to the needs of the Romani community as a whole.

Also, Darhia has offered an easier inclusion into the formal education of Romani chil-
dren and youth by the acquisition of social skills, which to us represent a basis for the 
assessment of the progress that we made.

Specific examples and the good practical example of the Romani Mentor Project  – 
(Macedonia), which is described in this paper, show a successful way towards the inclu-
sion of the Romani culture, language and art in formal education, and hence the integra-
tion of Romani children and youth in Macedonian society. 
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