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This paper intends to look at the education of Roma/Gypsy and traveller children within Europe. It will use these terms interchangeably as whilst some identify themselves as Roma others prefer the term traveller or gypsy. Firstly it will look at some of the reasons for lack of access to comparable schooling and consider the implications. It will go onto look at some of the national and international responses to the Roma population, particularly access to education and consider some of the ideas circulating considering improved access to education. This paper will then go onto look at the differing situations in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and the United Kingdom. Finally this paper hopes to show that whilst strong attempts have been made to improve the access and quality of school provision, the children are still receiving inappropriate and often substandard teaching.
The people to whom the term “Roma/Gypsy and Traveller” has been attached have a unique place in European history and culture. They first appeared in historical records over 600 years ago and the relationship between Roma/Gypsies and mainstream societies has been marked by many tensions and changes. These range from differences in language to problems with nomadic ways of life. Roma/Gypsies are now widely considered to be Europe’s largest ethnic minority. The continental population is estimated to be between 7 to 8.5 million and rising. There are Roma/Gypsy and Traveller communities in practically every European country. However there has been a failure to access education. Save the Children’s report states that “This failure is rooted in the inability and, in most cases, the reluctance of policy-makers and decision-takers to fully appreciate the history, circumstances, aspirations and capabilities of Roma/Gypsy and Traveller people.”(3:2001) Brearley points out that Roma attitudes to education are also internal. “Many Roma mistrust state education, following centuries of exclusion from school, rejection with school, state persecution and necessary reliance on their own resourcefulness”(12:1996) In addition many Roma educate their children thoroughly on gender based lines within the family.

There are few, if any, other population groups in Europe against which regular racist pronouncements and actions still pass largely unremarked. Save the Children points out that “the tendency has been for Roma/Gypsies to be seen as “the problem” rather than the key to the solution, and it is still unusual to come across acknowledgements that “the problem” could be the outcome of racism (whether institutional or personal) or well-meaning but ill-advised policies”(4:2001). They claim that the consequences of failed governmental initiatives have been to “deepen misunderstanding, fear and suspicion, which contribute to the generation and reproduction of prejudice on both sides” (5:2001). In addition, the lack of access to education both marginalises and hinders the Roma population in gaining jobs, training opportunities, social welfare programs and expressing themselves politically. Throughout Europe, regardless of their varying cultures, contexts and histories and of the qualities and abilities of the individual adults or children, Roma/Gypsy and Traveller communities continue to encounter discrimination, lower quality service provision and a lack of personal security, freedom of movement and choice. The absence of effective mechanisms to redress the problems leaves individuals disempowered and distrustful of official structures and institutions. In many communities, poverty exacerbates this powerlessness and increases the extent of social and economic isolation. Successive generations find themselves excluded from educational opportunity and trapped in insecure, marginal and low-paid employment. (6:2001)

Since 1989, policy approaches towards the overwhelming majority of Roma/Gypsies and their access to public services, including education, have undergone dramatic changes as a result of the collapse of communism and the process of European reintegration. Over three quarters of the continent’s Roma/Gypsies live in the former communist countries of Central and South-Eastern Europe. There are considerable differences between Roma/Gypsies in Central and Eastern Europe, Roma/Gypsies in South-Eastern Europe and their cultural circumstances. However these divisions are somewhat arbitrary as there san be as many differences within a country as outside it. Central and South-Eastern Europe contains the overwhelming majority of Romani speakers in the whole of Europe, yet Romani speakers account for only around 40 per cent of Roma/Gypsies in the region. Furthermore, native Romani speakers use a wide variety of dialects. Most Roma/Gypsies speak the language of the surrounding society as their main language. Although the majority of Roma/Gypsies in Central and South-Eastern Europe live in the countryside, the region also has more and larger urban Roma/Gypsy populations than Western Europe. Finally, historically the relatively greater integration of Roma/Gypsies in the former communist states means that Roma/Gypsies in Central and South-Eastern Europe have been more exposed to majority cultural norms than their West European counterparts.
In 1984 the European Commission instigated research into Roma/Gypsy and Traveller education, on the basis of which in 1989 the Council and Ministers of Education passed Resolution 89/C 153/02 “On School Provision for Gypsy and Traveller Children”. The resolution sought improvement in the accessibility and quality of school provision. The emphasis was on innovative practice towards young people whose needs and lifestyles were not being met in mainstream schooling. Since then more attention has been focused on Roma/Traveller children, partly as they became to be viewed as a European wide issue versus individual problems per country, partly as European expansion has insisted on countries acquis to the Human Rights framework. On an international level, since 1970 there have been 5 World Gipsy congresses held worldwide and since 1979 the International Romany Union has received consultative status at the UN. On a national level the growing number of consultative or mediator groups has enabled some Roma/gypsy to communicate to their government and receive information from it. This depends in each case on the relative power of the organisation or Roma representation coupled with the interest of the policy makers in promoting dialogue. Roma self-organisation can also take cultural or religious forms and often participates in NGOs and other organisations. The failure to safeguard the right to education of large numbers of Roma/Gypsy and Traveller children was highlighted at the UNESCO Education for All 2000 regional meeting for Europe and North America. It was also highlighted at the European Conference against Racism, which was organised by the Council of Europe in preparation for the UN World Conference against Racism.

The European Commission, through a variety of instruments, has been actively engaged in promoting social inclusion and combating discrimination against Roma in both member states and accession / candidate countries. It launched a study on “Roma in an enlarged EU”, which aimed to identify examples of good practice and assess how best the European Union could support Member States and civil society in their efforts to address the challenges faced by Roma. The Phare Programme is one of the main instruments of the European Commission to provide support for Roma community in the accession and candidate countries. It considers that the lessons and experience learned from the Phare projects “deserve to be communicated and shared between current and new EU member states and will be essential to help develop an adequate and comprehensive policy agenda for Roma in an enlarged European Union”. There are other sources of support including the European Social Fund, the Employment and Social Inclusion Processes and action to combat discrimination. Most educational initiatives for Roma/Gypsy children are funded by external sources (European Union funds, aid budgets of other governments, foreign charities and churches) rather than by the governments of the countries in which they reside. An unkind interpretation could be to suggest that “the Roma” continue to be viewed as a case for charitable donations from overseas as opposed to citizens deserving of equal treatment and opportunities by their governments.(6:2001)
In the Czech republic 30 per cent of Roma/Gypsy children are illiterate and 20 per cent are transferred to special schools for the mentally handicapped, only 15 per cent finish primary school.(21:1996) There are now some small programs in place to help tackle this appalling level of education, but they are under funded and not for many. The educational level in Hungary is also low. 50/80 per cent do not complete elementary school, Brearley points to both cultural factors (Roma as a first language, early marriages and a lack of parental encouragement), and economic (there are high levels of poverty and a need to contribute to the families income) In 1985 despite attempts to improve Romany education in the 70s and 80s, 36 per cent of children in special schools were Romany. This is better than in Romania where the Gypsies are hated “with a greater venom than the rest of Europe”(34:1996) Between 40 and 80 per cent of children in orphanages are Roma, and only 51.3 per cent of children under 10 attend school regularly, nearly 30 per cent of them have never been to school. This is certainly not a specifically post communist problem however. Despite Britain having pioneered projects from the 1970s and now having 200 specialised teachers for Gypsy or traveller children, only a third of children attend school regularly and those that do have faced marked hostility. In addition only gypsies that travel in a group (it used to be anyone in a caravan) qualifies as a gypsy, meaning that any settled Roma or lone travellers are not classed as Gypsy and may not receive any help or support despite the racism they still face.

In conclusion, Roma/ Gypsy and Traveller children have a historical legacy of institutional racism regardless of country. Whilst Eastern Europe has had more success in absorbing Roma in to the majority culture because of the previous command economy these areas still have far too many children receiving substandard education often in special schools. This is an inappropriate placement for many children, further stigmatising them. The usage of language or culturally based and biased tests further exacerbates this problem. In addition there is a distinct lack of teachers able to communicate in Romani and little encouragement for others to learn it. The high levels of poverty and unskilled work further hinders the children’s development as their parents frequently cannot help them, often a requirement in modern school techniques. Furthermore, the high level of discrimination the the Roma and gypsy populations face discourages many from trusting outsiders, and thus from their children attending their schools. The European Union has made inroads into this area, however, due to its insistence on governments matching their investmnets they frquently are small scale and fail to address the enormity of the problem. The highest levels of success have been found where Roma themselves are involved in scholl provision, however due to the lack of education and political knowledge of the Roma people this is very difficult to implement.
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