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Roma people make up about 275 000
 of the population (10.3 million) in Czech Republic. Due to a lack of monitoring, an everlasting migration process between the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic, and an attempt to hide their Roma nationality, the number of Roma people is not very precise. 

Furthermore they are among the poorest in the Czech Republic and lots of Roma people have been deprived the right for citizenship and therefore in some cases they do not have access to social benefits. There exist no special law
, which prohibits racial discrimination by public agencies and institutions and they are highly discriminated in the Czech Republic and looked down upon meaning that their customs, culture, values, language etc. are not recognised at any level in the society. 

Also in employment Roma face large-scale discrimination with an unemployment rate of 80 - 90 % dependent on the area. Overall in the Czech Republic the unemployment rate was no more than 5 % in 1999.
 (In 2004 it is over 10 %) Furthermore and connected to the employment rate, Roma have very little education. Historically they have been excluded and assimilated from the society and still today the number of Roma people who do not finish an education and afterwards get a job is alarmingly high. Today access to education is a human right and it is a possibility to leave the poverty circle, which many Roma people are caught in. The ideal must therefore be an educational system with equal opportunities for everybody – whether you are Roma or non-Roma.

In the following essay I will concentrate on the issue of Roma children in the educational system of the Czech Republic. First, I will describe how many Roma children get placed in special remedial schools because of discriminative practise on the side of school authorities and psychologists, and how it is impossible to use the same tests for Roma and non-Roma children. Next, I will go into details with another problem in schools – bilingualism, and how potentially bilingual children are not educated in a proper way. Finally, I will sum up the problems in the Czech school system and present some educational approaches that have been shown to be the best in the education of minorities.

It should be said that the topic about Roma in the educational system in the Czech Republic is complex and the reasons are many. I will focus on some of them but a lot more could have been added to the discussion as the situation is far from simple.       
A remedial special school in The Czech Republic is a school for children with learning disabilities. Basically it is for children with intellectual deficiencies “which cannot successfully be educated in basic schools, nor in elementary schools,”
 and because of that need to go to a special remedial school. The schools are therefore designed to mentally handicapped children.   

46.6 % of Romani children compared with 3.2 % of non-Romani children are in a remedial special school in the Czech Republic, which indicate that almost half of the Roma children in the school age are mentally handicapped. However it seems outrageous to believe that it should be the case since the number of Roma in remedial special schools for physically handicapped, blind and hearing-impaired are no different from their non-Romani peers. This indicates that many educators in the Czech Republic regard remedial special schools as schools for Roma and the huge difference between Roma children and non-Roma children in the remedial special schools must therefore be due to a large-scale discrimination by teachers, school-authorities, psychologist and doctors, which are the main-persons involved in transferring Roma from normal basic schools to a remedial special school.       

This situation is very fatal for the future of Roma children and their families since it prevent them from getting an education, which is extremely necessary in the broader perspective. The result of no education is no job which further means that they are not able to change their present situation of poverty and by the system therefore are forced to earn their living in other ways like steeling, prostitution and other areas which again is looked down at and punished by the law. 

When a child is considered mentally handicapped by the teacher or the school authorities it is recommended to a psychologist who then should be able to decide whether or not the child should be placed in a remedial special school. The role of the psychologist in placing Roma children in remedial special schools is therefore of great importance. Even though the parents of the children who are recommended to a psychologist have the last word in the decision about whether or not the child should go to a remedial special school, the opinion of the psychologist is often not questioned.
 According to one educational psychologist, the procedure is as follows:

“The school in consultation with the parents – or separately – makes a suggestion for examination. After a suggestion for examination has been made, the child is sent to the educational psychologists´ centre to be tested. These tests, and other information about the child, are then collected to produce an expert opinion.”
  

According to research made by ERRC this procedure seldom takes place and the child is placed without evaluation or it has been evaluated in a very short period of time.
 The tests used are often not appropriate to decide whether or not the child is mature/ not mature and in what condition it is intellectually since the tests are culturally biased. They may predict very well how a non-Romani child in the Czech Republic will manage in school, but when it comes to Roma children they fail to evaluate in what condition the child is mentally. The way Roma children are raised, the values they have and the things the parents consider important to teach their children are not at all the same as for Czech children and therefore it is not possible to use the same tests for Roma and non-Roma children. Especially the IQ-tests, which are the core of the evaluation, are biased against Roma children.
 

Another factor, which has great influence in the testing of Roma children, is language. Roma children speak Romani and Czech is most often their second language. Since the evaluation by the psychologist is carried out in Czech
 it is obvious that the Roma child will perform less good than the non-Roma child since he or she might not understand what the psychologist is saying and explaining, but this does not really tell anything about the Roma child’s intellectual abilities.    

In general it can be argued that tests used for evaluation of a certain child should never have the final word in deciding if the child is mentally handicapped or not. They only measure a certain point in a learning curve. The child can have a bad day during the examination. The child might not like the psychologist and will react against him or her. The “Pygmalion effect”
 is also well proven to have an effect, and since Roma children are indeed discriminated, the teacher and the psychologist might expect the child to fail and as a consequence he or she does! 

These are important considerations in the testing of a child since the claim that it is possible to test a child objectively is an illusion. Therefore the opinion of the parents and other persons surrounding the child should have the final word in the evaluation of the child.  

These problems that have been described above show a school system, which is not at all able to manage the multi-cultural challenge it is faced with and therefore fail to educate Roma children properly. The majority of Roma children who are in the schools for mentally handicapped do not belong there but have been placed there because of discriminative practice against them and a lack of knowledge about their culture and values together with a lack of understanding and acceptation of their way of living.

Historically the school has been seen as a place where Roma children were to learn the norms of the surrounding society and have their “Romaniness” removed.
 Even today this seems to be the case since Roma culture and language are not recognised in the schools and the children are taught things that are useful in the Czech Society. 

As mentioned earlier some Roma children get placed in special remedial schools because they do not speak Czech properly. They speak a Romani “etnolect” of Czech that means that often they do speak neither Romani nor Czech properly. The consequences of this for a Romani child in the Czech educational system is the confrontation with a language which often is not your mother tongue but which you anyway are expected to know.

Even though lots of research has been made showing how damaging it can be for a child’s intellectual development if the child is not aloud to speak its mother tongue, this view is far from integrated in the Czech school education of Roma children.

Until now the focus has been on the situation of Roma in Czech schools and how they are put there without a clear understanding of their intellectual abilities. Another serious problem, which is present in the Czech school system, is the problem of bilingualism.
 

If the mother tongue is recognised by the surrounding society as a language of high status it is a protected language that is often acknowledged in the classroom and used in the education of the second language. When this is the case the child is encouraged and supported in translation (code-switching) between the two languages. The child then develops a certain level of skills to objectify the speech in his/ her mother tongue and this supports the acquisition of the second language because this objectification is now used for both languages. 

The opposite is the case for minority languages, which are often not recognised as high status languages but rather as a low status language where the school instead of supporting the child in code switching tries to replace the child’s mother tongue with the second language. 

It is possible to consider two different terms often used in the discussion about bilingualism: Additive bilingualism is when a second language is added to an already well developed and protected first language while subtractive bilingualism is when the child is forced to learn a second language and replace it with the still not developed first language.
 Additive bilingualism is often the case when the minority group is respected and well integrated into the society. Subtractive bilingualism is the case when the minority group is forced into cultural assimilation. The theory about additive and subtractive bilingualism is a theory about social psychological conditions when there is a clash between culture and language. However it is important to stress that subtractive bilingualism is not a behaviour phenomenon in itself but the behaviour phenomenon is rather the situation, which follows from subtractive bilingualism, the insufficient language development.
 
Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976)
 characterises ”half speaking”
 as the insufficient development of both first and second language. “Half speaking” is connected to subtractive bilingualism since subtractive bilingualism and the assimilation pressure are the social psychological conditions, while “half speaking” is the cognitive psychological consequence for the individual. This condition again leads to bad bilingualism, which at the same time is the cause of the maintenance of half speaking.
 
Another theory has been put forward by Cummins (1979, 1980, 1983)
. He proposed the threshold theory. This theory claims that there are 3 levels of bilingual competence and all of these are in different ways connected with the cognitive development. Below the lowest threshold are children who do not have an age adequate development of any of the two languages. According to the theory proposed by Cummins these children are the ones to suffer insufficient cognitive development. Between the high and the low threshold are these children who have an age adequate development in one of the two languages. These children neither suffer from an insufficient cognitive development nor does this adequate development in one of the two languages according to their age mean an encouraging effect on their cognitive development. Above the highest threshold are these children who have gained an age adequate development in both languages and because of that have some cognitive advances of their bilingualism.
 These finding by Cummins means that it is only above the highest threshold that we can speak of a successful integration of language and culture into a given society. When it comes to the children who are below the lowest threshold, they live in a social situation where the language assimilation pressure inhibits their language development and their cognitive development.

According to the theories mentioned above there is a correlation between bilingualism and intelligence but it must be considered relatively as it depends upon a variety of social and psychological variables. 

What does this implicate for Roma? There is no doubt that Romani language in Czech society must be considered a low status language, which is not protected in any way. It is not recognised in school and all the education Roma children receive is in Czech whether it is a normal basic school or a special remedial school. Roma children are not supported in their mother language and are expected to be able to speak Czech. They are potential bilingual children but since Czech as a second language is not just added to their first language Romani but rather is taught as if it shall replace the first language, most likely many Roma children can be categorised as “half speaking” as a consequence of subtractive bilingualism. Seen in the light of Cummins threshold theory they must be placed below the lowest threshold because inadequate development according to age in neither of the two languages. As a result of this assimilation pressure from the school and the surrounding society an inhibition in the part of language development and cognitive development can be the consequence for some Roma children.

As I have discussed and exemplified Roma children in the Czech Republic are the absolute losers in a system not at all fitted for minority education. First of all many Roma children are placed in special remedial schools because their teachers are unable to manage the multicultural challenge in the classroom. The children are sent to a psychologist who should be able to decide where the child belongs but here they are often met with a discriminative attitude and tests, which are culturally biased against the Roma children. It is a bad situation because they end up in schools for mentally handicapped children where they do not belong and as a consequence they receive an education that they are not able to use for further study. In this way they are deemed by society for a life in unemployment since the discriminative attitude exhibited by the society in general makes it difficult for them to get a job but a certificate from a school for mentally handicapped children only strengthens this discriminative attitude.

In the discussion on Roma children in the Czech school system the reason for their failure is often mentioned as this transfer from the normal basic school to the special remedial school. Indeed this is often the case and I share this opinion. Anyway the topic of bilingualism is another factor worth considering in the review of the Czech school system. I have given an overview of some of the well-documented theories, which serve the purpose of showing that the education of Roma children, whether he/ she is in a special remedial school or not, for many children will not reach a successful level since bilingual education is not practised. In general, bilingualism can be successful, indeed it can strengthen a child’s cognitive development but with the Roma children this is not the case. Their language is a low status language not recognised or used in the teaching situation. Many of them suffer from half speaking because of subtractive bilingualism. This situation can cause an inhibition in language development and cognitive development and is often the consequence for Roma children. 

What is the solution to this problem? The models or non-models that at the moment are used in the education of Roma children violate their linguistic and cultural rights.
 The subtractive language learning method is a disastrous method and must be replaced by education in the child’s mother tongue. This is most important for the first years in school until the child gain certain knowledge in his/ her own language. After that it is possible to gradually increase the lessons in the second language but all the way through school the teachers should be bilingual so the child has the opportunity to switch from one language to another. The goal should be bilingual children who maintain and develop their mother tongue while at the same time learning the majority language so they later on can speak it at a native level.

Furthermore special remedial schools must be integrated into normal basic schools so that segregation is avoided. Everybody should be in mainstream schools and instead these schools should be arranged so that there are differences in the classroom or between the classes. The whole school system should be built upon equality between teachers, students, administrative staff etc, but at the same time teaching methods should be varied from class to class and from student to student.  

Roma in Czech Republic today are in a situation where they have lost their own language or they have not had any change to develop it to a proper level. At the same time many children are ashamed of their ethnic background because of discriminative practise against them through ages. The goal for the future generations must be to recognise Roma as a minority in the Czech Republic. One of the most important things to open up for is educational rights on the same terms as for non-Roma. These cultural rights must be seen as a basic human right just as food and housing. Cultural rights include educational linguistic rights and are a “prerequisite for the maintenance of the diversity on the planet that all of us are responsible for!”
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