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I have decided to focus on a problematic issue of Roma and education because I think that it is a very interesting and important topic. Education has a high value in the Western society and that is why it is also important for creating the socio-economic status and evaluating the person. First of all I would like to talk a little bit about the historical development in both Eastern and Western Europe, than I am going to describe the situation in the Czech Republic especially the form of educational system. Finally, I would like to focus on some special activities which are run by some profit or non-profit organizations in the Czech Republic to improve the current situation and the level of education of Roma people.  

When we talk about the education of Roma we have to say that Roma people were more or less illiterate till the beginning of the 20th century. Another fact is that the trends in Western and Eastern Europe differ a lot. After The First World War several Roma intellectuals decided to start to publish the first newspaper written in Romani language.  The problem was that most of the Roma living in Europe in those days were not able to read or write. Under the governing of The Communist party there was a clear attempt to integrate Roma into the society by increasing their education. Unfortunately, this activity was not very effective and most of the Roma people remained illiterate. „Education among Roma really dates from the end of The Second World War with the Communist governments in the former Soviet Bloc Countries“ (Lee 1998). The Communist wanted to destroy the strong dependencies on all members of wide Roma families. Their attempt was to spread Roma in the society and stop their nomadic life style, they also tried to help Roma in many ways so for example in several schools Romani language was taught as well. Actually, we can see a little success and it is possible to say that there started a new wave of educated Roma: some of them became doctors, teachers, or nurses and so on( but it was only a drop in the ocean, in fact because in this time several Roma people from some parts of Hungary and Rumania are still in principle functionally illiterate (Lee 1998). 

After the fall of the Communism in the Czech Republic and Hungary, there was a new democratic boom that made the situation of educating Roma even worse: the teachers started to send Roma children were often to special schools designed for mentally handicapped children instead of letting them attend normal primary schools. Now, my attempt is to describe the historical development, so I am not going to talk more about this issue and I will get back to it later on. 

The historical line in Western Europe was quite different. Unlike the situation on the East of Europe: they have had purposive laws in which was said that every citizen has to complete several years of compulsory education. The biggest problem in these countries was Gypsies´ nomadic style of living because it is not so easy to keep their track than. Anyway, the system is more profound so it works and Roma children are made go to different schools to finish at least the basic level of education. One of the best situations could be found in Spain where mostly the sedentary Roma communities live. In The United Kingdom caravan schools have been established: they could travel around the country to all the Romani campsite and thanks to it every Roma child can be taught to read and write and count at least on the elementary level. „Even among Roma who were born in Western European countries, the rate of literacy is not high compared to Roma literacy in the former Communist countries“ (Lee 1998). In fact, it means that a lot of Roma people are usually not able to sign themselves, read newspapers, fill in basic forms or pass basic written tests as for example a driving licence test.

In these days there is more and more appearing an idea to teach Roma children in the first place in their native Romani language and teach them about their real roots, about their own history and culture, not about the lives of white European man. Owing to this progress Romani literature has started to develop: writers, poets and journalists are coming on more often. 

And what about the present–day situation in our country? The Czech educational system has quite a clear structure. The running of this system provides The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports. Actually, Czech education is divided into several levels: firstly a child can attend a pre-primary education till the age of six, or seven. Then they start compulsory primary education where they should go through all nine grades. After that many children continue their education at a secondary school. After that they are able to continue to higher education which means attending university or college. 

Czech education system has even one more branch that is called a special education and stands more or less out of this organisation and is designated for children who are for any reason (physical or mental) unable to attend normal primary schools. Unfortunately, this is the sphere of activity of Roma children. But why? Does this mean that Roma children are not as clever as Czech children? How is that caused? Aren´t there some better solutions which can be more effective? The first very big problem is the language because Roma children are not usually able to speak Czech well and in this way they do not understand the teacher enough and it is also very difficult to make some friends because white children prefer their peers, who are more or less equipollent, to Roma. Here begins another quite a big problem: the relationships between Roma and non-Roma children. At normal schools there is always the majority of non-Roma children which sometimes causes a lot of trouble. Thanks to the evident gap between both groups of children we can very often hear about isolation, segregation and even bullying Roma children. It is quite complicated for Roma children to defend themselves because their surroundings is not helpful and the other problem is that their parents are in many cases not interested in educating their children and do not believe the teachers so they are in fact powerless.

Probably all those circumstances cause that neither teachers nor Roma children and their parents are interested in making the children attend the normal school and offer the possibility to change the normal school to the so called special school which was also mentioned above. Many Roma children even like going to this school because the curriculum is noticeably not so demanding so the children do not have to work so hard to be able to graduate, they are not annoyed by teachers and by other children. But there is one really big disadvantage in this situation: there is only a tiny possibility to continue the educating after graduating from a special school. That is why further education for Roma is too limited.

In the Czech Republic there has been made another step to improve the situation of Gypsy/Roma children in the educational system: there were established so called pre-school classes which are designated for children from socio-cultural disadvantaged families. This type of classes is thought to work as inter-media stage between pre-primary and primary education. Most of the pupils are children in pre-school age or children with postponed school attendance.  In these classes we can find above all Roma children. This measure tries to help Roma children to integrate into society and learn basic verbal, cultural and socialy accepted habits. While researchers ask the teachers who teach in these classes they usually complain that Roma children come to school straight from the families and without any accepted habits. They do not have basic knowledge and skills, which are said to be the elementary level for our life style. This measure than have more than educative function: it also makes easier over-crossing the symptom of social and cultural deprivation (Pospíšilová 2002, 59). 

The pre-school classes are run by The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports and could be considered as the effort to improve the education of Roma children. It is one of the parts of the strategy of integrating Roma into „white society“ and helping obtain equal rights for Roma. There were determined several goals which should be reached by running pre-school classes: firstly, the children should be taught basic cultural, social and hygienic habits (for example washing hands after using the toilette or using a handkerchief). Secondly, children should gain basic skills and knowledge to be able to start attending primary school. As the third point was fixed the attempt to start communication of the family and school because Roma people are basically not interested in sending their children to school( they are said not to believe this institution at all. The last but not the least goal is to develop Romani language, culture and tradition.

Milena Pospíšilová did a research of this topic and she found out that for Roma children it is essential to attend some pre-school education system because otherwise in the most cases they are not able to keep up in the first class of primary school. Actually, Roma parents like sending their children to those classes because unlike against the nursery schools it is free of charge. As the biggest problem is made out the language barrier: Roma children are not good  at either Romani language or Czech language. They mostly do not have wide vocabulary and it is difficult for them to make more complicated structures and sentences. The other complication is said to be the communication with the parents. Important is that schools are led by white people who have different roots, opinions and attitude so it could be very difficult to find some compromise.

The research also showed that pre-school classes are quite effective: the most of the children are able to attend normal primary school and only a small part of the children are made to change for special school (Pospíšilová 2002).

The problem of communication between the parents and the school has been mentioned several times. Roma families seem not to support their children in educating. It is quite logical that they do not press their children to do something they did not like either. In my opinion there are also a lot of Roma children who do not live in their own families but because of some problems they are put into the foster houses. These houses are typical for their strict rules and daily plan. Of course, these children have to go to school without any exception but while they are preparing to school, studying or doing homework they have no individual care which can cause a lot of problems as for example they do not understand the curriculum either. I do not think the situation is better then in the families because the result is more or less the same.
After many years of living in the same country there is no doubt that Roma often can not have the same life style as white people have. Actually, it is sometimes against their principles to accept our life style and in the same way we are not willing to attempt to understand theirs. In my opinion this attitude is quite selfish. As we have different historical and cultural roots and it is impossible to find out whose manners are better. How can we say that our way of living is the best and everybody should assimilate? Maybe it is a basic problem of setting standards everywhere because it restrains dissimilarity which is not necessarily the best solution. 

The different base than causes that Roma have not the same value judgement and it impacts their relationship to education. For white people education is a very important value and it is absolutely self-evident that when a child is six he/she starts to go to school and he or she keeps attending school till at least the age of 15. It is different for Roma: the most important value of their life is the family. It makes another complication for Roma children: if they really do go to school their parents are usually unable to help them because they do not understand the curriculum either. The parents were not interested in education thus they do not force the children to do it. (Hučín 2004, 12)  

One of the biggest complication is the selectivity of the Czech education system. According to OECD documents the Czech Republic has one of the most selective education systems of studied countries. In the Czech Republic the education has a connection to the socio-economic status of the family which means that bad pupils or students come from families with low socio-economic status and good pupils are from families with high socio-economic status. (Kukal 2002, 14) The question is if this situation is fair because I think that especially for pupils from the families with low socio-economic status the situation is very difficult but there is probably no easy solution of this problem. As I said, selectivity threatens in the first place children from families with low socio-economic status and that is why the most of Roma children are selected and made attend so called special schools. 

One part on the Czech education system is called the national education. It is a very important branch because in accordance with the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Basic Freedoms national education should care about the national consciousness and contribute to convergence and integration of all citizens of our republic. Thanks to national education every pupil can get education equal to any other school of the same level. Of course The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports tries to make up some steps to improve the situation but they are not really successful. For integrating Romae into society it is essentially important to enhance their education.  

I have already written about the state activity that carry out the pre-school classes which ought to improve the integration of Roma people but of course, there are more possibilities and more organisations which are trying to improve the situation:

In ten Czech schools a special three-year long programme called School for everybody (Škola pro všechny) is run. The co-ordinator of this action is association called AISIS Kladno sponsored by the Foundation Open Society Fund Praha. There is a high evidence to improve the relation between children and school as well as between their parents and school. Roma people´s attitude to school is quite complicated because they actually do not believe Czech school as they think it is not useful and that it set up their children against them. The main attempt of this programme is to show Roma that school is not bad and can be a very big advantage in the future. The schools also employ psychologists and Roma instructors, which was shown to be really effective. (Kukal 2002, 14-15)
Another project was started in the year 1999 by a civil association Step by step ČR. It is a special programme for reintegration of Roma pupils at special schools. The main effort is to limit the segregation of Roma children in primary education. This association asks to add multicultural components into the primary education curriculum. Very big problem is that Czech curriculum is based only on white man culture base which is a big disadvantage as well as a shortage. We want Roma to know all the information about „our“ culture and history but nobody is interested in their world which is a mistake that should be corrected. Unfortunately, there is nearly no endeavour to take it into practice. Than it is understandable that Roma do not believe our school system and do not support their children to attend our schools. This project provides a lot of services for example they educate teachers in methodology of multicultural contra-prejudice education, establishing of experimental classes at special schools, mediation of transferring children from special schools to normal primary schools and so on. (Navrátil 2003, 216 – 217)

The conclusion is that it is always possible to do something to improve the present state of this situation. I think that the Czech Republic is standing just at the beginning of its way towards the solution of this problem. In my opinion the main task is to find out how to live with Roma together, to find some compromise. It is impossible to change only one side. Education could be one of the ways how to get better the position of Roma in our society. It can be really effective if we can find some Roma teaching assistents at our schools because in my opinion they are able to communicate with Roma better and they may have better rlationships than Roma and white people. Better education can positively influence Roma´s effective entering to the labour market and thanks to that to increase their social status and standard of living. While trying this experience Roma people could understand our opinions and values and it can bring us closer to each other. The integration/inclusion of Roma could be more successful and both of us might be satisfied. 

Of course, I understand that it is not easy to improve the situation so easily because every person is different and the cultural gap seems to be large. Important is not to give it up but keep thinking about new solutions and possibilities.
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