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ESSAY
Pre-secondary Education of Roma in the Czech Republic
Segregation of Romani Students to Special Schools
In this overture, I will mention history of Romani and Czech co-existence.
Persecution is a common mark of Romani history in Europe. Czech lands are no exception, the persecution in this territory reached its peak in Nazi genocide; only about 300 Czech Roma survived. (Czech guards committed many of the murders, but we heard neither of justice nor of any significant apology.) After World War II, communists organized and encouraged migration of Slovak Roma. In order first to populate Czech border regions after the expulsion of German people, and second to lower Romani concentration in Slovak Romani villages. In 1958, police often forcefully halted Roma on the roads and they had to stop traveling. Along with ban of independent crafts, it delivered blow to their traditional economy. Communist aim regarding Romani was assimilation, and utilization of the work force in factories. Families got various unwanted support, from inadequate housing to social payments, men and some women employment in unskilled working class jobs. Romani children had to go to Czech elementary schools; there they met misunderstanding, mistreatment, and racism. Over the years almost all Roma learned Czech, often markedly influenced by Romanese grammar and vocabulary. Some of the young did not learn Romanese anymore. Most accepted the school mistreatment just to earn the elementary degree, to be able to secure a working class job. Communist internationalist and working class vocabulary certainly curbed the racism Roma stood up until 1989. In the 1970s and 1980s, basic schools sent increasing portion of Romani pupils to special schools for mentally handicapped. In 1984, the number of Romani students in basic schools and special schools almost equaled.

Collapse of communism brought a shock for Czech Romani community. Many Romani adults lost their jobs they hold in 1989, are unable to find new ones, and live on social payments. The Romani population in special schools inflated and by 1999, estimates say, 75% of Romani students in the Czech Republic attended special schools. Many Czechs were frustrated by own poverty, or inadequately prepared for and confused by life in open democracy. The only worse off and more vulnerable were Roma, who now suffered more overt racism including physical attacks and murders by skinheads. The majority kept silent. By now, there is growing majority demand to punish physical attacks as well as on jobs discrimination, but racism and discrimination is widespread so the turn is painfully slow.
Let me briefly outline Czech school system now.

Marie Therese created mandatory school system around 1774 and after to accommodate contemporary military and industrialization needs. Main features were empire building with its assimilationism, highly valued (serfdom- or military-like) obedience and uniformity.

Currently the Czech pre-secondary system involves kindergarten and basic schools. It is not mandatory to attend kindergarten in the Czech Republic and students from three to the school age study there. Kindergartens are paid. Nine years of free basic school are required. Only students who graduated from basic schools can apply for secondary education. Only those who finished secondary one can advance to higher. In 1999 estimated 75% of Romani students in the Czech Republic attended special schools. This ratio hovered around 30%
 only, in the 1970s. Graduates of special schools can apprentice in special one-year, two- or three-years’ programs. These special (and post-special) schools are supposed to serve mildly mentally handicapped students and they prepare them for menial and poor paid jobs.

Public primarily perceives schools as spots of foreign dominance (communist, state), coercive memorizing, manufacture of a uniform citizen, or elite choice, less as places of learning not mentioning discoveries. Community and parent participation is seldom. Students perceive the education system as a free unfriendly social lift, therefore widespread cheating. Unfortunately, by the time students secure their final diploma, many are discouraged from further learning.

In this part, I will discuss current situation of Romani students in Czech pre-secondary education.

The key to economic and social advancement is kindergarten and elementary schooling. Kindergartens, by play, teach students first societal habits. Moreover, they prepare them for basic schools. Before 1989, kindergartens were free, but now parents have to pay them. Few Romani students attend. The price is prohibitive, and Romani mothers are often at home. Parents want to protect their child from racism, cases when kindergarten employees or peers recommend three to six years old Romani students not to use common toilets because they are “black” or “stink” or similar mistreatments are not too difficult to find.

Romani in basic schools are isolated, usually there is one Romani student in a class, if any (two as an unusual exception). They experience denigrating and racist remarks of majority peers, sometimes of teachers as well. Effective remedy or help is seldom on hand. Romani students often suffer educational and emotional neglect. Single Romani student sitting alone in the back of the classroom was standard until recently. They want to escape; truancy is a problem, often they want to go to special schools where most of their friends are. Romani parents had the same experience, but if they want to secure some prospects for the student’s future employment, they have to insist on finishing basic school. Police recorded physical attacks as well.
There are two ways a student can enroll to a special school. Transfer from basic school or direct enrollment to special school prior to the first class. The student’s legal custodian, educational psychologist, and the director of the special school concerned are bound to consent in writing. In the latter case, doctor, within pre-school medical examination, often suggested advice of psychologist. In the former case, basic school often suggested advice of psychologist. Educational psychologists are required conduct IQ test, collect and pick the documents they deem relevant, and make recommendation. In recent years, there were no written standards (nor guidelines) for psychologists neither on which of the pooled IQ tests to use, nor on what IQ constitutes “mental handicap”; no IQ tests were available in Romanese, and none took Romani culture and reality into account. As many Czech special school educators admit, most of the Romani students clearly do not pertain there. To clear the way for Romani students to special schools, and at the same time to fulfill the vague legal testing obligation, educational psychologists added “borderline” IQ category (mentally retarded, borderline, below average, average, above average) and they utilized it most often, evidence suggests
. Along with “diagnostic stay”, recommending several months in special school for Romani students after which the student had fallen so behind the basic school curriculum that return was impossible. Experts still view the psychologists’ testing of six years old Romani students as problematic.
Lack of contacts and information, low cultural sensitivity, and racism underpin low Romani representation in kindergartens, the segregation of Romani students to special schools, and later jobs discrimination. The socialist assimilation lasted decades; Czechs know very little about Roma and prejudice is widespread. Every Czech child “knows” that Gypsies steal. Moreover, Roma do not fit the relatively rigid basic schools system. Their difference is beyond accepted range.
Let me write about a study of Linda Pertusati and let me mention the Czech Ministry of education Phare CZ 00-02-03 project, respectively.

Pertusati carried out the study sometime between 1984 and 1988 at two schools in the state of New York
. Following long US discussion about African–American education and advantages of desegregated over segregated one she pointed here to what works in practice. Pertusati visited two schools, one in Mohawk reservation village (the St. Regis Mohawk), the other one in neighboring town (the Salmon River Central), and held interviews with school employees. The Mohawk school is a segregated one, only Native American students attend it.
Most of the Native American students attend the segregated Mohawk school through grade three. There they receive traditional academics as well as special courses in Mohawk language, history, and culture. There are also special after-school programs that offer academic help. The Mohawk school program, directed by a Native American administrator and with strong community input, includes two years of pre-school. By comparison, students at the Salmon River grade school begin at the kindergarten level and receive minimal instruction in Indian culture and history. In addition to providing strong academic skills, this culturally-grounded program develops a sense of history and collective identity among the students.

The transition to the desegregated public school [the Salmon River Central] is eased by programs to integrate and familiarize the Native American students with their future classmates and school. They visit the school to which they will transfer, learn the layout of the buildings and classrooms, and meet their future teachers and classmates. Reciprocal visits to the Mohawk school also occur. This is an attempt to allay fears of transferal which might even be more pronounced due to the change from majority to minority status; moving beyond the familiarity and shared cultural understandings of the reservation community.

…
In addition to the familiarization program noted earlier, the transition from the Mohawk to Salmon River School is eased by on-going teacher conferences in which the skills and needs of individual students are discussed. When the transition occurred in the 6th grade and there was no transition program, problems were more common. Early transition, occurring before prejudices, stereotypes, and cohort bonding become entrenched, seemingly eases the transition process.

In answering the question ‘Why does the system work so well?’ she wrote “Three basic factors are essential to making this system work effectively: (1) parent and community participation, (2) planned transition, (3) teachers.” I could challenge her “The percentage of Native American students who graduate and attend college is higher than whites, …” In this, Pertusati is certainly right so long the 9th grade graduates and secondary graduates are concerned, and may be wrong so long all the students who entered the 3rd grade are concerned. I like what she found on the ground. She says “From this study, it can be deduced that to be educationally segregated for a while, and then integrated, can be positive. ... It seems the students get the best of both educational environments.”
Within the Czech education system, I noticed the Phare CZ 00-02-03 project consisting of two parts, Support to Roma Integration, and Multicultural Education Reform. It covers multicultural preparedness of current non-Romani teachers and multicultural curriculum. It lacks parent and community involvement, and does not tackle the segregation / desegregation systemic issue.
What pre-secondary multicultural education we need? Let me first discuss context, and later suggestions.
Context: budgets, demographics, immigration, and equal opportunities.
Budget of the Czech Republic is out of balance; the deficit is currently six percent of GNP. (The limit at Euro zone countries is three percent.) 2002 and 2004 deficits are huge as well. Past late privatization of banks, and social expenditures, of which pensions represent the main weight, drive the imbalances. Pensions are more and more urgent issue.

Demographics of Czech Republic changed abruptly after 1989, from population growth to decline. Overall population of Czech Republic is aging and majority families have little children. This state has to reform the pension system (it means to make private pension savings mandatory, lower the state pension and make it triggered by longer employment). Czech Republic must organize and support immigration of young people.

In this situation we cannot afford that Roma remain an impoverished lower caste, so often dependent on social transfers. It is in economic interest of all that Romani education gets on par with that of majority or close and that Roma compete with us for jobs. Moreover, the Roma currently capable to compete on the job-market face crippling racism when applying for jobs. We need to change this, make sure that Roma feel at home in this country, and encourage them to develop their culture and community. So long Roma respect liberal democratic principles, we need to make them available, encourage, and respect their own nation building, and to open them access to public recourses and power to do the above. Similar or worse current Romani situation in other Eastern and Central European countries may be blinding us; however, racial discrimination works to our disadvantage. In terms of finance, our standing among decent entities in global community, etc.
Reasonably quick progression requires public commitment clearly and repeatedly expressed. By that, I mean clear political acknowledgement of the fact that Czech Republic is multicultural society. Committed to attract foreigners to live here, to adapt (or build up) immigration, citizenship, and equal opportunities policies accordingly (anti-racial public announcements aimed at mainstream population included, as Laura Laubeová, PhD.
 and Ian Hancock
 mentioned), and to redress past grievances in the sense expressed by Bhikhu Parekh, Romani holocaust and assimilation in particular.

… As for the inherited memories of the past, society needs to find ways of both pacifying the tormented consciousness of its erstwhile victims and paving the way to intercommunal reconciliation on the basis of a carefully worked out system of transitional and restorative justice. Public apology for a grave past injustice is one way, provided that it is genuine, based on full knowledge and acceptance of the nature of injustice involved and accompanied by a willingness to make at least some amends for it. This was the case in Australia when its Prime Minister, Paul Keating, backed his apology in 1992 for the violence to the Aborigines and the theft of their land by white colonizers with appropriate legislation and financial help. … It is vital to avoid both obsessive brooding over the past [victims] and a willed amnesia [perpetrators] and to confront, understand and accept the past as well as break with it by rectifying its injustices and agreeing to conduct future relations on a just basis. …

Now let me discuss suggested remedies of the segregation problem.
Causes of the segregation of Romani students into special schools that lie within the educational system are mainly within basic schools. We need that basic schools friendly and effectively serve varied students, including Romani. Graduates will need less memorized information and more creativity, ability of non-dependent judgment, teamwork, self-government, leadership, and responsibility. The best recommendation set I ever read about the pre-secondary de facto segregated education of Romani students are fifteen points of “A JUST SETTLEMENT: RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE EUROPEAN ROMA RIGHTS CENTER TO THE GOVERNMENT OF THE CZECH REPUBLIC.”
 Czech Ministry of education is doing work in good direction in areas like pre-school education of Romani students (“preparatory classes”), Romani teacher assistants’ availability, adding Romani culture and history to curricula, and multicultural education for teachers. I did not notice any progress in areas of transfer of Romani students from special to basic schools, training of future teachers of Romani ethnicity, funding for studies of the Roma damaged by the Czech school system, accessible administration of discrimination cases, and accessible legal services.
For Romani children who are not in the school system yet I think the model reported by Pertusati would work, starting by two-year (rather than one-year) pre-school classes available to all Romani students who need them. I think we can discuss separate education of Romani students even in following years. For the first two years of school let me suggest study in the mainstream basic schools for some Romani students, and in segregated schools (in separate buildings) for other. Parents could base their choice on their preference, the ability of the student in question to understand Czech, or local population make up (I mean that the separate school option could be available in some areas, probably not throughout the Czech Republic). The latter option, I think, the ministry can easily test in regions of higher concentration of Romani population. The ministry and territorial-administrative units could turn some special schools to Romani schools, after proper programming, staffing, and funding. Funding of such Romani schools should be better than funding of respective basic school classes providing lower students per teacher ratio, Romani assistants, (soon) Romani teachers, and academic after-school activities. Romani schools need to be responsive to local Romani community. From the third class, almost all Romani students would study in mainstream basic schools. Positive of similar scheme would be no need of segregated secondary schools as full range of secondary institutions would be accessible to Romani students. 
Current Romani students need basic school standard academics, along with higher support, including the financial one, in their further training and education. After all, our education system caused them the harm. When they finish their trainings, they will be by couple of years older than their majority peers will. Similar holds for past Romani special school graduates.
Such commitments, along with similar education schemes, certainly require adequate public discussion, adequate funding, and political will. As for funding, I think we should involve both private and public money. By private, I mean gifts, and all taxpayers (incorporated and physical persons) could be entitled to direct a limited percentage of their tax into such a fund. There are remarkable success stories in multicultural education and other named policies in immigrant countries, in Europe, and elsewhere. What worked there will work here as well.
Conclusions.

This is where several policies should meet, in my view. If we study and redress the Czech segregation of Romani students in pre-secondary schools in contexts, then we are more effective.
Current Czech preparatory classes for Romani pre-school students are step in good direction. Segregation of Roma in preparatory classes does not equal to segregation of Roma in special schools. Based on Pertusati’s study I discussed longer segregated early education, because, experience suggests, it leads to life-long integration. However, the Romani integration will only happen if Czech Republic is able to develop and sustain equal opportunities and anti-racial public space.
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