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I. Introduction 
 
 

 For the writing of this report we had processed both the theorems on primary school 
education of the bibliography compiled by Vilmos Zolnay and his team for the World Bank - 
books, periodical articles, statistical analyses, documents, experts’ opinions – as well as 
literature that is directly referred to in these materials and that is relevant considering the 
topic, however, it is not present in the Zolnay-register. On the basis of the studies we had 
made an effort to provide an overall picture of how problems related to the primary school 
education of Roma pupils, and the programmes and suggestions that had been developed for 
the treatment of these problems appeared in the bibliography. My report is actually a review, 
it is the summary of compiled research results and suggestions of experts; we had emphasized 
our opinion only in case we had found the examinations and suggestions contradictory or 
incomplete. Prior to the introduction of data and problems we reckon that it is necessary to 
deal with the notions included in the title as well: we think that on one hand, in the 
introduction of the report it is important to reveal how the authors of the articles define “being 
a Roma”, on the other hand it is worth summing up in a few sentences why is it necessary for 
us to pay attention to the issue of primary school education.  
 
 

I.1. Who is a Roma? 

 
 

According to Anna1 Csongor, it is a custom to consider the Roma population an ethnic 
group, a national minority, an ethno-social formation having an independent cultural identity, 
a social layer that has got to a marginal situation and has no culture. At the same time, authors 
Ladányi and Szelényi2 state that it is impossible to decide which definition is the best: when 
choosing the real one, we create a political-ideological verdict as well. In any case, when 
starting an examination, elaborating programmes and bills, a decision has to be made; I try to 
sum up in the following what kinds of answers had been given in theory and in practice, 
declared and hidden, to the question included in the subheading. 

 
 The Roma-definitions applied in several researches – neither who is considered to be 

Roma in the given research, nor according to whom the labelling is done by - are not uniform: 
the problem is partly represented by the differences of the data of attempts made at the 
estimation of the Roma population in Hungary. From 1971 to the school year 1992-93 in 
elementary schools and in all of the secondary level educational institutions teachers working 
there valued the school progress of Roma pupils separately in the yearly school-level data 
information. From the school year 1993-94 the statistical register indicating the ethnic group 
as well has ceased to exist due to data protection reasons, therefore further examinations 
could only rely on estimations. (Naturally we cannot be certain of how objective former 
categories done by the teachers had been, and to what extent had socio-psychological and 
socio-cultural factors distorted them – these factors are presented in the following.) 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Csongor, Szuhay, 1992  
2 on the basis of Ladányi, Szelényi, 1997  
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 Hungarian household 

–panel research, 1992 
KSH, 
1993 

Szelényi-Treiman, 
1993 

Kemény, Havas, 
Kertesi, 1993-94 

Szonda 
Ipsos, 
1996 

Roma 
 

3.1 3.9 3.9 4.69 6.6 

Cannot 
decide 

9.1 0.8 1.2 - 2.2 

Table 1.: The ratio of Roma population in Hungary within the total number of 

inhabitants (on the basis of Szelényi, Ladányi, 1997) 
 

 

Beyond the problems of taking samples3 – with which we do not deal here – the divergences 
of the data included in the table are undoubtedly caused by the difference in the definition of 
Roma applied in researches. It is interesting that self-evaluation as a possible method was not 
applied by any of the researches for deciding whether the person in question is a Roma or not, 
however, according to the humanist human rights standpoint it is the individual, and the 
individual only who has the right to self-categorization. The reason for omitting self-
identification is primarily the unreliability of data that is provided in such way. For example 
in 1990 in the official Hungarian data-collection 0.7 percent of the population declared to be a 
“Roma speaker” and 1.4 percent admitted that they were of “Roma nationality”4, which is 
considerably lower than any of the research estimations of the tables provided by Szelényi. 
“Not taking on” being a Roma at the same time indicates the strength of negative 
connotations attached to the word and group of Roma, and a social situation where the 
individual is not able to render himself/herself independent from the judgement of persons 
living around him/her and who are in connection with him/her, nevertheless, he/she still tries 
to hide his/her origin because he/she feels that he/she is interested in doing so. The above 
mentioned researches due to the misleading data originating from self-categorization rather 
use the opinion of the surroundings in the course of classifications. During the process of the 
1993-94 national representative research carried out by István Kemény, Gábor Havas, and 
Gábor Kertesi, those people were considered to be Roma who were considered to be a Roma 
according to the non-Roma surroundings: “since every experience reveals that Roma 
environment keeps in evidence the Roma origin of those who are successfully assimilated as 
well. From the Roma population identified this way only those are omitted at the most who 
have been assimilated without a trace but it is not even ethical considering them the subject of 
the research”5. Kemény’s team asked “experts” to carry out the task of categorization: the 
workers of local educational- and social institutions. During the 1993 KSH (Central Statistical 
Bureau) survey the individuals were categorized by “counting commissioners having a good 
local knowledge” according to “lifestyle”, other researches relied on the judgement of the 
delegated counting commissioner when deciding the Roma/non-Roma question.  
 
 
 The Roma-definition debate between the Szelényi-Vitányi and the Havas-Kemény-
Kertesi author groups that took place in the columns of the periodical titled “Kritika” in 1997-
98 is significant for us for several reasons. Authors Szelényi and Vitányi on one hand raise 
the question of what those data really mean that were given during the process of the 

                                                 
3 see in detail: Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1995 
4 on the basis of Loss, Csorba  
5 Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1994 
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“classification of surroundings”: how they can be interpreted and how we should interpret 
them. “Although it can be determined who considers himself/herself to be a Roma and who 
are the ones that are considered to be Romas according to a choosen group of the population, 
but in this way we can only draw mental maps, the borders of which consist of evaluations 
and self-evaluations. (…) The scientific task can only be the search for these borderlines, that 
is to say that by the involvement of sociological methods we can only see the classification 
systems that are present in society.” 6 According to Szelényi and his colleague, the task of the 
scholar would be the examination of terminologies and classifications that change with time 
and depend on the sociological and cultural position. The other issue of the debate, which is 
more interesting for us from definition-problem considerations, is the question of “wealthy” 
or “decent Roma”: “Romas who had been the most successfully assimilated and half-Romas 
who do not lead a Roma lifestyle are often considered to be non-Romas by the majority 
societies.” 7 – this is what Szelényi and Vitányi claim. Whereas according to Kemény’s group 
“the change of social status and the change of the type of integration that comes with it do not 
involve an ethnic re-classification in an automatic way or in a way that prevails as a very 
strong tendency.” 8 The debate, according to which Hungarians do or do not label Roma 
people who are not living on the periphery of society as Romas or non-Romas, has not ended. 
Anecdotes and individual cases were mentioned on both sides for verifying the group’s 
standpoint, however, research evidences are missing. According to the earlier mentioned 
Havas-Kemény-Kertesi quotation “every experience indicates” – and here comes the 
standpoint represented by them - , but they rarely speak about these experiences and about the 
fact as to what extent can we generalize on the basis of these observations and to what extent 
the cases mentioned can be considered to be representative. In our opinion a comprehensive 
socio-psychological research would be inevitable for deciding when and what kinds of 
dimensions to use in the process of classification when classifying into ethnic – especially 
Roma - groups, and what sort of communities consider an assimilating Roma to be Hungarian, 
and who are those who use the Roma-label even in spite of economical-sociological rise.  
 
 We considered the above mentioned debate to be worth reporting for showing that 
researches exclusively take the judgement of the non-Roma environment and the counting 
commissioners, that is the judgement of the outside world into consideration when defining 
ethnic affiliation: “when settling this question we must not get entangled in definition 
problems but we have to choose the most practical solution possible. A criterion that can be 
better used for the purpose of the research or one that provides a more exact paraphrase 
cannot be found.” 9 On the other hand it is very significant that when classifying somebody a 
Roma the most important judgement-organizational dimension - that is hidden - is the 
sociological-economical status, or more precisely the marginal situation.  
 
 
The essence of the keynote thought of Szelényi and his group is that in case we keep Roma in 
mind as the representatives of poor culture above all then numerous non-Romas living in a 
marginal situation can get into this group and vice versa, those who are wealthy and educated 
will not be included in the category. The two authors tried to restructure the definition instead 
of the research methods: they had decided that an exact, objective definition cannot be given 
since “Roma population does not form a group that can be unambiguously defined, Roma 
culture, lifestyle and identity cannot be comprehended either by some kind of a permanence 

                                                 
6 Szelényi, Vitányi, 1997 
7 Szelényi, Vitányi, 1997 
8 Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1998 
9 Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1994 
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that is beyond history, as a notion that can be linked with an exotic ethnic group that can be 
unambiguously bordered.” 10. 
 
 As opposed to Szelényi and his group, Katalin Forray R. 11 rather criticises the point of 
view of researches: of those which define the Romas as a lifestyle-group that bears the 
subculture of the poor. (Here we have to add of course that the definition is not, or is not only 
the judgement of the researcher: since the non-Roma environment had carried out the 
classification in the investigation therefore it is them who consider Romas as a marginal group 
in the first case.) The biased sociological standpoint, according to which the life of Romas can 
be characterized by absence and the state of being deprived and their life-strategies solely 
concentrate on surviving the next day, has the following problems:  
- since it considers Romas a homogeneous economical group, it disregards ethnicity 
- ways of life and lifestyles that are owned by those Romas who live above the poverty 

threshold are outside its circle of attention  
- it suggests that there is no other way for Romas but assimilation12 
Due to the problems listed by Forray a tendency is strengthening which wishes to define the 
Roma notion by taking ethnicity into consideration in the first place. In the following we will 
see that these two factors and two kinds of definitions stand in the background of several 
programmes in connection with the education of Romas from content considerations: 
sometimes they wish to put an end to the disadvantaged economical situation and eliminate 
difficulties resulting from this, sometimes they target the strengthening of ethnical 
consciousness in the spirit of multiculturalism.  
 
 There are problems related to ethnicity as well. From linguistic – and cultural – 
viewpoints the Roma community is not homogeneous: according to the 1971 representative 
estimation13 70 percent of Romas have Hungarian, 20 percent of them have Roma, 7-8 
percent have Romanian (Beás) mother tongue. Several researchers have found that these 
separated groups have adopted the “Roma” judgement of majority, non-Roma groups and 
they apply this to themselves. Szelényi specifies these opinions: “Romas, though they accept 
the Roma definition of society, at the same time distance themselves with a fine, inner 
distance from those who are outside this circle in their opinion. The inter-group relations are 
perfectly formed by the rigorous application of endogamy. The matrimonial relationship 
between ethnic groups of the Romas is more rare than it is between any Roma and non-Roma 
groups.” 14 It is worth mentioning here the disagreements regarding word usage: in this essay I 
use the names Gipsy and Roma as synonyms for each other, however, there is not an 
agreement on the correct, not offending names yet: “The law on minorities, several 
government documents, minority local governments use the name “Gipsy”, just like a 
considerable part of the Hungarian bibliography does that is referred to. At the same time, the 
political language usage prefers the name Roma (“Rom”) internationally. International 
conventions agree that every nation is due to use its name chosen by the nation itself. A 
considerable part of Romas in Hungary -–e.g. Hungarian Romas and Beás – do not call 
themselves “Romas”, however, this name is getting more and more accepted in political usage 
in Hungary as well. Social science researches are about “Gipsies” too, or they use the two 

                                                 
10 Szelényi, Vitányi, 1998 
11 Forray, 1998 
12 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1995  
13 quoted by Forray, 1998 
14 Szelényi, Vitányi, 1997 
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notions alternately, approximately as a synonym.” 15 Returning to ethnicity, its over-
emphasizing may cause several problems as well:  
- its danger is that it replaces global sociological connections with the inner, cultural 

life-situations of ethnic groups, therefore it strengthens ethnocentrism and ethnic-
based tensions 

- it disregards socio-cultural life situations and the structures of power of society, 
therefore the Roma individual appears as a representative of traditional culture only – 
see the myth of the “savage” – and this could block the modernization of the ethnic 
group 

- the possibility of hyperculturalism arises which means that we interpret individual 
forms of behaviour or behaviour that is harmful to the society as a cultural 
phenomenon (see e.g. the notion of Roma crime) 16. 

 
 

Summing up the above mentioned we need a Roma-definition and theoretical approaches 
that take the disadvantaged sociological-economical situation of the Roma into consideration 
and at the same time, they do not neglect ethnicity either. This is the way how social-
anthropologists work when they do not analyse the issue that the culture of the Roma is the 
culture of the poor, but when they examine an existing culture the primary function of which 
is the organisation of community and life, keeping the sociological group alive, and securing 
living 17. Anthropologists consider the Roma a lifestyle-group which does not exist as a kind 
of a cultural fossil but the essence of which is the adjustment to the environment. Within the 
anthropological paradigm Judith Okely had worked out the notion of the peripathetic 
community: “There is not a sole uniform Roma culture, but there are local communities, 
however, collective lifestyle, collective attitudes, values and norms make Roma communities 
similar to each other. (…) They all share the intensive connection with the economy present 
around them: they are nomads whose living resources are other communities. It is typical of 
them that in the first place they are not food growers, they are endogames, primarily 
wondering communities, their activity mainly consists of specific services done for the local 
population, they form an ethnic unity and anywhere they are, they form a minority.” 18 
According to the statement of Katalin Forray R. the interpretation of the Romas as a lifestyle-
group leads us the closest to an education politics which is capable of avoiding both the 
dangers of an assimilating education politics resulting from the socio-cultural approach, and 
the dangers resulting form the over-emphasizing of ethnicity and cultural differences as 
well.19 
 
 

Finally we have to mention the differences of opinions regarding Romas as an ethnic 
group. In accordance with the 1992 bill on the rights of national and ethnic minorities Romas 
are an ethnic minority because they are different from the other parts of the population 
regarding their language, culture and traditions, at the same time, they are not a nationality 
since they do not have a mother-nation. In case we approach the question from the definition 
of the lifestyle-group we cannot consider Romas a nationality either, rather a collective of 
groups which are connected to each other by the consciousness of ethnic connection. On the 

                                                 
15 Forray, 1999 
16 on the basis of Forray, 1998  
17 on the basis of Csongor, Szuhay, 1992 
18 Forray, 1998 
19 on the basis of Forray, 1998  
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contrary Anna Csongor20 reckons that Romas are a nationality because its members adopt the 
Roma classification as a result of the excluding and condemning behaviour of society: they 
accept being a Roma and they take it as self-identification. The debate cannot be settled since 
neither the notion of nationality nor the ethnic relations of the Roma – the extent of 
homogeneuousity resulting from the outside classification, and the strength of 
heterogeneousity due to the difference of Oláh-, Hungarian-, and Beás-Roma identities - are 
clarified to the proper extent in the bibliography.  

 
 In our opinion, when identifying Romas and evaluating the education programmes that 
had been worked out for Roma pupils, we do the best in case we take all the above mentioned 
standpoints – sociological, ethnic, anthropological approaches and the approach regarding 
nationality - into consideration and do not overdo any of them, which would cause harm to 
the others. Moreover, - in agreement with Sándor Loss and József Csorba21 – we reckon that 
researches are needed where the concept of deciding the ethnic affiliation is the fact that a 
Roma is somebody who is considered one by the Romas. (Although there has not been a 
research like that so far according to Csorba and Loss, it is worth mentioning the Ózd-
examination carried out by Babusik, where the method of choosing Roma people was based 
on this idea.) 
 
 

I.2. The value of primary school education 

 
 

 Since Hungary joined the 1959 UN Declaration on the Rights of Children, it has 
acknowledged the human right to education. The 16th paragraph of the draft of the Declaration 
declares that: “children who are physically, mentally, socially disadvantaged should be 
provided with the special education requested by the given situation.” 1 The countries of the 
UN have to guarantee that they organise education in a way that children, together with their 
cultural identity and values, could preserve the national values of the given country as well. 
Apart from the UN-engagement it is worth dealing with minority education because school 
education represents a field of the problems of the Roma the improvement of which in the 
long run may lead to the elimination of difficulties and disadvantages resulting from each 
other that afflict Romas. “Education means work opportunity, higher income, stability of 
family and lifestyle, higher prospective age, better representation of political interests, and the 
most effective remedy for discrimination. Ignorance is living without power, and everything 
that goes with that: unemployment and low income, poverty and defencelessness, a family 
that is falling apart and a bad health condition, early death, the lack of political representation, 
discrimination.” 2 According to the statement of Gábor Kertesi the market value of knowledge 
has risen in the last decade, the differences of income that are dependent upon school 
qualifications have increased: while in 1973 the difference between the income of those who 
had elementary school qualifications and of those who had a college or university degree was 
only 35 percent, this ratio had risen to 53 percent by the beginning of the 1990s (and it is 
expected to raise further). The value of eight-year-education and vocational training has been 
reduced compared to secondary school- and university/college education, the market demand 
has shifted towards quality labour force.  

 

                                                 
20 on the basis of Csongor, Szuhay, 1992  
21 on the basis of Loss, Csorba  
1 quoted by Forray, Hegedüs, INFO-Társadalomtudomány, 1991 
2 Kertesi, 1995  
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 In case we try to evaluate the changes in the education of Romas between 1971 and 
1993 based on these data, we get an alarming picture. In 1971, 87 percent of Romas did not 
have elementary school qualifications, 12 percent of them completed 8th grade, and only a few 
percent of them got secondary- or university/college level qualifications. In 1993 the ratio of 
those who had not attended school at all dropped to 9 percent, and contrary to 12 percent, 46 
percent of them had finished primary school. The ratio of those who got secondary school 
final examination or a degree had not changed significantly, almost had not changed at all.  
 
Age  0 grade 1-7 

grades 
8 
grades 

Final 
exam 

University Total 

14-19 8.7 69.0 21.4 0.2 0.0 100 
20-29 21.2 66.0 23.6 1.5 0.4 100 
30-39 46.6 45.0 7.8 0.4 0.1 100 
40-49 47.4 46.5 4.0 0.2 0.2 100 
50-59 52.4 46.3 1.3 0.0 0.0 100 
60-69 71.0 26.8 2.2 0.0 0.0 100 
70- 68.0 30.4 1.6 0.0 0.0 100 
Total 35.9 51.3 12.1 0.5 0.2 100 
Table 2.: The school education of Romas and the percentage of age groups in 1971 

(On the basis of a national representative Roma research, Kemény, 1996) 
 
Age 0 grade 1-7 

grades 
8 
grades 

Vocational 
school 

Technical 
school or 
secondary 
school 

College or 
university 

Total 

14-19 1.5 32.4 55.3 10.4 0.4 0.0 100 
20-29 1.7 22.4 59.7 14.5 1.7 0.0 100 
30-39 4.6 32.5 47.4 12.5 2.5 0.3 100 
40-49 10.1 39.7 40.8 7.4 1.4 0.6 100 
50-59 32.0 42.3 20.5 3.7 1.4 0.2 100 
60-69 39.6 51.2 6.4 2.1 0.4 0.4 100 
70- 50.9 40.2 7.8 1.0 0.0 0.0 100 
Total 9.4 32.8 45.6 10.4 0.2 0.2 100 
Table 3.: The school education of Romas and the percentage of age groups in 1993 

(On the basis of a national representative Roma research, Kemény, 1996) 
 

 
According to Kertesi’s statement we must not consider the fact that in the last two decades the 
educational situation of Romas has improved solely in the respect of finishing primary school 
a success; the situation of Romas has worsened in the other – secondary- and higher level – 
categories of the school system: “as the school position of the Romas improved, the more free 
economical development took it away, when devaluing the exact school qualifications the 
most .” 3 The lag of Romas has increased as opposed to the majority of society since the 
expansion of secondary school level education providing general final examination – and 
recently higher education – has bypassed them. 
 
 The question may rise whether why are we dealing with primary school education in 
this study and why not with secondary- and higher level education, when the market value of 
                                                 
3 Kertesi, 1995 
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the latter is bigger. Before we answer, it is worth examining the chances of Roma pupils for 
advancement in the educational system:  
 
Grade of school Non-Roma 

pupils  % n 
Roma pupils 

% R 
   extent of 
inequality of 
chances   n/R 

    
Finishes 8 grades of primary school 88.5 36.5 2.43 
Does not enter further education after 
primary school 

8.6 66.4 0.13 

Goes to vocational school after primary 
school  

42.8 30.5 1.40 

Successfully graduates from vocational 
school 

78.0 45.2 1.73 

Goes to secondary school after primary 
school 

48.6 3.1 15.83 

Successfully graduates from secondary 
school 

86.3 61.0 1.42 

Goes to higher education after secondary 
school 

26.7 26.7 1.00 

 

Table 4.: Chances for further education and the percentage of normal aged pupils who 

achieved the preceding school grade (On the basis of 1981/1982 generation, Kertesi, 1994) 
 
 
Grade of school Non-Roma pupils Roma pupils 
Finishes 8 grades of primary school 88.5 36.5 
Does not enter further education after 
primary school 

7.6 24.3 

Goes to vocational school after primary 
school  

37.9 11.1 

Successfully graduates from vocational 
school 

29.5 5.0 

Goes to secondary school after primary 
school 

43.0 1.1 

Successfully graduates from secondary 
school 

37.1 0.7 

Goes to higher education after secondary 
school 

9.9 0.2 

Table 5.: The ratio of normal aged pupils who managed to get into certain grades of 

school in schoolyear 1981/82 in the percentage of six year generation (on the basis of 
Kertesi, 1994) 
 
As opposed to 76.5 percent of non-Roma pupils, only 5.9 percent of Roma pupils got higher 
qualifications than primary school. Regarding the completion of secondary school the volume 
of the inequality of chances is more than fifty-fold. Considering that there is not a difference 
of chances between Roma and non-Roma students when they enter higher level educational 
institutions after secondary school this means that a Roma student has fifty times less chance 
for getting a degree than his/her non-Roma fellow students do. The largest part of this 
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enormous difference of chances originates from the point of entering secondary level 
education providing general final education.” 4 Today the condition for getting into secondary 
level institutions are the eight primary school grades, that have been successfully completed. 
We would like to emphasize that it is not enough just to complete primary school: it is a 
condition of further education that pupils should complete basic level education with good 
results, and that them and their family members should regard further education to be useful, 
a “good investment”. Therefore in the following we are dealing with the present problems of 
Hungarian public education regarding the general education of Roma pupils, and see what 
kind of suggestions were born for the purpose of making children motivated in taking a 
further step and not only completing the compulsory schoolyears. Finally, the education of the 
Roma and the birth of a Roma intelligentsia that takes on Roma identity as well beyond 
intellectual existence could be an effective remedy for the “Roma = poor, uneducated” 
stereotype.  
 
 

II. Roma pupils in primary schools 
 
 
 In this chapter we summarize data on the primary school advancement and 
achievement of Roma pupils, and the quality of schools1. (As we have mentioned earlier, the 
schoolyear 1992/93 was the last one in Hungary when school statistics were made on Roma 
pupils, therefore the available data are eight years old. Péter Radó in 1997 considered the 
connections that are shown in the table valid, since “though during this period of time 
significant changes may have happened in the system of public education, nothing indicates 
that any kind of a positive change regarding Roma pupils would have happened.” 2) 
 
 The distribution of Romas in the counties is uneven: they are overrepresented the most 
in Borsod, Nógrád, and Szabolcs counties, while their ratio in Vas, Fejér, and Győr-Sopron 
counties is approximately the tenth of the previously listed north-western counties. Apart 
from spatial differences, we can see significant differences regarding the type of the 
settlement as well, concerning the ratio of Roma pupils.  
 
 

Settlement Number of 
pupils 

Percentage 
distribution of 
pupils 

Number of 
Roma pupils 

Percentage 
distribution of 
Roma pupils 

Ratio of 
Roma pupils 

Budapest 166.145 15.93 6.730 9.07 4.05 
County town 195.737 18.77 8.031 10.82 4.10 
Town 291.629 27.96 17.744 23.90 6.08 
Village 389.508 37.34 41.736 56.22 10.72 
total 1.043.019 100.00 74.241 100.00 7.12 
Table 6.: The total number of pupils, the number of Roma pupils, their percentage 

distribution, and the ratio of Roma pupils according to the type of settlement (Budapest, 

county towns, other towns and villages) (on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
 

                                                 
4 Radó, 1997 
1 the source of all the tables in the chapter: Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996 
2 Radó, 1997 
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The table shows us that while 63 percent of the total number of pupils attend a town school, 
only 44 percent of Romas do the same. It follows from the settlement-geographical 
differences that there are differences in the distribution of Roma and non-Roma pupils 
according to the size of the school as well. Approximately 5 percent of non-Roma pupils and 
almost 8 percent of Romas attend a school where the total number of students does not exceed 
120: Romas are over-represented in schools having a small number of pupils.  
 
 
Staff of 
school 
       (persons) 

Number of 
pupils 

Percentage 
distribution of 
pupils 

Roma pupils Percentage 
distribution of 
Roma pupils 

Ratio of 
Roma pupils 

-30 7.674 0.74 1.166 1.57 15.19 
31-60 10.599 1.02 1.132 1.52 10.68 
61-120 36.588 3.51 4.187 5.64 11.44 
121-250 175.761 16.85 19.679 26.51 11.20 
251-500 356.126 34.14 25.921 34.91 7.28 
501-750 323.945 31.06 16.695 22.49 5.15 
750- 132.326 12.69 5.461 7.36 4.13 
Total 1.043.019 100.00 74.241 100.00 7.12 
Table 7.: The total number of pupils, the number of Roma pupils, their percentage 

distribution, and the ratio of Roma pupils within different school-size categories. (On the 
basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996.) 
 
According to further statements of the Kertesi-Kézdi research there is not even one Roma 
pupil in approximately a quarter of the schools in the country. 40 percent of these pupils can 
be found in towns, 60 percent of them in villages. It is significant because schools which are 
not attended by Roma children differ from schools of Roma children regarding several 
indices. From the undermentioned reasons the following picture is outlined: the schools of 
Roma children are worse supplied with than the average schools of the country are. „In 
schools which are attended by more than 40 percent of the schoolchildren in the country 
(where the ratio of Roma pupils exceeds 22 percent) the ratio of merged classes is 
significantly higher than the country average is, the ratio of teachers working without 
qualifications is higher as well, and the ratio of classes held by specialised teachers is 
significantly lower. The schools of Roma children are worse than the country average due to 
the unfavourable spatial distribution of the Roma once again.” 3 
 
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest  County town Town Village Total 

0% 13.34 22.31 17.30 2.01 8.99 
-2% 5.68 9.24 7.81 2.75 5.87 
2-5% 5.45 7.59 6.69 2.35 4.86 
5-10% 3.91 4.24 4.13 1.77 2.94 
10-22% 2.92 1.94 2.81 1.85 2.08 
22%- 2.89 1.00 2.29 1.16 1.31 
Total 6.96 10.10 7.91 1.92 4.87 

                                                 
3 Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996 
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Table 8.: The average ratio of classes having more pupils than 30 plotted against the 

ratio of Roma pupils in schools and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, 
Kézdi, 1996.) 
 
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 1.10 8.59 20.48 31.87 24.21 
-2% 0.00 1.01 0.24 1.03 0.65 
2-5% 0.00 0.44 2.34 4.54 2.69 
5-10% 0.00 2.02 2.38 15.60 9.11 
10-22% 0.00 6.31 4.91 14.63 11.76 
22%- 0.00 3.85 16.74 24.80 22.43 
Total 0.27 3.39 7.50 18.93 12.86 
Table 9.: The average ratio of merged classes plotted against the ratio of Roma pupils in 

schools and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
 
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 95.57 95.43 89.03 75.72 83.17 
-2% 95.43 95.21 93.44 80.87 89.59 
2-5% 97.67 95.27 92.48 79.75 88.45 
5-10% 95.86 94.80 90.38 78.44 85.58 
10-22% 98.38 94.16 90.32 78.19 82.56 
22%- 98.76 89.76 86.27 74.08 76.99 
Total 96.31 94.84 91.00 77.42 84.79 
Table 10.: The average ratio of classes given by a specialised teacher plotted against the 

school ratio of Roma pupils and the type of settlement (Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
 
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 6.63 4.34 7.56 4.04 4.87 
-2% 6.36 4.47 8.81 6.01 6.38 
2-5% 4.30 5.19 7.55 7.15 6.61 
5-10% 4.31 9.45 8.40 6.00 6.80 
10-22% 0.53 5.55 6.66 5.67 5.57 
22%- 2.69 7.82 7.13 6.44 6.48 
Total 5.18 5.55 7.81 5.64 6.01 
Table 11.: The average ratio of stopgap classrooms plotted against the school ratio of 

Roma pupils and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
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Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 3.45 1.12 1.79 2.75 2.52 
-2% 1.39 0.47 1.12 2.32 1.47 
2-5% 1.10 0.41 0.85 3.37 1.88 
5-10% 1.86 0.33 1.24 2.66 1.96 
10-22% 3.15 0.16 0.69 2.48 2.06 
22%- 2.20 0.00 1.64 3.80 3.37 
Total 2.02 0.51 1.18 2.94 2.22 
Table 12.: The average ratio of teachers working without qualifications plotted against 

the school ratio of Roma pupils and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, 
Kézdi, 1996) 
 
 In the following we are dealing with the achievements of Roma pupils, with how 
Roma primary school pupils perform given the unfavourable conditions that have been 
introduced in the foregoing.  
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 0.46 0.66 1.19 1.06 0.98 
-2% 0.81 0.97 0.92 1.21 1.02 
2-5% 1.38 1.19 1.18 1.48 1.33 
5-10% 2.07 1.76 1.69 1.94 1.87 
10-22% 2.50 2.55 2.02 2.38 2.34 
22% 3.92 5.50 3.77 4.42 4.40 
Total 1.26 1.47 1.50 2.18 1.87 
Table 13.: The average ratio of pupils whose school report included three or more 

unsatisfactory marks (F) plotted against the school ratio of Roma pupils and the type of 

the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
 
 
Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County town Town Village Total 

0% 2.27 1.23 2.08 1.73 1.80 
-2% 1.53 1.45 1.53 1.93 1.66 
2-5% 2.16 1.85 1.84 2.25 2.06 
5-10% 3.52 2.61 2.63 3.08 2.96 
10-22% 3.98 4.37 3.10 3.50 3.52 
22%- 6.94 11.83 7.83 6.59 6.97 
Total 2.48 2.47 2.52 3.31 2.97 
Table 14.: The average ratio of pupils who repeat a year plotted against the school ratio 

of Roma pupils and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996) 
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Ratio of 
Romas 

Budapest County 
town 

Town Village Total 

0% 16.70 14.34 13.60 12.42 13.27 
-2% 15.81 13.71 13.19 13.40 13.87 
2-5% 18.11 15.40 13.90 13.74 14.58 
5-10% 22.71 18.69 16.57 15.58 16.94 
10-22% 25.42 24.90 18.90 17.91 18.92 
22%- 30.76 44.20 33.70 26.37 28.03 
Total 18.66 17.52 16.04 16.97 17.01 
Table 16.: The average ratio of pupils who are over-aged in their classes plotted against 

the school ratio of Roma pupils and the type of the settlement (on the basis of Kertesi, 
Kézdi, 1996) 
 
On the basis of the tables we can see a strong positive correlation between the ratio of Roma 
pupils on one hand, on the other hand between the semesters that were finished having three 
or more unsatisfactory marks, those who repeat a year, and the ratio of those who are over-
aged in their classes – in brief, the result indices of the schools - : the higher the ratio of 
Romas is in the school, the more the number of pupils are who failed in many subjects, repeat 
a year, and are over-aged. Data on dropout signal the school failure of Romas as well.  
 
 

Schoolyear The ratio of 8th grader pupils plotted against the percentage of first 
year pupils of the given schoolyear  

 Non-Roma pupils Roma pupils 
1970/1971 88.7 30.6 
1977/1978 89.8 31.2 
1981/1982 88.5 36.5 
1985/1986 87.9 43.7 
Table 17.: Dropout in primary schools plotted against the percentage of the number of 

pupils in the prevailing first class (on the basis of Kertesi, 1994) 
 
 
 Under 5%  5-10% Above 10%    
Type of institution n % n % n % Total  
Primary school without 
a Roma class 

63 60% 69 26% 39 14% 271 100% 

Primary school with a 
Roma class 

47 59% 20 25% 13 16% 80 100% 

Special school 31  39% 29 36% 20 25% 80 100% 
Total 241 56% 118 27% 72 17% 431 100% 
Table 18.: The dropout of Roma pupils prior to the completion of 8

th
 grade (TOK data, 

1995, quoted by Harsányi, Radó, 1997) 
 
We can see that the dropout of Roma pupils in primary schools had decreased continually, but 
in the beginning of the 90s the number of pupils who dropped out of school was still higher 
than the number of those who had completed it. Data published in this chapter indicate that 
„we do not have to speak about the large number of Roma pupils who are unsuccessful in 
schools simply, but about the school failure of Romas in Hungary as such. Hungarian school 
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system and the Romas are simply not compatible with each other. (…) The failure of Roma 
pupils in the school cannot be traced back to one sole problem, it is rather about a bunch of 
different problems which are in connection with each other and are in contact with each 
other.” 4 
 
 
 In the next chapter I am dealing with the reasons for failure, among other things with 
family socialization, the connection between school and parents, bad social condition, 
linguistic disadvantage, the omission of kindergarten- and school preparatory programmes, 
badly equipped educational institutions, learning motivation, prejudices against Romas, 
disadvantageous distinction, and the pedagogical practice. Unfortunately very few researches 
have been carried out which are about the fact whether which one among these factors 
influences school achievements the more and which one influences them less. The results of 
researches that had been carried out and conclusions that had been drawn from them are 
controversial, we describe the problems and disagreements in the proper subdivisions.  
 
 

III. Reasons for Roma pupils’ failure 
 
 

III.1. Family socialisation 

 
 
 János Bogdán1 asks the question whether we can talk about the Roma family in 
general, what it is like, and how socialisation is going on there. For the answering of this 
question careful attempts were born, and we must not over-generalize the results that we had 
got either. Researches representing different groups of the Roma are few therefore it is 
difficult to decide whether we speak about the real differences between Romas and non-
Romas, or stereotypes. The further scientific examination of socialization is unavoidable 
among other things because according to the prejudice that has been spreading among 
teachers Roma parents bring up their children wrongly2. In the following we shortly 
summarize dimensions along which the socialization of Romas differs from that of the non-
Romas: we are dealing with differences which are rather qualified as abandonment instead of 
the school regarded them as specialities originating from the minority subculture.  
 
 The studies of Katalin Forray R., András Hegedűs T. 3 and Katalin Oppelt4 – based on 
research done among Oláh Roma communities – shed light upon the fact that the time-
management of Roma families differs from that of non-Romas: there is not a strict daily 
routine, the time of meals, work, etc. adjusts to the individual demands. The un-structuredness 
of time-management is a huge problem of course when children who do not have or scarcely 
have the notion of time have to adjust to the defined order of starting school and classes. 
Another significant element that is strongly connected to this is that in Roma families doing 
good to the children means that everything they desire should be given to them immediately. 
Little children are not forced to do anything, parents rather lovingly wait until they tell 
something, but then they immediately satisfy the children’s demand. This way the ability of 

                                                 
4 Radó, 1997 
1 on the basis of Bogdán, 1996  
2 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
3 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1998  
4 quoted by Harsányi, Radó, 1997 
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retardation and self-control does not develop on one hand – which are indispensable for 
proper school achievements - , on the other hand the period of obstinacy and separational 
anxiety are omitted from the life of the children. Education builds upon following a model, 
instead of discipline, rewarding and punishment. (Another clashing point as opposed to the 
evaluation-centeredness of schools: we are going to see in the following that those institutions 
are the most successful ones where on one hand evaluation is of a confirming nature, on the 
other hand, where the personality of the teacher can serve as an example to follow, a model 
for the pupils.)  
 
In Roma families the atmosphere is warm, full of emotions – several teachers mentioned that 
children look for physical contact in the school as well, sitting on somebody’s lap, caressing5 
– the result of which is that in the first four grades Romas are primarily qualified as sociable, 
friendly, and polite by the educators6. (And at the same time as restless, impulsive, active, 
extroverted – in brief, almost unsuitable for school.) 
 
 
 The picture changes in the second four years: teachers rather regard children as 
reticent and impossible to manage. „The picture of an ethnic group is developing, that can 
hardly limit its temper, is disinterested in school, introverted, what is more, it is different 
biologically as well.” 7 Teachers explain the phenomenon with the fact that children „realize 
their origin”, they realize that they are different from the school environment around them. 
Additionally, the change is undoubtedly caused by a conflict of role that had been mentioned 
by several authors, in the background of which there is the fact that Roma children do not 
have an adolescence: from the streched childhood they directly enter a kind of reduced 
adulthood at the age of 11-12, they struggle with adult problems (choosing a spouse, building, 
family- and business matters etc.).It is almost impossible to meet the requirements of the 
school and the family at the same time. (According to András Hegedűs T. 8 we have to accept 
the fact that the child follows the example of the parent first, then that of the school, and after 
that the social example.) The role of the little-adult is a problem for the over-aged children 
especially. At home they are treated as adults and at the same time the school regards them as 
children due to their failure, and they do not even understand each other with their new 
classmates who are two-three years younger. Because of the missing adolescence and of the 
two missing critical periods mentioned earlier „we can easily regard the children of this group 
as deprived. These crises, anxieties are parts of the development of the personality, which 
help one ripening in a society that is constantly changing.” 9 
 
 Summing up the foregoing: the behaviour programme of the Roma differs from that of 
the schools’. Roma families, for the sake of the survival of the community, prepare their 
children for a certain special survival in the majority society: they expect their sons to be 
pushy, smart, skilful, and their daughters to be beautiful, decent, and good in the first place. 10 
They are especially worried about their daughters – who are regarded to be responsible for the 
reproduction of the family - and they protect them from the majority school since with their 
assimilation, the cohesiveness of the community would be lost as well. (Naturally, we must 
not over-generalise here either, since girls – in case they manage to get there at all – have 

                                                 
5 on the basis of Lázár, 1998  
6 on the basis of Forray, 1989  
7 Forray, Hegedüs 1998 
8 on the basis of Hegedüs, 1993  
9 Forray, Hegedüs, 1988 
10 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1998  



FIÁTH TITANILLA: PRIMARY SCHOOL EDUCATION OF THE ROMA POPULATION IN HUNGARY 

DELPHOI CONSULTING - 2000 
18 

better performance than boys do in the second four grades of non-Roma schools, a larger 
number of them get secondary level qualifications. In their case double loyalty means that 
they protect their identity and successfully infiltrate – as a kind of mediators – into the non-
Roma environment at the same time.) 11 On the basis of the aforementioned we can say that 
the public educational system, that takes no notice of Roma cultural specialities and the 
difference of parental-educational styles, fails in the case of teaching Roma children.  
 
 

III.2. Relationship between family and schools 

 
 
 The majority of the articles that can be found are about the disputed, bad relationship 
between the Roma family and the school: the expectations of the institutions towards the 
families do not accord with what families consider to be expected, and Roma families 
attribute a different role to the school than the majority of society do. Since we have already 
mentioned in the previous chapter that children rather fulfil family norms, we can expect that 
Roma pupils will not acquire the roles that are communicated to them by the school to the 
proper degree. According to Forray’s statement „the more Roma families preserve their 
tradition, the more firmly they reserve the right of making a decision in concrete issues for 
themselves: whether they should give priority to the fulfilment of school duties or to the 
satisfaction of actual family needs.” 1 In the following we list the major areas of conflicts 
between school and family .2 
 
 The first bunch of problems manifests itself in the different wording of teaching-
educational aims. The school prepares children for life since it offers better chances for life 
by education. The school has the right to define the knowledge to be attained since its 
operation is based on the concord of society. On the contrary, the Roma family reckons that 
the operation of the institution is legalised by rules and laws (one has to go to school because 
it is obligatory). The only task of the school is to teach writing, reading, counting, but the 
family has the right to prepare the child for life, since real life takes place outside the walls of 
the educational institution.  
 
 
 The next source of conflict is the issue of school education: the school reckons that it 
takes over educational duties from the family, while according to the Roma it is the duty of 
the relatives exclusively. It is the right of the family as well to determine what the child 
should do during classes, and at the same time they reckon that the task of preparation 
belongs solely to the school. (For institutions would expect that the child should prepare for 
the classes of the following day at home, they give homework etc., but the purchase of school 
set and the issue of washing belong here as well.) 
 
 Finally we have to mention ethnic problems as well: what is a teacher-pupil conflict 
from the point of view of the school is manifesting itself as a Gadjo-Roma conflict in the eye 
of the Romas. They think that the school has no right to pick the child out of the community 
(for example they often go to the school during classes because they think that it is the 
obligation of the family to protect the child from possible injuries even during the day). 
 
                                                 
11 on the basis of Hegedüs, 1996  
1 Forray, 1989 
2 the chapter has been written on the basis of Forray, 1997 
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 We can realize that in the background of all three of the problem-circles there is partly 
the Romas’ fear of assimilation and fear of the disintegration of the traditional communities 
and culture, and partly the lack of realizing the importance of education in future life and the 
lack of realizing the role of studying. (This latter statement is specified by the results of the 
Ózd research led by Babusik3: the participation in school education is investment in the first 
place, so the point is not simply that Romas do not realize the value of being educated but it is 
that Roma families will educate their children in school if it becomes a profitable investment 
concerning labour market in the future that is foreseeable for them. Furthermore we can also 
explain the divergences with the fact that since even the parents performed poorly in school 
they partly transfer this experience of failure to their children, on the other hand the memories 
of earlier bad connection and failure are not all over, as adults, they still regard the school as 
an „enemy” and they are not able to communicate with it. 4 
 
 
 The tensions between the school and the parents become embodied principally in the 
arguments on frequent absent days. There are „tolerant” schools which acknowledge the 
difference of Roma habits and let the children go free during the „season” – going to the 
market, other jobs. (Unfortunately, it is not typical of any of them that after the termination of 
the „season”, work is done more actively.) 5 This kind of tolerance is rather the admission of 
the failure of the educational institution, namely that children cannot be kept in the school due 
to the economical pressure. Other institutions decide to punish, which – due to the insolvency 
of the family – ends in the imprisonment of one of the parents. Schools refer to the fact that 
„an example has to be set”, however, the number of absent pupils does not decrease even due 
to the influence of these kind of cases either. In spite of the complicatedness and difficulty of 
the problem the conflicts between family and institutions can be managed; we will see in the 
chapters dealing with solutions that those programmes are the most successful ones which try 
to help the school advancement of pupils not with the evasion of parents, but with actively 
cooperating with them. The investigations of Forray and her group6 also call attention to the 
necessity of cooperation with the family: the more attention the parent paid to the school 
performance of the child, the more he/she praised the child, the more motivated the pupil was 
to further education. 
 
 

III.3. Disadvantaged social conditions 

 
 
 The remarkably unfavourable social status of the Romas in Hungary is obvious on the 
basis of the Roma investigation1 carried out in 1993-94 as well, among other things. At the 
time of the research the ratio of employed was 24.2 percent among Romas and 69.4 percent of 
inactive men whose age made them fit for work were unemployed. 83 percent of women did 
not work in a workplace and 33.8 percent of them were unemployed. The territorial placement 
of 60 percent of the families is still defined by the strong domicile segregation; flats are 
poorly equipped, approximately a third of them have only one room. Since the circumstances 
of Romas’ lives have improved since the 70s, their lag compared to the non-Roma population 
had still been enormous in the 90s.  

                                                 
3 on the basis of Babusik, 1999  
4 according to Ilona Liskó, quoted by Bogdán, 1996 
5 on the basis of Csongor, 1989  
6 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, MTA, 1991  
1 on the basis of Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1994  
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 Social disadvantages considerably contribute to the failure in school: families are not 
able to meet the expenses of school, studying at home becomes almost impossible due to 
crowdedness and unfavourable flat conditions, malnutrition and unhealthy lifestyle damage 
the pupils’ state of health, therefore the period of time spent in the school shortens further. 
The connection between bad social status and school performance are confirmed by the 
investigations of Anna Csongor2. On the basis of the results, children living in a colony, in the 
hardest circumstances, - according to the author a colony is an area where the outcast of 
society are the majority, who cannot escape from here: in addition to the sub-standard housing 
conditions, the main element of the definition is the total lack of perspective – are the most 
disadvantaged in school: with the exception of first class pupils, all of them are failed, over-
aged, and the extent of their domicile segregation is in direct proportion to their getting into a 
homogeneous Roma class. The ratio of teachers working without qualifications reaches 42 
percent in their schools (these educators are the most lenient regarding uncertified absences as 
well). 
 The connections of bad social status, hopelessness, school failure and decreased 
learning motivation shed light upon the fact that we cannot separate the problems of the Roma 
from each other: since they strengthen each other and they result from each other, a solution 
for all of them has to be found, because „without social allowances and assistances all efforts 
of the school may result in a failure” 3.Unfortunately, none of the researches that are 
accessible for us deal with the fact that how Roma children experience these difficulties, what 
their strategies are for coping with them, and what the extent of the experience of relative 
deprivation is when meeting the better-off, non-Roma classmates. Authors mostly talk about 
the fact that when elaborating the programmes, it is not only the deficit that has to be 
emphasized but „pluses” – for example the warmth of family life – should be stressed as well.  
 
 

III.4. Disadvantages originating from the lack of language knowledge 

 
 
 We have mentioned earlier that the mother tongue of approximately 70 percent of 
Romas living in Hungary is Hungarian, 20 percent of them are Roma native speakers, and the 
mother tongue of 7-8 percent of them is one of the dialects of the Romanian language. Due to 
the changing of languages which has been going on for decades the number of non-Hungarian 
native speakers has been decreasing continuously, still the first language that is learned at 
home is not Hungarian1 in the case of slightly less than a third of Romas. In our case 
bilingualism can be regarded as a disadvantage from the standpoint of school success – as 
opposed to other areas of life. Especially Roma children who did not attend kindergarten have 
difficulties due to the lack of expected command of the Hungarian language in the first grade. 
Connections that can be seen from the data of the 1993-94 Roma investigation shed light 
upon the problems of those whose mother tongue is not Hungarian: „in the age group 25-29 
the eight grades of primary school had been completed by 77 percent of those whose mother 
tongue is Hungarian, by 58 of those whose mother tongue is Romanian, and 52 percent of 
those whose mother tongue is Roma. (…) There are two periods in primary school when the 
linguistic disadvantages of Roma pupils who are not native speakers of Hungarian may grow 
to critical proportions. One of them is the first two years of school, when the child has to go 
through a linguistic change of dominance, the other is the change between the first and the 
                                                 
2 on the basis of Csongor, MTA, 1991  
3 Radó, 1997 
1 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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second four years (so-called lower school and middle school) when the acquisition of the 
terminology of new, specialised subjects require him/her to learn the vocabulary of the 
linguistic code that had been elaborated.” 2 
 
 The reseaches of Katalin Forray R. and András Hegedűs T. 3 done among Oláh Romas 
shed light upon two kinds of strategies of linguistic socialisation: one family type raises the 
child in a Roma linguistic environment since he/she will be taught Hungarian in school 
anyway, the other speaks Hungarian language when the child is in the center since he/she will 
pick up Roma language anyway during the process of following family-commercial life with 
attention. „When starting school it is disturbing in both cases that the child does not speak the 
language of the school, textbooks, excercise books in any of the languages.” 4 Zita Réger5 
indicates too that Romas whose mother tongue is Hungarian have problems as well. On one 
hand because the Roma community speaks those dialogues of Hungarian language that are 
not accepted by teachers – and are often not understood either - , on the other hand the child 
learns those ways of language usage which are valid in his/her environment. The children of 
educated parents can participate in the so-called writing-reading events almost from their 
birth: these include every occassion when the letter and the books are parts of cooperation 
between partners. From the skills that can be acquired in this way the children of traditonal 
Roma families attain almost nothing since books do not participate in their material world. 
The theory of Réger is supported by the results of investigations carried out by Forray and 
Hegedűs6 as well: success in school and learning motivation are more powerfully determined 
by the number of books owned by the family than by the education of the mother and the 
father. „We can draft the connection that among the variables involved, the schooling 
aspirations of children are influenced by the cultural milieu of the family in the first case. It 
can be more of a bourgeois nature than we can conclude from the social status of the parents. 
(…) Bad social condition can be partly compensated for by those models of behaviour that 
have become more of a bourgeois nature, the elements of which are learned and adopted by 
these families in their environment and workplace relationships.” 7 
 
 From time to time a question arises in the circle of experts, namely that would it be 
possible to teach Roma pupils in Roma/Beás languages and construct coursebooks for them in 
these languages. József Vikár8 reckoned that Roma language does not comply with the 
general social requirements because it is characterized by simple sentence structures, way of 
speech bound to the situation and small diversity of vocabulary. Réger9 called his attention to 
his mistake: according to Réger, Vekerdi taped the speeches given at informal occassions 
only, however, when there are official, not everyday occassions, Romas are able to use the 
formalised way of speech as well that is different from the usual one. Specialities, regarded to 
be typical of the Roma language and of the speakers of Roma language by Vekerdi, are the 
results of the diglossial bilingualism: the two languages, Roma and Hungarian separate from 
each other functionally. On everyday occassions, in the course of family-, household-, work-
issues they prefer to use their own language, while they prefer Hungarian on official 
occassions, therefore Roma becomes the language of separation, Hungarian becomes the 

                                                 
2 Radó, 1997 
3 on the basis of Forray, Hegedűs, 1988  
4 Forray, Hegedüs, 1988 
5 on the basis of Réger, 1995 
6 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, MTA, 1991  
7 Forray, Hegedűs, MTA, 1991 
8 quoted by Szalai, 1999 
9 quoted by Szalai, 1999 
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language of adaptation and visible behaviour. 10 For this reason the set of instruments used in 
the latter cases is at their disposal in the majority language only. At the same time Roma 
language can be improved and modernised – for example József Choli Daróczi was able to 
translate even the Communist Manifesto into Roma11 – but in order to do this, conscious 
language-political decisions are necessary.  
 
 For the time being Roma languages represent parts of oral cultures: it is important to 
establish and elaborate written-ness, at the same time experts working in the field of 
education could elaborate efficient programmes and alternative teaching methods based on the 
values of oral culture – see: improvisative manner of performance, interactive text-building 
with dialogues, the usage of the elements of formal speech, which are learned by children 
living in traditional Roma communities and are used in a creative way – in order to make 
Roma pupils more successful12. Moreover, it is very significant in schools that teachers 
should not interpret the use of Roma language as a violation of norms, although it is often the 
purpose of the speakers that the outside world should not understand what they are talking 
about.  
 
 

III.5. Nursery education 

 
 
 One of the most important functions of the nursery school is – in addition to the 
teaching of certain knowledge, skills, socialising models and the practice of Hungarian 
language – that it accustoms children to regular activities upon which the school builds as 
well. „Nursery school teaches parents these routines too: to bring and take the child in a given 
time, to provide him/her the necessary equipment, that is getting ready for the activity of the 
following day.” 1 In a word, kindergarten helps to fill the gaps which are considered to be 
deficiencies in the majority society and which originate from the difference of the 
socialisation of Roma children, it makes later adaptation to school easier, and in case it can be 
achieved, it can become the efficient means for decreasing the social inequalities of chances.  
 
 11 percent of Roma children do not attend kindergarten even above the age of five, 
though the law on public education has made preparation for school compulsory at the age of 
five. 2 According to Zsuzsa Mester more and more children attend these classes, however, 
school results have not improved because it has not been the aim that Roma children should 
participate in the education for three years. In the opinion of the experts knowledge, with 
which school can be started, can only be acquired in 3-4 years’ time. They explain the staying 
away of children by shortage of space: „I know a settlement in Borsod county where all of the 
Roma children were dismissed from nursery school saying that their mothers are at home 
anyway” 3. In other cases Roma parents protect the children; the bibliography mentions cases 
when kindergarten teachers assaulted the little children. For example an investigation that was 
carried out in a village in the Great Hungarian Plain reports on a nursery school where a 
Roma section was organised as a result of disadvanteguous discrimination, and where the 

                                                 
10 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1988  
11 quoted by Csongor, Szuhay, 1992 
12 on the basis of Szalai, 1999 
1 Forray, 1999 
2 on the basis of Mester, 1999  
3 Mester, 1999 
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corporal punishment of Roma children was regular. 4 On other occassions parents do not want 
to let them out of the environment which provides protection: „kindergarten takes children out 
of the family at the exact age when according to the traditional opinion – which is spread in a 
wide range of the Romas - the education of children is the task of the family” 5. Moreover, the 
majority of the families live in a settlement where there is no kindergarten, only in a nearby 
larger village or town, and if there is one than it is usually badly equipped and the ratio of 
kindergarten teachers who work without qualifications is high 6 . Additionally, Forray7 has 
found that Roma children do not like to go to nursery school either since they do not have 
obligations at home, they do everything when they want to.  
 
 Summing up the foregoing, experts agree on the necessity of an at least three-year-
long kindergarten education regarding school advancement and success. We are dealing with 
its realization in connection with the programmes, finally, a few data on minority, 
kindergarten education: „According to data of the 1995 TOK data registration out of the 838 
kindergartens educating Roma children there are 45 which are attended by Roma children 
only, there are 189 nursery schools where there is a group in which at least half of the 
children are Roma. According to the estimation that was prepared on the basis of financing 
data and the number of children participating in national minority nursery school 
programmes, approximately 15.000 take part in Roma kindergarten programmes. According 
to data of TOK data registration out of the 838 kindergartens there are 484 where there is a 
Roma catching-up kindergarten programme.” 8 Unfortunately, on the efficiency of these 
programmes no surveys have been carried out yet.  
 
 

III.6. Quality of schools 

 
 
 In a former chapter we have already mentioned that the quality indices of the Romas’ 
shcools are worse than that of the majority primary schools. The question is how these 
educational institutions that are not properly supplied with influence the success of pupils. It 
is the statement of Kertesi and Kézdi1 that the connection, according to which the better a 
school is supplied with the lower the number of unsuccessful pupils are, is felt  very slightly. 
„In case the effect of disadvantage originating from the settlement and the effect of quality 
differences between schools – which manifest themselves in material and personal terms – are 
filtered out, we still find that: the achievement of primary school pupils is poor in schools 
where the number of Roma pupils is high. This obviously indicates that we have to look for 
the reasons behind the failure of Roma pupils not in the disadvantage originating from the 
settlement and in the poorer quality indices of their schools mostly, but in the family 
socialisation prior to school and in the insuffiency of their school-maturity. (…) Therefore the 
main reason for failure in the school should be searched for in the family – this is our first and 
most important conclusion. Consequently, therapies should be directly aimed at pupils as 
individuals and at their families. We regard every programme unsuccessful which indirecly 

                                                 
4 quoted by Pik, 1999 
5 Forray, 1999 
6 on the basis of Csongor, 1992  
7 on the basis of Forray, 1999  
8 Radó, 1997 
1 on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996  
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endeavours to help disadvantageous pupils (as well) by the rise of the standard of the school 
and not by the catching-up of children.” 2 
 
 János Bogdán3 blames the investigation of Kertesi and his group for not revealing the 
fact whether Romas get everything in a better school that their non-Roma classmates do. The 
quality indices of the school may be good regarding the school in general, and at the same 
time they show nothing about what happens to a Roma child in such an institution. 
Additionally, Anna Csongor4 found a strong positive correlation between the poor 
achievements of children living in a colony and the quality indices of poorly equipped 
schools. The argument, which is about how the extent the school is equipped with influences 
the poor achievements of Romas, has not been decided yet: probably more thorough 
investigations are needed which take „softer” data – for example how the child is getting on 
among the given circumstances, to what extent is she/he motivated by the environment and by 
teachers working there etc. - into consideration as well.We are dealing with the issue whether 
it is possible to interfere in family socialisation later.  
 
 

III.7. Motivation for studying 

 
 
 There is not an understanding among experts regarding the learning motivation of 
Roma children: some1 mention a low motivation, others mention one that is often even higher 
than that of the non-Romas’. The representatives of the previous standpoint are divided into 
two groups: there are some who think that the motivelessness of pupils develops in family 
circle since the value of knowledge that can be attained at school is low in the survival 
strategies of the Roma – and it has devaluated even more due to the effect of unemployment – 
and there are some representatives according to whom children become motiveless in the 
school as a result of a series of failures and the experience of strangeness.  
 
 Unfortunately, authors do not quote what kind of researches support their conceptions in 
connection with the low learning inducement of Romas. All the investigations relying on scientific 
methods that are known to us prove just the very opposite: for example Forray and Hegedűs2 draw 
attention to the fact that a wide range of pupils accept compulsory education that lasts until the age of 
16. They had stated that the level of aspiration – the motivation for further education – had a stronger 
connection with the adaptation of the family to bourgeois life and with the acquisition and possession 
of the values of symbolic culture than it had with the education of the parents. Anna Imre3, who had 
carried out researches in eight vocational institutions educating a higher ratio of Roma pupils, states 
that Roma pupils were more motivated than their non-Roma classmates, however, pupils who had got 
into these institutions probably do not represent the average but they have a more advantageous social 
background: they presumably belong to the elite of the Roma. „All these draw our attention to the fact 
that it is dangerous to adopt the cliché on the motivelessness of Roma pupils uncritically, partly 
because they can be motivated as well, partly because the question is related to the relative status of 
different groups within the Roma.” 4 On the other hand János Bogdán5 writes about highly motivated 
Southern-Transdanubian children who sit for the entrance examination of Gandhi Grammar School; 

                                                 
2 Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996 
3 on the basis of Bogdán, 1996  
4 on the basis of Csongor, MTA, 1991  
1 for example Liskó, quoted by Bogdán, 1996; Radó, 1997 
2 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, MTA, 1991  
3 quoted by Radó, 1997 
4 Radó, 1997 
5 on the basis of Bogdán, 1996  
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although they are the children of disadvantageous families but still, poverty does not necessarily mean 
cultural poverty of stimulus at the same time. It is worth glancing at the results of Babusik6 as well, 
although his research had been carried out among Romas aged 17 and 29. Data indicate that 70 percent 
of the Roma population have a basically positive motivation regarding achievements. The conclusion 
of the Ózd investigation is that Romas, who are normally properly motivated and can be motivated, 
will invest more time and energy into school education in case this psychic and physical investment, 
and the costs of education are refunded in the future (that is they will be able to make good use of their 
knowledge and find employment in the labour market). 
 
 On the basis of the results disclosed we can admit that Romas can be motivated as 
well, but their learning motivation will really rise in case they admit and experience that the 
labour market value of education had increased during the last decade. András Hegedűs T. 7 
adds that Roma children become motivated if we make an effort to decrease the external social 
dangers threatening Romas and by doing so their anxieties will come to an end as well. Furthermore, 
we have to define what it is we want them to be motivated to do: „It is difficult to word. (…) We have 
to raise their attention, to make them want to understand the world and their status inside it, they 
should try to „feel” the expectations directed towards them, that is they should build a psychological 
radar for themselves” 8. Summing up we can say that the condition of the motivation increase is partly 
the faith of both the child and the family in the fact that learning is worth the effort, partly a kind of 
trust that it is possible to fight the hostile outside world that causes anxiety.  
 

                                                 
6 on the basis of Babusik, 1999  
7 on the basis of Hegedüs, 1999  
8 on the basis of Hegedüs, 1999  
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III.8. Prejudice and discrimination 

 
 
 In the opinion of Ferenc Erős „the relation to minorities is one of the most important 
measuring devices of the state of mind of the society” 1 On one hand the prejudices against 
Romas have far-reaching historical roots, on the other hand these days in Hungary 
impoverishment, unemployment and the state of being relatively deprived make people more 
inclined to find a scapegoat and to hostile behaviour towards Romas. The bibliography 
includes reference-like statements only on the extent of the influence of prejudice on the 
school achievements of pupils. For example they have demonstrated by investigations where 
one had to choose a photograph that the least assimilated the Roma population is in their 
domicile, Roma children are the more negative towards Roma persons in the photo2. From the 
results we can see that taking on Roma identity causes conflicts at an early age for the 
children, who are sensitive to the rejection of the majority society. As we could see on the 
basis of the earlier statement of Hegedűs anxiety lowers learning motivation therefore results 
presumably deteriorate as well (I am not informed of a particular investigation in connection 
with this). Teachers working in the second four grades of primary school (middle school) 
explain the children’s sudden turning to be impossible to manage with the fact that pupils 
„increasingly realize their origin” (which we can admit is a problem in a prejudiced majority 
environment only).  
 
 Prejudice – or even good intention that is often interwoven with it inseparably – may 
lead to disadvantageous discrimination. I describe the very wide-spread segregation practice 
of Hungarian schools in a separate chapter, as the consequence of Roma pupils’ failure in 
schools. However, we may regard segregation as the reason for failure; in this case we get a 
vicious circle where it is almost impossible to separate causes from effects. Unfortunately 
there are no investigations on the possible Pygmalion-effect that is the result of 
disadvantageous discrimination: on the extent to which a Roma child, who is placed into a 
special class without any cause, accepts the judgement of the majority society according to 
which he/she is retarded. To what extent does the suggestion of the committee of experts on 
the transfer of the child turn into a prediction that makes itself come true sooner or later ?  
 
Forray and Hegedűs3 shed light upon the fact that in homogeneous Roma classes due to the 
lower level of requirement and lower group standards the level of expectations decreases as 
well, achievement-motivation decreases too, that is even a gifted child performs below his/her 
own level. Anna Csongor4 reckons as well that a pure Roma class is a possibility to decrease 
the material that should be learned by Romas to the minimum. Therefore the knowledge of 
Romas that is acquired in primary school and their performance lag far behind that of the non-
Roma childrens’ of the majority. In the opinion of Erna Sághy5 the level of performance is 
lower in homogeneous Roma classes than it is in mixed classes but she does not provide data 
unfortunately. Zita Réger6 sees as well that the majority of children who are educated in 
undivided Roma groups get stuck in development and struggle with linguistic disadvantages 
especially. Authors Kertesi and Kézdi represent an opinion which is the opposite of the above 

                                                 
1 Erős, 1993 
2 quoted by Erős, 1993 
3 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, MTA, 1991  
4 on the basis of Csongor, OKI, 1991  
5 on the basis of Sághy, 1995  
6 quoted by Radó, 1997 
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mentioned: „Segregation is dangerous not primarily because it spoils school achievements – 
according to our calculations the strength of this connection is not considerable - , but above 
all because it deepens the sense of being different both in Roma and non-Roma pupils, which 
will hinder the relationship free of prejudice between the majority and the minority in 
adulthood.” 7  
 
 I think we can agree with both standpoints: prejudice and segregation have a negative 
effect on both school achievement and self-appreciation. Their main danger is that they 
function as predictions that make themselves come true, as vicious circles. Prejudices on one 
hand evoke confusion, conflicts of role, sense of shame from the children, on the other hand – 
due to the deteriorating performance that is the result of all these – teachers may see their 
negative expectations proven true therefore they feel that the introduction of a „decreased 
syllabus” to Romas is just (saying that they are not able to learn more anyway). Getting into 
homogeneous Roma classes and specialised classes deepens the sense of being different, it 
worsens motivation further, and so on: the process goes on without stopping, in a circular 
motion.  
 
 

III.9. Pedagogical methods 

 
 
 It seems that pedagogical methods, which are successful in the case of educating the 
non-Roma children of the majority society, have failed in the case of educating the Roma, 
still, there are very few schools where they experiment with different methods. It is a lot more 
frequent that instead of questioning the pedagogical practice in use the employees of 
educational institutions question whether Roma children can be taught, and they direct them 
to the schools of the handicapped.  
 
 „Whereas modern pedagogy sets out from the fact that every pupil can acquire a high 
level of knowledge if they are given the possibility and proper circumstances in the school, 
and if their rhythm of studying is respected. The new regulation of content in Hungary makes 
it possible for the schools to comply with the requirements of syllabus and improvement 
which are set by the end of the fourth grade by a flexible schedule. (…) The adaptation of the 
so-called alternative or personality-centered pedagogical schools (Waldorf, Comprehensive 
School, Rogers, Freinet, Cooperative Learning) have started in quite a lot of Hungarian 
schools but almost all of these experiments educate children with a typically middle-class 
background.” 1  
 
 Besides the inadequacy of pedagogical methods applied in the schools of the Roma the 
teachers’ lack of thorough grounding in the knowledge of the Roma causes further problems: 
they are often unable to manage the ethnic conflicts within the classroom and they do not 
recognize techniques with which these conflicts can be treated, they do not understand or 
cannot interpret what Roma children have got to say, their conduct, the reasons for their 
behaviour: „the confinement of classroom activity among strict rules and the discipline that is 
necessary for that forces the Roma child, who is not accustomed to this, to passivity or an 
activity that is „outside of studying” which results in the fact that the mark on conduct is not 
up to scratch.” 2.All these reveal the deficiencies of teacher training: in Hungary Romology 
                                                 
7 Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996 
1 Radó, 1997 
2 Radó, 1997 
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education is present only at the Teacher Training College in Zsámbék and at Janus Pannonius 
University, other teachers who had graduated from somewhere else probably face the 
specialities and problems typical of Roma children impotently – or maybe armed with his/her 
own stereotypes. It would be necessary that teacher training college students acquired both 
modern pedagogical techniques and the knowledge of the world of the Romas – culture, 
language, social status etc. – to the proper extent and they made use of them actively later on.  
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IV. Consequences of failure 

 
 
 Due to the reasons listed in the previous chapters Roma pupils are unsuccessful in 
primary school: tables presented earlier testify that the number of absences, repeating a year 
and dropouts is high among them. One of the possible consequences of the failure of Roma 
pupils is disadvantageous discrimination, segregation: instead of introducing new pedagogical 
methods, schools in many cases react to the „bad children material”, to the „impossibility of 
teaching” Romas by starting homogeneous Roma classes or they send children to special 
schools.  
 
 

IV.1. Discrimination 

 
 
 Since disadvantageuous discrimination is mostly not racism and prejudice but it is 
produced by the „good will” – that is their lack of thorough grounding and lack of 
competence - of teachers and experts responsible for educational politics decisions, Radó1 
recommends that we should not include cases into this notion only when the disadvantage 
afflicting pupils of the minorities is the result of negative discrimination but all phenomena as 
well when the educational institution does not help to equalize the disadvantages originating 
from the majority status of pupils. The definition in the case of Romas is sound on one hand 
because in the majority of cases discrimination is only one element of the disadvantages 
afflicting pupils, which could be eliminated with the help of the school and the education. On 
the other hand it is sound because „Hungarian minority legal system had been developed on 
the basis of „positive discrimination” against minorities, it is not satisfied with the prohibition 
of discrimination but it orders the application of the system of positive measures as well, 
serving the equalization of different disadvantages. (…) Since disadvantageuous 
discrimination is a significantly contextual phenomenon it is necessary to designate a system 
of relations within which certain educational situations can be regarded as the sources of 
disadvantages from the standpoint of pupils belonging to the minority. In this respect three 
requirements have to be taken into consideration: the avoidance of all the forms of 
discrimination, the „translation” of minority rights into pedagogical content (for example the 
acquisition of language and culture, free choosing of identity, etc.), and the unequality of 
chances for progression within the educational system” 2. On the basis of all these we rank the 
specialities of the educational system which limit unequality, segregation, inadequate and 
disadvantageuous education-organizing solutions, and inadequate and disadvantageuous 
pedagogical practices to the notion of disadvantageuous discrimination. Before proceeding on 
I would like to call attention to the stressed importance of dealing with disadvanageuous 
discrimination, since the 7th article of law LXXIX., 1993. states that disadvantageuous 
discrimination in public education is prohibited for any reasons, therefore especially for the 
child’s or his/her relations’ colour, sex, religion, national and ethnic affiliation, political or 
other opinion, national, ethnic, or social origin, property and income status, age, lack or 
limitation of the power of disposal, birth or other status, and for the maintainer of the 
educational institution3. 
 
                                                 
1 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
2 Radó, 1997 
3 quoted by Pik, 1999 
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IV.2. Segregation in the educational system 

 
 
 According to the 1993-94 data the ratio of Roma pupils in public education was 7.2 
percent1. Due to the settlement-geographical location of Romas and their segregation within 
certain settlements the ratio of Roma pupils in some schools substantially differs from that of 
the average: „in the year mentioned more than 70 percent of Roma children attended a school 
where their ratio was more than 10 percent, within it 42 percent of them attended a school 
where their ratio was more than 22 percent. This segregation within the school system could 
have only increased since then.” 2  
 
 
The ratio of Roma 
children in school 

The following percent 
of all the non-Roma 
children attend such 
schools 

The average ratio of 
Roma children in these 
schools (%) 

Average non-
Roma:Roma ratio 

Below 2%  42.5 0.6 265 : 2  
Below 5%  66.4 1.5 305 : 5 
The ratio of Roma 
children in school 

The following percent 
of all the non-Roma 
children attend such 
schools  

The average ratio of 
Roma children in these 
schools (%) 

Average non-
Roma:Roma ratio 

Above 10%  70.3 22.9 165 : 49 
Above 22%  42.1 34.8 109 : 58 
Table 19.: The indices of the school segregation of Roma children (On the basis of 
Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996.) 
 
 In the opinion of Radó3 there are three reasons for segregation within the school 
system: on one hand due to the prejudice of majority society the increase of the number of 
Roma pupils elicits the transfer of non-Roma pupils into other schools; on the other hand the 
better migrational chances of the highly qualified non-Roma population may lead to the 
increase of the ratio of Romas – mainly in regions where the level of unemployment is high - , 
finally, Romas primarily settle into town ghettos therefore the ratio of Romas increases in 
these town districts – mainly in the town centres. Due to all these we can witness certain 
schools having more and more Romas, however, we must not value the phenomenon as a 
negative factor unambiguously and biased. Anna Csongor4 stresses that in case these schools 
mean better circumstances, special, effective, good work, that is in case children have a 
moving possibility, they progress, develop, then we can even qualify the existence of almost 
homogeneous Roma schools as good. To avoid exaggerated optimism, Radó5 emphasizes that 
for the participation in special pedagogical programmes and for the teaching of Roma 
language and ethnic knowledge money is necessary. Since educational institutions where the 
number of Roma pupils has increased more and more can mainly be found in the north-
eastern counties (Borsod, Nógrád, Szabolcs-Szatmár), these schools are maintained by local 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Havas, Kemény, Kertesi, 1994 
2 Radó, 1997 
3 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
4 on the basis of Csongor, OKI, 1991  
5 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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governments which do not have enough income for the realization of better circumstances and 
a higher standard of education.  
 
 

IV.3. Segregation in school 

 
 
 Due to the lack of financial support and appropriate thorough grounding in many 
schools instruments are applied which, instead of helping to equalize the disadvantages of 
Roma pupils, often increase or preserve them. Harsányi1 lists several degrees of segregation, 
from the separate sitting in classrooms through decreased value education to the getting rid of 
the Roma pupil. Loss and Csorba2 mention that a growing number of schools offer the private 
student-status to Roma pupils, but they do not disclose exact data. Mihály Fátyol makes this 
kind of declaration on this issue as well: „What terribly disturbs me in this field is the fact that 
if there is a problem with the Roma child, they are very inclined to rather let the child be a 
private student, mainly in small settlements, because they do not have either energy or affinity 
for keeping the child in ordinary education. Unfortunately, this is spreading more and more.” 3 
To my knowledge researches have not been carried out in connection with this problem so far. 
In the following we survey the two most frequent manifestation forms of segregation, the 
operation of homogeneous Roma classes, and the schools of the handicapped.  
 
 

IV.3.1. Homogeneous Roma classes1  
 
 
 Homogeneous Roma classes were established by the 1961 party decision temporarily: 
in the background of the decision on their organisation there was „good will”, since 
segregated classes would have served the purpose of catching up2. The fact that Roma classes 
have come into being recently as well and that they still exist today (see the data of Kertesi 
and his group) indicates that the noble plan did not work. In the opinion of Anna Csongor we 
are aware of approximately a hundred of such classes but this number means nothing: it may 
happen that an educational institution launches a special section class as the instrument of 
selection, where Roma children cannot get in either due to their „abilities”, or their „physical 
condition” or their financial status, therefore most of them get into the parallel class having a 
decreased syllabus. The group having a low level of requirements often does not need an 
indirect segregation either, since it can be realized easily with the help of differential lesson 
conduction: „In every fifth school Roma children do not take part in any kind of special 
education (they do not go swimming, do not learn foreign languages or computer studies etc.) 
and even if there is a possibility for that the parents cannot take on its financial burdens” 3. In 
many places those attend homogeneous classes who did not have room in special schools, 
who were judged to be fit for „normal”school education by the committee of experts, in all 
probability due to the implicated Roma quotas. „From the higher regions of the Roma, who 
                                                 
1 on the basis of Harsányi, Radó, 1997  
2 on the basis of Loss, Csorba  
3 Liskó, 1999 
4 We have compiled the material for the chapter mostly on the basis of Anna Csongor’s 1985-86 researches 
(summarized by Csongor, OKI, 1991). Since Katalin Pik mentions as well (Pik, 1999) that among the 
settlements that have established 32 homogeneous Roma classes back then, 28 of them still organizes a separate 
Roma class for the purpose of catching-up, in our opinion Csongor’s results are valid in 2000 as well.. 
5 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1995  
6 Radó, 1997 
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are naturally layered on a local level as well, children attend mixed classes. The school gives 
an ideology for this by distinguishing „old” Romas and „new” ones, „ours” and „vagabonds”, 
and it distinguishes from employment group considerations as well. The children of the more 
assimilated- or just more usual layer get into mixed classes, the children of the less 
assimilated, of the wreck, and of the poorer get into homogeneous Roma classes. The social 
composition of special classes is the worst. In case this trio exists, one can find the latter even 
on the basis of schoolyard lining up usually, children who look the most uncared-for, who are 
the most ragged attend them.” 4 The investigation of Anna Csongor – probably due to the 
aforementioned – did not find a substantial difference between the achievements and 
intelligence of children attending Roma and special classes. In many cases those who had not 
attended kindergarten get into homogeneous classes „to catch up”, however, while they make 
up for their lagging behind others advance further and further therefore their disadvantage 
becomes impossible to make up for. This becomes obvious by the second four years 
especially, when children get to mixed classes – where there is a Roma section in the first four 
years only - , where even those pupils fail who had been successful, good pupils earlier.  
 
 The classrooms of the Roma are usually separated spatially as well, they are far away 
from the central building: these old schools are jam-packed, their equipment and furnishing 
are insufficient therefore pupils studying there have the right to think that they everywhere get 
the worst of everything. Teachers teaching in equipment stores, in former gym dressing rooms 
try to educate Roma children with the most varied methods because there is not an elaborated 
concept yet that is accepted by everyone. They often complain that children cannot meet the 
syllabus requirements therefore they re-write coursebooks with the approval of the school 
inspectorate. Therefore „expressedly or inexpressedly the Roma mark five (excellent) is worth 
less than the non-Roma mark five does. Usually the child goes from a reduced domicile to a 
reduced value school building to acquire a reduced value syllabus in the hope of getting a 
reduced value labour market place in the future.” 5 
 
 How efficient Roma classes are which theoretically serve catching up? The results of 
pupils attending homogeneous classes are alarming: the ratio of pupils who had a mark one or 
two (that is failure or rather weak) in Hungarian language and literature and in mathematics at 
the end of the schoolyear had exceeded 50 percent in both subjects. In the year of the research 
17 percent of children failed, but the high ratio of over-aged – two-thirds of the children – 
indicates even more frequent schoolyear-repetitions. Classes that are organised for over-aged 
Roma pupils by the end of school age indicate the most obviously that „catching up” 
pedagogy aimed at the elimination of starting out differences has failed: the child could not 
make up for his/her disadvantages resulting from his/her cultural, social, and ethnic 
difference. „Pedagogical motives appear in the most rare case here, we simply would like to 
terminate and isolate the „centre of infection”. Of course it is very difficult finding a teacher 
here, these classes often operate formally only” 6.  
 
 Undivided Roma classes, which have become the institutions of minimum requirement 
education, and in which children instead of catching up just increased their relative 
disadvantage compared to the majority, are sentenced to failure. The debate of experts is on 
the fact as to what extent can the act of segregation be blamed for failure, beyond the low 
level of quality indices of such classes. Certain authors (e.g. Bodgán) think that in case 
segregation is combined with better pedagogical methods and equipment, it is not harmful, 
                                                 
7 Csongor, OKI, 1991 
8 Csongor, OKI, 1991 
9 Csongor, OKI, 1991 
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while in the opinion of others (e.g. Kertesi, Kézdi) segregation strengthens the sense of 
difference; we will return to this issue in connection with programmes and solutions. 
 
 

IV.3.2. Schools for the disadvantaged 
 
 
 There are more than forty thousand children studying in special schools in Hungary, 
and almost 43 percent of them are Roma. A higher ratio of pupils are taught in a class that has 
been organised as a section of the elementary school than in independent educational 
institutions.  
 
Age Kindergar

ten 
Elementar
y school 

Special 
school for 
the 
handicapp
ed 

Secondary 
level 
technical 
school 

Industrial 
school 

Grammar 
school 

University, 
college 

Total 

Under 5  374787 2375 461     377623 
6-13 19540 932901 31555 198 1939 4760  990893 
14  22140 3285 2324 26304 67919  121970 
15  6526 3404 3440 33011 70298  116679 
16  2056 2252 3627 44715 77567  130217 
17   1323 2290 19782 81565  104960 
14-17  30722 10262 11681 123812 297349  473826 
18   532 1423 9195 39613 12993 63756 
19   188 695 5161 12368 24984 43396 
20   103 301 3739 7305 28742 40190 
21    263   26428 26691 
22       20264 20264 
18-22   823 2682 18095 59286 113411 194297 
Above 
22  

      28702 28702 

Total 364327 966998 43101 14561 143846 361395 142113 2066534
5 

Table 20.: Number of regular students (1996) (Statistical Yearbook of Hungary 1996. KSH 
1997. Quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998.) 
 
Name 1980 1990 1995 1996 1997 
Individual inst. 167 175 197 200 202 
In primary 
school, as a 
section 

407 440 465 469 476 

Classrooms 2414 3262 3520 3550 3475 
Teacher 4475 6163 6428 6517 6744 
Within it the 
teachers of the 
handicapped 

3180 3948 4136 4062 4132 

Number of 
children 

37285 39363 42629 43101 43552 
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Within it those 
living in hostel 

9431 9891 10018 9299 7716 

Person/teacher 8.3 6.4 6.6 6.6 6.5 
Person/classroom 15.4 11.3 12.1 12.1 12.5 
Table 21.: Some data typical of schools for the handicapped (Statistical Yearbook of 
Hungary, 1996 and 1997. KSH 1997, 1998. Quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998.) 
 
 
Schoolye
ar 

Total number of pupils Within that 
the number 
of Romas 

Ratio of Romas 

1974/75 29617 7730 26.1% 
1977/78 31666 9753 30.8% 
1981/82 33079 12107 36.6% 
1985/86 39395 15640 39.7% 
1992/93 32099 13662 42.6% 
Table 22.: Roma pupils in special school (Roma pupils in primary- and secondary level 
education. TÁRKI Budapest, 1986. (first four rows) Ministry of Education, Statistical 
Department (last row), quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998.)  
 
The ratio of Roma children in classes which had been established for the handicapped reached 
94 percent in 1998 in Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén county; according to the 1997 research of Girán 
and Kardos it reached 67.92 percent in southern-transdanubian counties. The 1997 
investigation of Péter Radó that involved 309 schools having a different syllabus showed that 
the ratio of Roma children is 41 percent in them. 1 
 
 When explaining the enormous proportions teachers, headmasters often refer to 
inheritance, genetic factors, self-destructive lifestyle and alcoholism of parents (saying that a 
great part of the child’s relatives had attended special school as well). 2 Since the ratio of 
handicapped people is 2-3 percent within the total population it is unlikely that approximately 
the half of the Romas are mentally retarded. (The 1997 investigation of Tomai3 may serve as 
an evidence for that, which demonstrated by Raven intelligence test independent of culture 
that the mental capacity of Roma children aged seven is between the average and its upper 
limit. The IQ points of pupils aged 13-15 are very good as well, although their school 
achievements do not reflect these abilities.) What does explain the presence of Romas in 
special schools in these numbers, how and why do children get there?  
 
 In the opinion of Jenő Kaltenbach4 the vast number of Roma pupils in this type of 
institution that provides no chances for further education or employment is not the sign of the 
mental inaptitude of Roma pupils but of the discrimination against them and of the failure of 
ordinary public educational institutions. Teachers more willingly leave the task of 
improvement and care to a subsidiary, though according to paragraph (7) of the 19th § of law 
LXXIX., 1993. „the basic task of the teacher is the education and teaching of children and 
pupils in his/her charge. In connection with that it is his/her special duty to take the child’s, 
pupil’s individual ability, talent, pace of development, socio-cultural status and state of 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Kaltenbach, 1998  
2 on the basis of Tóth, 1987  
3 quoted by Erős, 1993 
4 on the basis of Kaltenbach, 1998  
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development, handicap into consideration in the course of his/her educational and teaching 
activity, to help the development of the ability and talent of the child, pupil, and to help the 
catching up of the child who is in disadvantaged status due to any reason to his/her 
classmates.” Unfortunately, Hungarian public education tradition connects the notion of 
success to the fulfilment of syllabus requirements and not to the development ability based on 
the capacity of the child. In case of certain absences of achievement teachers more willingly 
send the child to a teacher of the handicapped, since his/her work is based on improvement 
and development of skills more than that of an „ordinary” teacher’s. 
 
 We can explain the high number of Roma pupils in special schools with the judgement 
of the expert committees deciding on transfer as well. Data sheets on children, that are sent to 
the committee by teachers, are often incomplete and reveal unconcern. There is also a debate 
in progress on to what extent can tests applied by „experts” be trusted, and on to what extent 
do they draw the „right” conclusions from the results. In the opinion of Anna Csongor5 it is 
unnecessary to argue on the fact that why tests applied are not independent from culture, since 
the school system where the child is enrolled on the basis of the test result is the „culture 
dependent” institution of the majority society anyway. It would only make sense to take the 
disadvantageuous status resulting from the non-Hungarian mother tongue into consideration if 
„the aptitude for a – non-existent – Roma school has to be ascertained. Or in case a catching-
up educational service existed which could use the diagnoses evolved on the basis of research 
results for the compensation of explored – Roma – specialities, linguistic difficulties.” 6 
Though Sándor Illyés7 suggests that special educational need is the joint result of two factors 
– on one hand the different abilities of children, on the other hand the incapacity of the school 
for providing proper education in different features - , committees do not help the teacher in 
the elaboration of pedagogical methods adjusted to the abilities of the child; expert opinions 
are short, laconic, therefore on the basis of these it is impossible to find out what attention 
should be paid to in case the child stayed in a normal class. 
 
 Beyond the previously mentioned it is not likely that a single, short investigation 
would be enough for the passing of such a suggestion of the utmost importance that has an 
effect on the whole further life of the child. On the objectivity of decisions the „Budapest-
investigation” states the following: „In case we draw the line between normality and 
deficiency at IQ 70 and we classify according to the psychometric standpoint exclusively, 
then only 49.3 percent of special school population are qualified as mentally handicapped and 
50.7 percent of them get into the borderline case – retarded – group, moreover, 12 percent of 
them would be qualified as average.” 8  
 
 Although the citation of the child before the committee happens with the parent’s 
consent, most of the people know nothing about its long-term, real importance. For many of 
them – who do not consider the further education of the child – it seems advantageous if their 
son-daughter attends an easier school, maybe because they had completed a special school as 
well. According to Katalin Pik9 the parent protests in vain many times, since the headmaster 
has got the last word anyway: will he/she admit the child or not. She mentions schools where 
children were offered free supply of coursebooks and free subsidized meals in case they 
choose the special school.  

                                                 
5 on the basis of Csongor, 1989  
6 Loss, Csorba 
7 Illyés, quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998 
8 quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998 
9 on the basis of Pik, 1999  
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 Summing up the aforementioned, in concord with István Kemény we can say that 
special schools are mainly attended by children who are not retarded, but by „children who 
are difficult to manage, more outspokenly Romas. They get there because the normal teacher 
of the normal class of the normal school does not accept them and could not manage them 
either.” 10 In the following we examine what kinds of disadvantages does the large-scale 
schooling of Romas into special schools mean and what its consequences are.  
 According to present rules it turns out from the school report only indirectly that the 
child had attended a school organized for the handicapped, since in case the pupil completes 
elementary school, „he/she may attend secondary level education” is written on one’s papers 
only11. The special school report is only revealed by the fact that the pupil had not learned a 
foreign language, physics and chemistry. At the same time, the National Basic Syllabus is the 
document of the education of the handicapped as well, therefore children attending special 
school should fulfil the same requirements as the others do; differences could appear in the 
educational methods only 12. The summary of the Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén county 
investigation13, carried out for the order of the Ministry of Culture and Public Education, 
qualifying schools having a different syllabus indicates that all these are not realized like that:  
- Since the syllabus of special classes differs from that of the elementary school’s, they do 

not study subjects necessary for professional further education, therefore we have a good 
reason for stating that this kind of education indicates a deadlock and we accumulatively 
reproduce groups that are disadvantaged from social and labour market considerations. 

- As a consequence of reduced syllabus the replacement of the child who spends one-two 
years in special school is almost impossible, both the teacher and the child are faced with 
a problem that is impossible to solve professionally. 

- Special classes are most often filled up with children whose parents do not have adequate 
information on the deadlock nature of the school, on the nature of special school, and on 
the possibilities and way of replacement. 

- The disturbances of partial functions were usually possible to be demonstrated in case of 
replaced children who are not mentally retarded and indicate a borderline case. Therefore 
they are sentenced to failure in elementary school. However, special schools are able to 
achieve successes with them, but these successes are of a very doubtful value. The special 
school is interested in the fact that non-retarded children should stay with them later on, 
that they should not be replaced because they can show better results with less work with 
these children. 

 
On the basis of the aforementioned we can admit that there is a „reduced value” education 
going on in special schools, at the same time – according to the 1997 results of Csanádi, Gerő 
and Ladányi14 – getting into further education is possible from here as well; three-quarters of 
children asked continued their studies after the completion of eighth grade: more than a fifth 
of them in special technical school, more than a quarter of them in industrial school or in 
secondary school. However, former special school pupils had to fight for this a lot more, they 
had to attend school for more years than their fellow pupils attending „normal” class did, 
though they were the ones who needed help the most: most of them lived among such bad 
circumstances that researchers stated that in case „the socioeconomical status of the family 

                                                 
10 quoted by Loss, Csorba 
11 on the basis of Pik, 1999  
12 on the basis of Kaltenbach, 1998  
13 quoted by Kaltenbach, 1998 
14 quoted by Pik, 1999 
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had been different the child would have avoided relocation in all certainty.” 15 It makes the 
problems of children who attended classes for the retarded more difficult that negative 
opinions on special school children build up as well onto the prejudices against Romas (which 
are just strengthened by separation). Although further education and the acquisition of 
qualification are theoretically ensured – special technical schools developed for the 
handicapped exist - , on the one hand they provide knowledge that can be converted to the 
least, on the other hand, they are present in a few bigger towns only and it is not sure that 
parents are able to cover the expenses of hostel accomodation or commution. Therefore we 
can admit that when schooling Romas, special shcool as a possible alternative just increases 
the uneducatedness of the Romas by the drastic narrowing of possibilities for further 
education.  
 
 In the opinion of Jenő Kaltenbach „with the maintenance of the present system two 
basic mistakes can be made. On one hand, children who are not mentally retarded and who 
are Romas in the majority can get into the educational system maintained for the mentally 
handicapped. This may have a negative effect on their further chances, choice of career, 
labour market status, way of life. The other mistake is that children who are really mentally 
retarded are ousted from special education!” 16 And indeed, 75.7 percent of the 140 mentally 
retarded non-Roma children who were examined by Csanádi and his group got into normal 
school (several people mention that middle class non-Roma parents will do everything that 
their child does not get the „handicapped” label). Taking all this into consideration it seems 
that in the direction of Romas into special school prejudice plays a role as well, which results 
in the disadvantageous discrimination of Roma children.  
 
 For the remedying of the problem the minority ombudsman has made the following 
suggestions17:  
- The teacher can ask for the pre-filtering examination of the child only in case he/she is 

convinced that he/she had done everything among the given circumstances by the 
methods and instruments at his/her disposal for successfully catching up the pupil to the 
others. It would be necessary to prove this: otherwise he/she breaks his/her legal duties 
and this has to be sanctioned.  

- The Minister of Education has to achieve by the revision of relevant laws and by the 
keeping of laws that in this field of public education there would not be a possibility of 
disadvantageously discriminating individuals and groups.  

- The Ministry should regularly evaluate and check the work of expert and rehabilitational 
committees within the framework of professional supervision, and in certain cases it 
would have to sanction the possible infringements of lawful rights.  

- Leaders of Hungarian educational politics have to survey what kinds of chance-
equalizing programmes can be realized, they unanimously have to take a stand in the 
question as to how and when integrated education can be introduced in Hungary in a wide 
range and what instruments are necessary for that. Special educational methods have to 
be introduced in schools. The possibility of the schools for employing experts for the sake 
of the successful catching up of children has to be created.  

- Early improvement is a not too wide-spread but promising form of making handicapped 
children fulfil the maximum they can achieve with the help of improvement by the time 
of their school age.  

                                                 
15 Pik, 1999 
16 Kaltenbach, 1998 
17 on the basis of Kaltenbach, 1998  
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- The information of parents is necessary in connection with their rights and duties: Roma 
local governments, civilian organizations and local governments of the settlement may be 
the partners of the Ministry in the flow of information.  

- Knowledge on the Romas, disadvantageous discrimination, prejudice and knowledge on 
the management of these should be involved into the system of teacher training. 

 
In agreement with Jenő Kaltenbach most of the researchers think that one should consider the 
elaboration of the possibility of joint education since the efficiency level of separate classes is 
provably lower. In the opinion of Ágnes Diósi when realizing integrated education the 
emotional security of the child has to be guaranteed in the first case because „they need a 
school where they are loved, they are important, where their advancement is assisted. In case 
this is realized, the rest is a matter of detail. In case this does not exist, everything is in vain.” 

18  
 

V. Solutions possible, proposals 
 
 
 In this chapter we provide a review of the suggestions on the liquidation and 
overcoming of problems in connection with the school failure of the Romas. The solutions 
offered are usually of two kinds: on one side there are expert opinions which wish to remedy 
the financial, social and cultural disadvantages of the Romas, on the other side there are 
opinions which – since they regard Romas as an independent ethnic group – aim at making 
the Romas able to acquire both the culture of the majority society and their own culture as 
well. All this is in close relation with the Roma-definitions introduced in the first chapter.  
 
 In our opinion it is useful if this chapter is built up similarly to the part listing the 
causes of failure, that is if we list the suggestions on the treatment of problems one by one, 
from family socialization to pedagogical practice, and we mention multicultural education at 
the end of the chapter. We could say that in the first, bigger part deficit theories, while in the 
second part attempts at the strengthening of ethnic identity, at education for integration and 
tolerance are listed. We have to add that this artificial separation is illusory: just like the 
anthropological approach suggests, social-economical disadvantages and the problems of 
ethnic identity appear tightly interwoven with each other in reality. Therefore certain issues – 
culture, language – appear both in the chapters dealing with disadvantages and in those 
dealing with ethnicity as well.  
 
 Suggestions on the education of the Romas have to keep the following fundamental 
principles in view above all1: 
- The raised subsidy of the schooling of Roma children is not a charitable gesture for the 

part of the state or the majority society, though it is necessary to spend on this purpose 
from a collective „budget” so if they get more, others get less unambiguously. The point 
is not that a weak state fulfils the demands of the Romas. It is the basic interest of each 
and every citizen of the state that they should be able to communicate and cooperate with 
their fellow citizens, that there should not be crowds which are treated as strangers by the 
majority society. Romas – like every minority – are the weaker party in society and they 
have to get more subsidies in order to have similar chances.  

                                                 
18 Diósi, 1994 
1 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991  
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- The Romas have been able to provide an intellectual, skilled worker and entrepreneur 
layer – which is not wide enough so far - even up to the present. Our country, an organic 
society development cannot afford the luxury of giving up the educated brains, educated 
talents of thousands of talented young Romas just because the educational system has not 
been sufficiently adaptive up to now. 

- A good or better quality society cannot be imagined without assuring the human and civic 
rights and without protecting its citizens from – undisguised or hidden – racist 
institutions, procedures.  

 
 

V.1. Compensation for drawbacks originating from family socialisation 

 
 
 In the opinion of Kertesi and Kézdi1 therapies have to be aimed at the children and 
their families directly. Above all programmes are needed which make an effort to compensate 
for the insufficiencies of family socialisation. Rozália Rigó2 shares this opinion, according to 
her the socio-cultural environment of families does not promote the child’s adjustment to the 
way of life in the school. They consider the elimination of disadvantages originating from 
family socialisation to be realizable partly with the help of kindergarten programmes: for 
example the preschool-catching up programme called Headstart could be introduced in our 
country as well, which would invite applications for the children of disadvantaged families. 
One of the important elements of Headstart – which has been operating in America for several 
successful years - is that it involves the unemployed, low educated, low income parent into 
the work as well.  
 
 However, in the opinion of János Bogdán3 it is not expedient if we blame the family 
for the failure of the child: adults cannot be changed anyway, small children could be 
separated from their parents at the most, but „hopefully the concept of talent-caretaker 
colleges is not about this.” 4 The author admits the necessity of kindergarten programmes but 
at the same time he thinks that we can achieve success by the cooperation of the family and 
the school and by the admission of the difference of socialisation only. In Radó’s5 words 
Roma parents do not raise their children wrongly but in another way, and compared to that 
schools do not educate them in the proper way. For the Romas to be successful in school it is 
both necessary to make the Hungarian public education flexible and the changing of family 
socialisation is necessary as well in all probability. The latter condition has been worded by 
Forray as „the ethnic identity consciousness of the Roma has to be revalued. Obviously 
attributes like extreme love of freedom, unconcern towards accumulation of property will be 
missing and the role of women will modernize.” 6 With the progression of becoming a 
bourgeois and with the reaching of higher education the conditions and way of the upbringing 
of children may change. At the same time the school is obliged to take the ethnocultural 
specialities of socialisation into consideration (for example teenager girls should not be 
punished when they „dress up” in school, after all they are already regarded as adults in the 
family). 
 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996  
2 on the basis of Rigó, 1995  
3 on the basis of Bogdán, 1996  
4 Bogdán, 1996 
5 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
6 Forray, Hegedüs, MTA, 1991 
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V.2. Improvement of relationship between schools and families 

 
 
 According to Forray1 the family is the only place which serves the reinforcement of 
children’s positive self-image: the school may only be efficient if instead of rivalling the 
family and trying to turn the child against tradtions it would build on what has been brought 
from the home. This idea is excellently realized in the Józsefvárosi Tanoda2 in Budapest, 
where teachers consult parents on a regular basis, moreover, extra tuitions take place in 
domestic environment and not in the school. Kedves-house led by Péter Lázár3 builds on the 
cooperation with parents as well; some family members became fond of the teacher of the 
children so much that they enrolled in evening classes led by the teacher and in this way they 
completed primary school. These examples shed light upon the fact that communication 
between the school and the families is not impossible, but for the realization of this intense 
flexibility and ethnic tolerance is necessary from the part of the educational institution. 
„Kindergarten and primary school activities have to be found where the involvement of 
parents is desirable. Naturally, this cannot be limited to the maintenance of the building. It is 
obvious that beautifully singing Romas (independently from the fact whether they have a 
child among the pupils or not) should teach songs in kindergarten and school, they should 
help „playing” their feasts, explain the functions of their traditional wear, teach the basic 
tricks of traditional crafts which still possibly exist, practice the language. There are 
numerous international experiences of this kind of involvement of parents, it does not require 
extra teaching from the teacher, and it enriches children independently from ethnic 
affiliation.” 4 
 
 Regarding the perpetual debates on absence: it would be possible to develop a 
consensus on what kinds of family events may the pupil be absent certified. The 
legitimatisation of at least a part of the absences would make the relationship of the school 
and its pupils more honest and sincere and it would raise the rank of minority culture. 5 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Forray, 1989  
2 on the basis of Szőke, 1998  
3 on the basis of Lázár, 1998  
4 Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991 
5 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991  
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V.3. Abolition of disadvantaged social conditions 

 
 
 Naturally we cannot deal with the programmes aimed at the liquidation of the Romas’ 
bad social status in our report. However the debatable question belongs here as to what extent 
may the practice of social subsidy be burdened to the shool, the educational system. The 
social subsidy of Roma pupils in need could only be dealt with if an agreement borne on the 
personal and material conditions of subsidized meals in the school, school equipment aid, 
day-care supervision, etc. „The minor-major proportion of Roma children come from a family 
environment where there is no way of learning basic civilisational knowledges, techniques. 
Teachers have to wash them, have to teach them how to use the toilet, how to use cutlery etc. 
This is a special situation which naturally cannot be disregarded. If this kind of activity is 
actually done by the teachers then extra work has to be manifested in extra allowance as 
well.” 1 
 
 Most of the authors admit that Roma pupils who are disadvantaged from social-
economical considerations would need a kind of „positive discrimination”. Contrary to them 
Borisz Szegál2 thinks that positive discrimination would strengthen the isolation of the Roma 
youth in society and it would contribute to the development of donation expectations towards 
society. The author cites an American example: though an intellectual layer has developed 
from African-Americans living there who had been assisted and educated, but at the same 
time they have also separated themselves from the major part of their group which is 
incapable of changing their living conditions. „It can be expected that these intellectual 
Romas will proceed their careers separated from the Romas, even if they do not deny their 
Roma nationality.” 3  
 
 Personally I do not agree with Szegál, his article may at the very best only warn us to 
be careful concerning the awarding of normal allowances. We think that positive 
discrimination together with the raise of education – by this means with the providing of 
better labour market places - may lead to the improvement of the Romas’ bad social 
condition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991 
2 on the basis of Szegál, 1995  
3 Szegál, 1995 
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V.4. Abolition of disadvantages originating from language problems 

 
 
 According to the report of the Roma Parliament dealing with the problems of the 
Romas: „Roma culture and especially Roma (Beás) linguistic culture has not got writtenness. 
This not only means the lack of written genres but also the lack of putting oral genres, 
tradition, world of religion, historical events and memory down in writing, moreover it means 
the lack of written sources about the history of the Romas, and the lack of Roma and Beás 
language literacy as well. For the moment there is not even a uniform orthography that is 
consented to.” 1 Nevertheless, Zita Réger2 states that Roma language can be taught and 
developed. So far there are not teachers who are able to teach in Roma lanugage, and there are 
only three Roma language coursebooks in the recommended list of coursebooks. 3 An 
investigation has not been carried out either on the extent to which Romas claim the teaching 
of Roma dialects in school. According to Forray4 the most traditional families are reserved 
from the school entering the private sphere: they expect the institution to transmit knowledges 
with which the child can be successful in the majority society. Radó states as well that „Roma 
language and Roma culture have got a strong internal opposition, we have to deal with the 
extension of teaching Roma language with certain cautiousness. The child must not be forced 
to the education of Roma or Beás languages against the parents’ will.” 5 Where an attempt has 
been made at the Roma language education, it has mostly worked well, for example the 
students of László Baross6 who had been taught in Beás language had coped even in the 
second four years of primary school. The fact that Roma language can be included in 
education even without writtenness is indicated by the successful Roma language activities in 
kindergarten in Sweden.7. 
 
 The most important stage in the elimination of linguistic disadvantage could be the 
kindergarten: since in case a Roma pupil gets into first grade without a good command of the 
Hungarian language, he/she cannot make up for the lagging behind anymore. Getting into a 
homogeneous Roma class just worsens the situation further: where parents do not ask for the 
organization of separate Roma classes, there the integrated education of Roma pupils has got 
to be realized for the purpose of the liquidation of linguistic deficit. Thus the school system is 
not capable of either the teaching of Roma languages or the elimination of Hungarian 
language lag. „In case we view it from linguistic disadvantage considerations only, the 
Hungarian school does not provide either the possibility of assimilation, or the possibility of 
integration without assimilation for the Roma students.” 8  
 
 Hungarian language Romungros struggle with their linguistic disadvantages which are 
in connection with their social status (due to the lack of writing-reading experience). 
Kindergarten catching-up programmes may assist them in this as well, which help the 
children in getting to know the role of books, letters in the transmission of human knowledge 
by picture-books and reading out tales  
 
                                                 
1 quoted by Radó, 1997 
2 on the basis of Réger, 1995  
3 on the basis of Bicskei, 1997  
4 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1995  
5 Radó, 1997 
6 on the basis of Diósi, 1994  
7 on the basis of Forray, 1999  
8 Radó, 1997 
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V.5. Improvement of nursery education 

 
 
 Nursery school education may efficiently complement socialisation in a way that 
family education in early childhood gradually expands to the field of institutional education. I 
have mentioned earlier that participation in the one year obligatory pre-school programme is 
not sufficient for reaching proper school maturity either from linguistic disadvantage 
consideration or for the purpose of acquiring the socialisational model.  
 
 In Réger’s1 opinion the solution would be the very early – starting from the age of 2-3 
– pre-school education which does not separate the child from the family. Early development 
is important because later on linguistic and cognitive basic schemes which had been 
developed already have to alter. Therefore kindergarten should be made really obligatory and 
accessible in a geographical-transportational sense „either in a way that the institution and its 
most important functions (for example travelling kindergarten educators) settle in the 
neighbourhood of Roma families or of families which are generally in the most disadvantaged 
state and raise many children. Either form requires the cooperation of parents which may only 
be organised by local projects.” 2 Anna Csongor3 raises the idea of the so-called flexible 
schooling, though she admits that this can be a „double-edged weapon” since Roma children 
start primary school later and leave it earlier than their non-Roma classmates do anyway. 
Although nursery school cannot be made compulsory at the moment, it could be reached that 
at least those children who do not pass the school maturity examination should attend the last 
grade of nursery.  
 
Nursery school cannot be forced on anybody: just like in the case of understanding the 
importance of further education, in this case it is necessary too that the parent should 
recognize the importance of pre-school education and nursery school education lasting for 
several years. The personal knowledge of kindergarten teachers may help a lot in the process 
of conviction especially in the smaller settlements: however, empathic and tolerant teachers 
and well-equipped kindergartens are necessary for that. 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Réger, 1995  
2 Forray, 1999 
3 on the basis of Csongor, 1992  
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V.6. Indices of the quality of schools 

 
 
 None of the authors deal with the improvement of school-quality indices, probably all 
of them think that data speak for themselves: development is necessary. According to many of 
them the greatest danger of segregation is not the fact of segregation itself but it is the 
education that is going on in jam-packed, badly equipped classrooms with unqualified 
teachers. (At the same time, the results of Kertesi and Kézdi seem to contradict these 
presumptions but we have mentioned it earlier.) Zsuzsa Mester1 cites American and European 
experiences in connection with the improvement of the quality of schools: experiences there 
show that quickly improving results can be attained in a well-equipped, high-standard 
environment, with good teachers. According to the author the generally expected quality level 
should be fixed, below which 21st century knowledges could not be taught. The money 
necessary for making changes is in many cases not at the disposal of the local governments 
since Roma population is over-represented in the most underdeveloped counties and in very 
small villages.  
 
 

V.7. Enhancement of motivation for studying 

 
 
 We have already mentioned in connection with motivation that according to most of 
the researches there is nothing to be increased: the learning motivations of Roma pupils are 
high, only the conditions necessary for proper education are missing, these have to be 
established (for example in homogeneous Roma classes the level of demand is low, with the 
liquidation of these motivation would probably increase as well; naturally, all these are not 
true in Roma classes that had been established on the request of the parents or in classes that 
had been organised for talented children, since these had been established for the very purpose 
of achieving better results, it is likely that the learning motivation of pupils getting in here is 
basically high). Motivation is also strengthened by the appreciation of the child’s 
achievements in the family, by praise, but once again, the realization of the fact that money 
and energy invested in studying will be refunded later on is essential for that. 
 
 Péter Lázár1, who had elaborated the Kedves-house programme, increased the 
studying motivation of children in a way that he bided his time until the moment arrived when 
children could be taught, which had been elicited by the raise of the children’s internal 
motivation level. He built the new material on the preliminary knowledge that had been 
brought from the family. „The world has extended in front of them but in a way that they 
could explore the new things in it themselves.” 2 In the first semester of first grade he laid 
emphasis upon the reinforcement of individual- and group-identity, upon compensating for 
socialisational disadvantages by relying on family socialisation; the children could feel from 
the beginning that they are competent in the school, their anxiety ended, which, as it had been 
suggested by András T. Hegedűs earlier, is the indispensable condition of making pupils 
motivated. 
 
 
                                                 
1 on the basis of Mester, 1999  
1 on the basis of Lázár, 1998  
2 Lázár, 1998 
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V.8. Abolition of prejudice and discrimination 

 
 
 The abolition of prejudice may be regulated partly legally, and it should be reached 
partly by the introduction of the Romas (for example by their appearance in school material). 
The financial and other support of the Romas and positive discrimination would terminate 
stereotypes related to the poverty and uneducatedness of Romas as well. 1  
 
 We have already dealt with the necessity of supervising homogeneous Roma classes, 
schools for the handicapped and special classes and with the suggestions related to these 
(however, as far as I am concerned „mixed classes” are problematical too: it would be worth 
carrying out an investigation on the fact that those heterogeneous classes where Romas get 
into as well are maybe organized on the basis of social-economical status, that is whether it is 
possible or not that Romas may only have classmates who are socially disadvantaged non-
Romas, while parallelly there is a community which had been established for bourgeois, 
middle-class, „talented” children). In addition to that it is difficult to speak about segregation 
because it is not easy to find a notion into which efficient homogeneous classes that have been 
established for Romas taught by special methods do not fit (maybe the lack of 
disadvantageous discrimination would be the reason for the organization of these). 2 In the 
opinion of Anna Csongor3, instead of founding classes and schools organized for the Romas 
especially, rather present primary schools should be strengthened and supplied with in a way 
that they should be able to become the school for everybody. Others do not think that the 
formation of Roma classes is problematical, in case it is accompanied with better equipment 
and more efficient pedagogical methods. Probably due to the present public educational 
circumstances the achievement of pupils who attend special institutions that are properly 
supplied with would improve indeed: the question is that what kind of effect will segregation 
have on self-appreciation. The opinion of Kertesi and his group that has been introduced 
earlier – saying that separation increases the distance between Romas and non-Romas, 
therefore it decreases self-appreciation - differs from for example Ilona Liskó’s4 in this 
question, according to whom a Roma environment free of prejudice would have a positive 
effect on the self-image, and it differs from that of Erna Sághy’s5 as well, in the opinion of 
whom self-appreciation of Romas may only be realized in the homogeneous Roma class. In 
our view we should aim at providing an anti-racist environment for those who attend 
integrated classes as well – why would a homogeneous Roma class be necessary for the 
realization of this? – but those who wish may decide in favour of enrolling into a class 
separated on an ethnic basis without restraint.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Raicsné, 1997  
2 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991  
3 on the basis of Csongor, 1992  
4 quoted by Bogdán, 1996 
5 on the basis of Sághy, 1995  
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V.9. Changing of the state educational system, the pedagogical methods and teacher 

training 

 
 
 Most of the authors admit that only a friendly school which respects the Romas as well 
may educate a Roma child efficiently. One of the points of making the school system „more 
friendly” may be the reformation of lower and higher sections (that is the first four grades and 
the second four grades of elementary school). 1 
 
 Roma children are the most successful in the lower grades: their successes are 
probably due to the child-centered activity of elementary school teachers, which has been 
preserved until now. Friendly, individual-centered atmosphere favours the formation of 
interpersonal relationships and it creates the ground for the child’s sociability. When 
developing lower section, making the network more frequent and possibilities for partial 
integration with kindergartens or possibilities for organizational integration have to be 
considered.  
 
 Higher section is more problematical: Roma pupils experience the greatest number of 
failure here, and for many of them school ends here. „The biggest problem of higher school is 
maybe the fact that the school is not differentiated from organizational considerations, it is 
uniform. It is customary to list problems beside this like it does not break school career in the 
convenient time: differentiation is more favourable from the consideration of personality 
development. (…) The uniform requirements of higher school mean a burden for the marginal 
groups of society in the first case, but it is the same for the wide range of those who esteem 
the abstract values of culture low, they seem to be inadequate from the view of their life 
plans. On the other hand, for children showing a theoretical interest the amount of knowlegde 
the school is capable of transmitting is often very little.” 2 Authors Forray and Hegedűs 
suggest a school-structure where higher section would differentiate to a larger extent; 
international schools operating this way are successful in general because the melting of class 
structures made it possible for the smaller groups of pupils to participate in group-work that 
corresponds to their interests, level of knowledge. (Later on we will see that the majority of 
efficiently operating special Roma schools in Hungary adopt group-breaking as well.) In 
addition to these, Gábor Kertesi3 argues for obligatory secondary level education: in his 
opinion this may be the way of putting and end to the labour market disadvantages of the 
Romas. 
 
 In connection with applied pedagogical methods Waldorf is mentioned the most 
frequently: Erna Sághy4 points out that the Waldorf method is especially suitable for the 
education of disadvantaged children because its essence is the many-sided development of the 
students’ abilities and human-centeredness. (Here the emphasis is on disadvantageous status: 
Roma pupils should be taught in another way not because of their ethnic specialities but 
because of the fact that being a minority, they are in a disadvantageous status from the 
beginning in the society of the majority. Human-centeredness among other things may be 
efficient in the overcoming of the anxiety originating from the sense of being different. In 
Waldorf schools pupils are not forced to compete, their advancement is not hurried, there is 
no personal punishment – either directly or by marking - , teachers keep an eye on the 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991  
2 Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991 
3 on the basis of Kertesi, 1995  
4 on the basis of Sághy, 1995  
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advancement of every single child and they provide a tolerant, warm atmosphere full of love. 
All these have to be completed with the knowledge on Roma language, literature, 
ethnography, and history at the same time. The pedagogical practice of Józsefvárosi Tanoda, 
the Elementary School of Tiszabő, and Kedves-house is in many ways similar to the Waldorf 
method: it shows its efficiency that it would be worth experimenting with alternative 
pedagogical methods in more schools.  
 
 Regarding teacher training, beyond making Romology and Sociopsychology 
obligatory, Zsuzsa Mester5 stresses that the prejudice, according to which Roma children 
cannot be taught, has to be terminated at the colleges already: for this „training teacher” 
practices spent among minority pupils would be necessary. Efficient remedy for the racism of 
candidate teachers would be the T-groups which have been operating abroad for decades, 
where the participants, by the acquisition of the ability of decentering, become able to adopt 
the other’s way of thinking, and by this means they understand him/her. Roma teachers, who 
are able to teach in Roma language as well, and who may serve as models for both the child 
and the parents, are indispensable too (for example Péter Lázár, the Roma developer of the 
Kedves-house programme). 

                                                 
5 on the basis of Mester, 1999  
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V.10. Multicultural education 

 
 
 The idea of multicultural school has formulated in countries first where several 
nations, ethnic groups live next to each other, and assimilation had failed. It seemed to be 
necessary – independently from ratio and number – to recognize the national minorities and 
endow them with values, and to help them in the preservation of their sense of identity. 1 
 
 The essence of mulicultural education is that it creates an environment where children 
can get to know each other’s cultures. Its aim is the recognition of the difference of pupils by 
the use of the cultural background of pupils and their families. Within this paradigm the 
knowledge of being different is an asset, therefore instead of performance, cultural specialities 
and personality get into the center of education. The task of multicultural education is 
twofold: on the one hand it strengthens the sense of being accepted in the child, on the other 
hand, it makes the majority accept the minority. 2 
 
 Most of the authors stress the former problem and think that minority programmes 
organized for the Romas are more important. The task of the activities is the formation of the 
bicultural socialisation of pupils: assistance, that minority children could get those abilities 
by which they can successfully contact the majority of the society in a way that they preserve 
their own cultural and ethnic identities in the meantime. That is why experts think that it is 
important to introduce Roma language and folk knowledge classes to Roma pupils even from 
kindergarten-age. According to data of the 1995 TOK-survey there was a Roma minority 
educational- and folk knowledge programme going on in 9.5 percent of the kindergartens 
examined and in 11 percent of the elementary schools. In elementary schools in seven 
institutions Roma folk knowledge is taught as an independent subject, in the others it is taught 
integratedly. 3 
 
 Three problems come up in relation to minority education: partly it is not known as to 
what extent are children, who often get on even with the basic syllabus with a lot of 
difficulties, overburdened with extra classes; partly it would be important to survey how far 
Romas demand the teaching of knowledge on the Romas. For the overcoming of these latter 
problems an excellent – and exemplary – solution has been born in the Józsefvárosi Tanoda, 
where multiculturalism is interpreted in a very particular way: „We offer the possibility of 
getting deeper acquainted with the universal and Hungarian Roma culture as well. We would 
like to suggest that „being a Roma” is an asset, just like every ethnic difference – after all, the 
multicolouredness of the world is an asset, is riches. (…) The ethnic programme of the 
Tanoda is realized in the framework of the club as well in the first case. Instead of the wide-
spread ethnographical-historical approach we try the one that is more close to life, that takes 
the child’s state of identity into consideration. We approach the „question of identity” from 
the direction of the child’s family because we do not think that we sould favour a kind of 
uniform Roma-image, uniform Roma identity. Our framework programme for this is the 
organization of an exhibition, and the edition of one of the supplements of our Tanoda-
newspaper, where children introduce their families. Even the collection of sources provides 
many experiences. Children ask their older relatives for photos and they write down 
everything they get to know about the people in the photo. They make sound- and videotape 
                                                 
1 on the basis of Forray, Hegedűs, OI, 1991  
2 on the basis of Raicsné, 1997  
3 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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recordings in the circle of their families, relatives. They get to know many things even about 
their closest relatives – they say – that has not come up so far. To be a little bit extreme: we 
think that this method is better for the improvement of the children’s self-appreciation, self-
knowledge than the presentation of the migration route of Romas after leaving their original 
home in India, or the presentation of ancient beliefs, traditions. Naturally, we think that that is 
important too, but in a later stage of the realization of our ethnic programme. We hope that 
the children themselves will initiate this wider look, just like they have suggested the teaching 
of Roma language as well.” 4 Thirdly, classes on the Roma should not be attended by Romas 
exclusively (unfortunately, it does not turn out from the article how folk knowledge classes 
are organized exactly: do only Romas take part in these, or is the participation in these classes 
offered to non-Romas as well – or do they make it compulsory by any chance). Less people 
deal with the multicultural content of majority education, though long-term results may only 
be achieved if we stress this side of the problem as well.  
 
 „During the last fifty years the Romas in Hungary – similarly to other minorities – 
have lived in a kind of a communicational ghetto. Neither the majority media, nor the 
majority education have given the impression to the citizens of the country that they live in a 
multilingual, multicultural country. This has been in contrast with the situation that people 
have kept Romas living in their environment in evidence. Until the image formed on Romas 
remains the product of the abnormally badly informed everyday consciousness, the 
integration of this minority group will be a dream only.” 5 György Csepeli6 regards the 
liquidation of us-them to be the task of multicultural education, however, for the realization of 
this the minority representation – or the lack of it – which is present in mass communication 
and coursebooks has to change. This task has been done by the Minority Research Institution 
of Minoritas Foundation7 since 1994: they have carried out several examinations on the 
multicultural content of school coursebooks, and their watcher-service makes an effort to 
influence publishers. In Hungary there are several multicultural experimental education 
programmes in progress (for example „Facing history” and „Multiculture” programmes) in 
elementary and secondary schools. The education of these knowledges has not been built into 
the system of teacher training yet. According to Forray and Hegedűs it would be worth 
establishing an information centre which includes the researches, experiments, studies on 
multiculturalism.  
 
 Summarizing the aforementioned, the instrument system and methods of multicultural 
education have to be elaborated not only in the field of minority-, but in the field of majority 
education as well, from kindergarten to teacher training. A multicultural society can only be 
imagined through re-education and being re-educated.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Szőke, 1998 
5 Radó, 1997 
6 Csepeli, Neményi, 1999 
7 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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VI. Improvements already implemented: educational policies for the Roma 
 
 
 Since the era of  the enlightened absolutism up until the end of the nineteenth century 
decrees concerning the Roma stated that in order to assimilate them succesfully, Roma 
children should be separated from their families in their- and in society’s best interest, 
keeping them from taking up their families’ traditional habit system. Those who had passed 
the laws intended to make the travelling Roma to settle down. By the end of the nineteenth 
century most of the Romas gave up their nomadic lifestyle, the schooling of their children 
became the most important. 
 
 In 1957 the National Association of Hungarian Romas indicated the schooling of all 
Roma children as their most important goal. The 1961 Central Committee Decree, the goal of 
which was also the improvement of the state of the Roma population, took stand by the 
mandatory education of the Roma. Ministerial decrees from the 1960s ordered classes to be 
set up for helping Roma students catch up. In 1974 an another Party decree argued the 
problems of living circumstances of the minority and concluded that more than the necessary 
number of Roma students were left behind in special classes. It is worth mentioning that 
politicans were against the recognition of the Roma nationality: until a 1984 Central 
Committee report stated it first that the Roma people have cultural traditions and values that 
are worthy of cherishing and passing on. 
 
 
 For a promising Roma educational policy to be effective in the new democratic 
system, the following four conditions - or a combination of those conditions - would have to 
be fullfilled2:  
 A Roma civil rights movement capable of strong pressuring  
 Strong political interest in a majority political system 
 A minority law system that „forces itself on” the government 
 International pressure 
 
 According to Péter Radó the first two conditions do not exist as yet, and none of the 
political parties undertake the Roma situation in accordance with its importance: in order to 
help the Roma perform better at school, these conditions have to change. The integration of 
the schooling of the Roma is often mistaken with the concept of the integration of the Roma 
as an ethnic group. For the latter case conditions would be: the organization of civil groups 
and the internal integration of the Roma as people, however Radó shows that there is no 
Roma minority institutional system as of today in Hungary. The integration process would be 
better served by any not yet integrated minority institution, but due to lack of Roma self 
organization those were never created. It falls to the ’regular’ public educational system to 
ensure the successful progress of the Roma people and that their culture be widely known 
thus ensuring the Roma’s integration) 3. 
 
 Since the beginning of the 1990s four possible approaches have been in practice when 
it comes to the educational policies, and all four are in close accordance with the Roma-
definitions4 mentioned in the first chapter: 
                                                 
1 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, 1995  
2 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
3 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
4 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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 The racist- - or just mildly prejudiced - point of view leads to segregational politics, 
and the denial of Roma educational policy.  
 The approach, which treats the Roma population mostly as a socially marginalised 
minority, hopes the that success at school will come with the easing of the Romas’ social and 
economic disadvantages . 
 According to representatives of the human rights point of view, the main reason of 
Roma students’ failure is society’s institutionalised racism and improvement will follow by 
getting rid of discrimination, providing equal opportunities to minority students. 
 According to the multicultural approach the failure of the Roma in school has a lot to 
do with communicational and cultural reasons, and most of all it promotes intercultural 
education. 
 
 Similarly to the Roma definitions, the above mentiond approaches –with the exception 
of the racist point of view – all draw attention to important conclusions, the minority 
educational policy can only be successful if all three point of views are equally noticed. 
 
 

VI.1. Roma educational policy in the 1990s 

 
 
 The National Elementary Programme of Course, passed in 1996, creates far more 
favourable opportunities in education than before. “A centralised educational system can not 
adapt to the cultural and linguistic variety, and can not ensure the balance between the 
education’s quality requirements and the minority education’s ethnic and social tasks, which 
vary regionally. The new decentralised system and the liberal control over curriculum make it 
possible for schools to adapt to the different minorities’ cultural and linguistic characteristics 
and needs better.1” The NEPC therefore created opportunities to develop and start special 
minority projects. 
 
 In the following, we will in short introduce parts of Roma educational policy 
documents created in the 90s. 
Important ideas of The Ministry of Education’s 1991 agenda were2: 

-creating an elementary and secondary regional institution-system with collegiate    
background , that helps catching up and maintaining talent 
-creating a system for the professional training of young Roma adults, retraining, or 
higher education 
-implementation of Romology into teacher training 
-creating Romology departments on every level of higher education 
-ensuring the normative supplementary aid’s differentiation and appropriate use 
-providing conditions for Roma language coursebook publishing. 

 
 Until 1994 , only the Romology department goal had been reached- and in only one 
institution, the Zsámbék Catholic Teacher Training College – additionally, within the 
National Public Educational Institute the National and Ethnic Minority Centre has been 
established. 
 
 
                                                 
1 Radó, 1997 
2 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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The Roma Education Improvement Project is a part of the Minority Education 

Improvement Project started by the Ministry of Education. According to the project, in order 
to ensure the balancing of disadvantages of Roma students in all areas of public education, 
developement of a chance-increasing system in three intersections of public education is 
needed3: 

- With the development of courses for kindergarden, pre-school and elementary 
level special schools the Roma students will adapt better, and schools’ capability to 
help adapting will increase with the training of teachers 

- With projects helping students catch up and creating and operating networks of 
talent-maintainance, it should be ensured that Roma students complete elementary 
education successfully during the period of obligatory education in a much higher 
ratio. 

- With the help of talent-care, college- and scholarship programmes, the number of 
Roma students participating in and completing studies that give a secondary level 
degree and/or a profession, should substantially increase. 

 
Main ideas of the project are: 
- Supporting historical, pedagogical, linguistic, ethnographical and other researches 

serving the cause of renewal of essential Roma education 
- Development of many programmes of course to be used in different Roma 

educational projects and institutions, developement of schoolbooks and 
educational tools. 

- Supporting and developing kindergarden and pre-school programmes designed to 
increase the ratio of schoolable children. 

- Supporting and developing programmes that help kids in catching-up 
- Development of a national talent-care and college system 
- Broadening of scholarship programmes in public and higher education 
- Training of teachers and support of other higher educational programmes  
- Organising and supporting training of teachers, social workers, and educational 

counsellors  
- Support for Roma minority educational institutions  
- Development and support of intercultural programmes  
- Further development of professional pedagogical services  

 
Compared to the expert proposals reviewed here before, we can see that the programme is 
incomplete. It is missing plans for the regular information of Roma parents, for helping 
cooperation with the parents. It does not discuss the matters of linguistic disadvantages or 
segregation, and it does not propose a plan to improve the bad school-quality indexes. An 
even bigger problem is that the execution of the programme had come to a halt in 1997. Some 
of the programme’s elements have been realised - like the development of a unified financial 
aid system, researches, reorganization of the background-institution system -, others have not 
been realised (like the institution development programme, pedagogical methodological 
developments, developments of schoolbooks and educational tools). 4 

 
 
 

                                                 
3 on the basis of Roma Educational Development Programme, 1996  
4 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
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 A decree passed by the government in 1997 entitled “midterm measures to improve 
the Roma population’s living conditions” formally hardly even changed anything in the 
1995 Roma Educational Development Programme. Radó on the other hand points the 
attention to shift in stress in couple of cases: “Among the short-term measures passed by 
the government are: the upgrade of the scholarship and tuition system, the contentual 
development programme narrowed down to development of sample plans, the institution 
development programme supported only the already existing institutions. In general, in 
the goverment decree the social type of aids weighed a lot more, and the programme 
aimed at the development of the entire public educational system ran out of money.” 5 
 
 When evaluating the programmes ,Zsuzsa Mester6 underlines, that the government 

proposals did not answer the questions about the education of the Roma, but at least the point 
of views and principles were drawn. Péter Radó on the other hand said that there is no use of 
the principles when realising those principles in the form of school programmes most of the 
time meant low quality execution. Until there are complex programme-packages ready to be 
offered to institutions on every level of the education of Roma children, including 
programmes of course, school books, excercise books, teachers’ manuals and training 
programmes, the money spent on the schooling of Roma children will not have a significant 
effect7. 

 
 János Bogdán8 on one hand criticizes those background researches, on basis of which 

The Roma Education Development Programme was created (for example those conclusions 
of Kerényi and Kézdi that first of all the Roma families’ socialization is to blame for the 
Roma students’ failure at school), on the other hand he feels that it is not clearly pronounced 
in the programme how the Roma minority will be an integrated part of the majority society 
and how they will be able to preserve their identity and culture. (according to Bogdán, authors 
of the background researches see a contradiction between the modernisational and the 
integrational solutions). In the Roma Education Development Programme it seems that 
approaches realised based on the deficit theory are in majority, although experts say a balance 
would be desirable between the different point of views. More emphasis is needed to be put 
on the strenghtening of the Roma ethnic thinking and on the realization of multicultural 
education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Radó, 1997 
6 on the basis of Mester, 1999  
7 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
8 on the basis of Bogdán, 1996  



FIÁTH TITANILLA: PRIMARY SCHOOL EDUCATION OF THE ROMA POPULATION IN HUNGARY 

DELPHOI CONSULTING - 2000 
54 

 
 

VI.2. Programmes for Roma minorities 

 
 
 The launching of Roma minority programmes in a wider range was made possible by 
the 1991 introduction of normative subsidy that can be claimed on the basis of these 
programmes. In 1995 from the 900 elementary schools educating Roma children in a bigger 
proportion 492 claimed and got the minority head-quota. Catching-up programmes were 
present in 433 schools. 1  
 
County Minority 

local 
government 

ÁMK  Kinder
garten 

Elementar
y school 

Other * 
 

Total 

Budapest 0 0 33 27 0 60 
Baranya 0 1 10 20 0 31 
Bács-Kiskun 0 0 2 4 0 6 
Békés 0 3 16 13 0 32 
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén 0 1 43 89 4 137 
Csongrád 0 0 3 3 0 6 
Fejér 0 0 0 1 0 1 
Hajdú-Bihar 0 0 8 18 0 26 
Heves 1 1 1 4 0 7 
Komárom-Esztergom 0 0 0 1 1 2 
Nógrád 0 2 28 35 0 65 
Pest 0 0 2 1 0 3 
Somogy 0 0 1 4 0 5 
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg 0 1 4 8 1 14 
Jász-Nagykun Szolnok 0 0 9 7 2 18 
Tolna 0 0 0 2 0 2 
Vas 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Veszprém 0 0 0 1 0 1 
Zala 0 0 0 12 1 13 
Nationwide 2 9 160 250 9 430 
* secondary school, technical school, dormitory, industrial school, children’s town 
 
Table 23.: The number of institutions participating in the development programme of 

children belonging to the Roma ethnic minority (On the basis of Forray, Híves,1999) 
 
 
 The studies of Forray and Setényi2 state that the standard of these programmes is low, 
since the regulation on content and syllabus is missing, schools apply the most varied 
solutions under the title of minority programme. More than half of the programmes apply 
catching-up only in relation to a subject: „Catching-up practically means extra tuition, 
theoretically it means that certain pupils need more time to acquire the same syllabus as 
others do. Pupils participating in catching-up activities get these extra classes as a kind of 

                                                 
1 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
2 quoted by Harsányi, Radó, 1997 
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punishment instead of free time. This method, which is useful in case of individuals and 
certain syllabuses – that is in very special cases - , seems to be absurd for the children of a 
whole ethnic group: it indicates that they are dumber, have a lower power of comprehension 
and slower thinking. Extra tuition should represent in general that the teacher, during 
hundreds of class acitvities, is not able to transmit the knowledge that is minimally required of 
every Hungarian citizen by the public education.” 3 Strangely enough, minority programmes 
do not lay emphasis upon the development of skills and teaching of Roma folk knowledge. 
Knowledge of the culture of the Romas is taught in 12 percent of the schools only.  
 
 In terms of syllabus a part of the programmes is realized within it, the other part is 
realized outside of it, and the target group of these acitivities is not clarified either: there are 
some places where they are organized on an ethnic basis for Roma pupils only, in other 
schools they are organized for Roma pupils as well but depending on their achievements, in 
other places they are organized for everybody, depending on their achievements in the 
school.4 We have to admit that in case minority programme includes folk knowledge classes 
as well from which Roma pupils are left out due to the differentiated class management, the 
multicultural nature of education is lost: the task of putting an end to the us-them opposition 
by the introduction of the minority is not realized. Radó emphasizes as well that the standard 
of programmes – beyond taking Roma socializational features into consideration and the 
introduction of linguistic programmes – could be raised by integrated organizational solutions 
within the syllabus.  
 
 Kertesi and Kézdi5 criticize the head-quota programme because due to the lack of a 
proper supervision system it does not arrange for the fact that money, collected by the schools 
under the title of catching-up, should really be spent on this purpose. Zsuzsa Mester6 
complains about the lack of monitor-system as well, according to her regular supervision 
carried out by a specialised instructor would be necessary in every school. Forray and 
Hegedűs7 stress that the quota-system is in need of refinement by all means: quotas have to be 
focused on based on the following considerations:  
- regional-local backwardness 
- the concentrated or closed nature of the institutional system 
- taking part in ethnic-mother tongue education: the ratio of children defining themselves 

as Romas would raise the quota, but only on condition and with the purpose that in the 
school teachers and classes should be provided for the transmission and promotion of 
ethnic culture 

- children laying claim to social allowances, whose number is higher than the average 
- efficient education of Romas: the bonus wages of teachers have to be elaborated as well. 
 
Furthermore, researches and statistics carried out on the success of these programmes would 
be necessary as well, since additional proposals may be put forward only with the knowledge 
of the results. 
 
 Summing up the aforementioned, the Roma minority head-quota programme is in need 
of significant improvement. Beyond regular supervision – which means keeping an eye on 
that the headmasters should not spend money that has been received on the Romas on the 

                                                 
3 Forray, 1999 
4 on the basis of Radó, 1997  
5 on the basis of Kertesi, Kézdi, 1996  
6 on the basis of Mester, 1999  
7 on the basis of Forray, Hegedüs, OI, 1991  
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renovation of the building for example –, most of the experts complain about the lack of 
teaching cultural knowledge. In addition to reforms of teacher training – there should be 
Roma educators, and teachers who are able to teach in Roma language or teach Roma culture 
-, the most important thing is that the fundamental principle of programmes should be 
multicultural education instead of mere ethnic education. (This means that for example where 
there are Hungarian native speaker Romungros living in majority, there it is not expedient to 
finance the teaching of Roma language exclusively – though the teaching of languages is the 
condition of ethnic education for the moment - : much rather the transmission of multicultural 
knowledge should legitimize minority education.) For the elaboration of proper programmes 
further regional researches are necessary: „Since there are no two settlements probably where 
programmes of the same structure and content are needed; for their elaboration a survey on 
the skills and linguistic background of pupils should be performed in every case.” 8  

                                                 
8 Radó, 1997 
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VI.3. Financing

1
 

 
 
 The financing of minority education is a multi-channeled system: the elements of 
normative education-financing mix with the elements of separated programme-financing. 
„The 1997. budget allocated HUF 3.2 billion for the normative supplementary assistance of 
minority education, this amount is 173 percent of the 1994. subsidy. The proportion of 
supplementary minority subsidy within the total public educational budget expenditure has 
not changed in spite of a low decrease. In 1997, in the structure of sources that may be spent 
on the improvement of Roma education, the proportion of assistances provided in a 
competition system has increased, however, that of the central development sources’ has 
decreased” 2: 
 
 
Name of provision 1994 budget 

fact 
1995 budget 

fact 
1996 budget 

provision 
1997 budget 

provision 
Total subsidy of local 
governments for public 
education 

96201,8 96716,0 137926,0 178041,1 

Normative subsidy within it 
(together with minority 
subsidy) 

95721,1 94270,0 130926,0 166541,1 

Subsidy of minority education 
within it 

1880,6 1907,7 2334,9 3246,8 

Minority subsidy in the 
percentage of the total local 
governmental educational 
subsidy  

2,0 % 2,0 % 1,8 % 1,9 % 

Table 24.: The normative supplementary subsidy of minority education 1994-1997 

(million HUF ) 
 
 As we could see it in the previous chapter, in many cases the money allocated to 
schools preserves inadequate pedagogical practice (for example catching-up classes 
exclusively instead of language- and folk knowledge classes). Furthermore Radó mentions 
that every fifth educational institution financed by head-quota operates a segregated Roma 
class. The problems of budgetary expenditures and inadequate programmes could be 
decreased by the means of a well-elaborated regulatory and supervisional system.  
 
 In 1995 a system of cooperation between institutions providing further assistance – 
public foundations, private foundations – was established. The Roma education-development 
programmes and Roma programmes of the Public Foundation for National and Ethnic 
Minorities, the Foundation for the Romas in Hungary, Gandhi Public Foundation, and Soros 
Foundation and the Ministry of Culture and Public Education have coordinated and 
continuously checked the priorities of assistance. The technical conditions of the coordinated 
system of assistance have not been developed yet. The task of continuous coordination has 
been taken over from the Ministry of Education by the National and Ethnic Minority Bureau.  

                                                 
1the chapter was written on the basis of Radó, 1997  
2 Radó 1997 
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VI.4. Models for Roma education 

 
 
 In addition to the comprehensive reform of educational institutions maintained by 
local governments it is necessary to elaborate special elementary school models setting out 
from the status of the Romas or educating on the basis of a pedagogial programme that has 
been elaborated in accordance with that. In Hungary, independently from each other, 
solutions have been born that correspond to the demands of the settlement in several places: 
for example in Csenyéte1 they have been successful in both the assistance of children and 
parents and the development of the village community. The aim of their school programme is 
that the child should be able to orientate and he/she should adapt himself/herself to the world, 
by preserving himself/herself. The syllabus is processed in projects: tasks are organized 
according to readings and topics, and the school devotes care to the teaching of Roma 
customs as well. The Roma population of the village regularly assists in folk-knowledge 
classes. In Tiszabő2 group activities have been introduced instead of traditional grades (they 
have divided the eight years into three units: a foundation, a knowledge-transmitting, and an 
orienting section), by this means the ratio of Roma pupils who repeat a year or who are over-
aged has decreased.  
 
 In this chapter two exemplary initiations are introduced in detail: the Kedves-house 
programme in Nyírtelek and the Józsefvárosi Tanoda in Budapest.  
 
 

VI.4.1. „Kedves-house” programme 
 
 
 Kedves-house programme started in the Elementary School of Nyírtelek, an eight-
grade educational institution, in 1994. Its targets are making as many children get into 
secondary level education as possible, and the strengthening of Roma identity. Since its 
introduction the programme has transformed, has been refined, but its fundamental principles 
have remained the same. The basic ideas of the Kedves-house pedagogy are the following1: 
- it founds school education onto the values of family socialisation 
- through becoming acquainted with the cultural values of the Romas it forms and develops 

community- and individual sense of identity (community development, personality 
development) 

- by establishing the supporting relation of parents the pedagogical effect-process has a 
positive effect on the family environment as well 

- the entire structure of the education is laced with the value-transmitting effect of Kedves-
house dormitory (The dormitory transmits values to the children which strengthen their 
self-identity and help them in taking on their ethinc identities. The knowledge that can be 
acquired means further values since in the opinion of the founders of the dormitory this is 
the Romas’ one and only practicable plan for social integration.). 

 
Kedves-house dormitory is an institution where increasingly disadvantaged children and 
children who produce outstanding school achievements may live from Monday till Friday. 
Beyond the provision of circumstances for studying they can get social security and mental-
                                                 
1 on the basis of Pólya, 1998  
2 on the basis of Csillei, 1992  
3 on the basis of Lázár, 1998  
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hygienic care as well, at the same time they do not break away from their families: parents 
may visit them any time and they also spend the weekends together. In 1998 the number of 
dormitory beds was twenty.  
 
They have organized group activities in the school for the purpose of overcoming 
disadvantages resulting from being over-aged: children have taken an examination on the 
syllabus in every semester, this way they have soon reached the level appropriate for their 
age-group. Teachers have participated in Cooperative Learning Training, they have worked 
hard to get familiar with Roma cultural features and with the methods of managing 
discrimination and prejudice. The maintainer of the elementary school is the local 
government, but since the assistance provided by it does not cover a large part of the expenses 
of Kedves-house dormitory and educational programmes, postgraduate studies of teachers, 
they also utilize tender money (Soros Foundation, National and Ethnic Minority Bureau).  
 
 If we compare the pedagogical elements of Kedves-house with the expert suggestions 
introduced earlier, we can see that most part of them have been realized in Nyírtelek: 
dormitory education endeavours to compensate for disadvantages originating from the 
different nature of socialization; cooperation with the family improves the relation of the 
school and the parent; tender money is partly spent on the improvement of school equipment; 
the introduction of point-system – the so-called Praises – instead of marking, and group-
breaking terminate achievement-centeredness typical of the traditional school; personality-
centered pedagogical methods increase motivation for studying and enhance the children’s 
taking on of ethnic identity free from anxiety. The school endeavours to avoid the 
establishment of homogeneous Roma classes as well: Roma children study separately in the 
first two years only – catching-up -,later on they continue their studies together with the 
others, in mixed classes. In addition to that, the Nyírtelek school is exemplary because it does 
not educate talented pupils only, but it increases the others’ success as well, in a way that it 
interprets the difference of the children originating from their culture as an „extra” and not an 
absence, and it builds the syllabus on this. Beyond the positive characteristics listed, Kedves-
house should devote care to folk-knowledge education and perhaps to the introduction of 
Roma language activities. 
 
 

VI.4.2. Józsefvárosi Tanoda1 
 
 
 Józsefvárosi Tanoda (~Józsefvárosi School) programme has been operating in 
Budapest since 1997, it is maintained by the Józsefvárosi Tanoda Foundation. Since those 
who had elaborated the concept of the institution do not agree with the fact that most of the 
families provide an environment for those raised within them that is deficient in stimulus, 
therefore they do not want to tear the child from the family: sections only provide half-day 
and weekend courses. The Tanoda does not mean the segregation of Roma pupils either: they 
attend their own elementary schools in the morning, and they participate in the programmes in 
the afternoon. Into the elementary school section 6-7-8th grader pupils are admitted who have 
an actual chance for further education with the help provided by the institution.  
 
 The target of the Tanoda is the development of intellectual improvement, self-
improvement, and the skill of acquiring knowledge independently, and the introduction of 

                                                 
4 the chapter was written on the basis of Szőke, 1998  
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Roma culture to the children. They wish to reach all these by small-group development, 
school activities, extra tuition at home, ethnic programmes, and teaching computer studies 
and foreign languages.  
 
 The school meets the requirements of expert suggestions from several respects: it 
complements family socialization in a way that it provides an intellectual environment, for 
example it devotes care to theatre visits and artistic education. They do not want to abandon 
the specific knowledge of Roma children – which is based on their oral culture primarily – but 
they want to use it: they elaborate their specific educational methods built on this. Being in 
continuous contact with the parents is very important: that is why home teaching takes place 
in domestic environment, for the family to be able to keep an eye on the child’s activity and 
feel that school work is theirs too. They try to realize the strengthening of Roma identity and 
the promotion of culture – as I have mentioned previously – not by impersonal folk-
knowledge classes in the first case, but by the introduction of the pupils’ own family history 
and own culture. Motivation for studying is enhanced by the fact that children process the 
topics choosen by themselves independently, and they may decide – based on sympathy - on 
the person of the tutor performing extra tuition and preparation. Evaluation is continuous and 
of a confirming nature.  
 
 However, the most important thing is that the Tanoda does not segregate: it rather 
prepares the pupil for successful work in a „normal” class and for the taking on of his/her 
Roma identity – even in a non-Roma environment. It would be necessary that half-day 
schools similar to this one were at the disposal of every Roma pupil and not of talented ones 
only. (This may be realized even within their own schools instead of present catching-up 
activities.)  
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VII. Conclusion 

 
 
 We have mentioned in the introduction that education may be one of the most 
important instruments for the „rise” of the Romas. Radó adds to all that: „it has to be 
perceived that education is only able to provide a short way for the masses to become 
intellectuals when the possibilities of intra-generational mobility open up generally as well. 
Today in Hungary the situation is not like that. From other considerations the education of 
Roma pupils has a distinctive role, partly because this is one of the points where the „vicious 
circles” of disadvantages fortifying each other and building onto each other may be broken, 
partly because educational success has an effect that is radiating, it influences labour market 
and social positions as well. In any case, any kind of an education-political initiative is 
sentenced to failure if it does not fit into a governmental Roma programme that is uniform 
and had been well thought-out conceptionally.” 1 
 
 We can list the problems in connection with the education of Roma pupils along two 
dimensions: 
1. A part of the questions arising are in connection with the Hungarian public educational 

system (for example inadequate pedagogical practice, bad quality schools, segregation, 
etc.), another part of them are in connection with the status of the Romas (linguistic, 
social, and cultural features). Although I have mentioned debates on the fact that which 
one is „more important” when elaborating the programmes, in all probability, we have to 
take both factors into consideration in order to be successsful.  

2. On one hand the proposals build on disadvantages (the inadequate nature of socialization, 
the bad connection between the school and the parents, linguistic and social disadvantage, 
the skipping of kindergarten, problems related to motivation for studying, 
disadvantageous discrimination, the inadequate content of Roma educational 
programmes, or even the combination of these causes which is different in every 
settlement), on the other hand they build on certain „extras”. We could see for example 
that the irregular language usage and socialization of the Romas may be interpreted as a 
deficit as well, and we may elaborate catching-up programmes that wish to compensate 
for these, still it seems that schools where the different nature of Romas is acknowledged 
are the most successful ones, and where the syllabus for them is formed built on these 
specialities, making use of them. The realization of such programmes is important even 
because Romas have the right to study their language and culture in the school. Although 
the paradigm of multicultural education is getting more and more wide-spread and 
stronger in Hungary, it needs further popularization from the point of view of the 
integration of Romas.  

 
 
In the 90s several education-political initiatives have been born in order to treat problems in 
connection with Roma pupils, however, school programmes which have been realized – 
because they are not elaborated properly, they disregard expert proposals, and instruments 
necessary for their reform (programme packages, coursebooks, excercise books, etc.) are not 
at their disposal either – are low-standard and inefficient. It would be necessary to include at 
least a part of the exemplary methods elaborated for Roma pupils into Hungarian public 

                                                 
1 Radó, 1997 
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education, since the issue of Roma pupils’ education concerns every Roma child and not only 
those who are talended or who participate in minority programmes.  
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