Aspects of Roma Pupils’ Education: Processes and Experiences from a primary school

1. Introduction

The education of Roma pupils constitutes a special part of intercultural education, which deserves to be examined under the scope of Roma people’s philosophy of life and social background.

Intercultural education constitutes a specific domain of education based on all pupils’ cultural experiences, that is it is based on all pupils’ lives. It also demonstrates that all cultures are of equal value (Perroti, 1994). Furthermore, it explores the similarities and differences between different cultures and uses them in teaching constructively (Perroti, 1994; Gupta, 2003). 

One of the main principles of intercultural education is that each pupil’s cultural identity is a synthesis of different cultural elements.  According to the theoretical background of intercultural education culture is a dynamic process (Gupta, 2003) formed by constant interaction between people. Therefore, all pupils’ cultural capitals are constantly enriched. Consequently, their cultural and social background is constantly changed.

Taking into account the aforementioned principles of intercultural education, teachers need to accept that Roma culture is of equal value compared to other cultures. They also need to realize that Roma pupils’ cultural identities are constantly enriched (Damanakis, 1998). 

In this sense, the acceptance of the above beliefs will promote the implementation of an intercultural dimension in Roma children’s education. However, the implementation of intercultural education presupposes the exploration of Roma pupils’ cultural identities, which change and which are constantly enriched.   

2. Ethnographic research and the changing cultural and social constructions

Ethnography is a strategy, which aims at providing a detailed account or description of the culture of a social group or an individual subject. It is a strategy, which seeks to find out how people perceive the reality and what meanings  they attribute to different events and happenings ( Denscombe, 2000; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000) .

One of the methods that ethnography uses for exploring and describing the culture of different social groups is biography or else life history. It is an approach, which teachers in cooperation with the pupils may use for exploring the changing cultural identities of their pupils, including Roma pupils, in order to meet the requirements of an intercultural dimension in education. 

The use of pupils’ biography or life history will also help them  to plan their teaching more effectively and adjust the content of the subjects to their pupils’ cultural experiences. Further to that, it can help teachers set aims according to pupils educational and social needs and adopt whole-school approaches to this direction. Broadly speaking, life history and biography seeks to explore pupils’ changing cultural identities - which constitutes one of the main principles of intercultural education - affected by the changing cultural and social constructions on the basis of which their everyday teaching practice may be planned.

3. Context Review

The institution which the presentation refers to is a state primary school situated in the west of Athens. More specifically, the school is build around a region, where most of the families living are Roma families. The school was founded twenty four years ago. It shared the same building with another primary school of the region for eleven years and at that time only ten percent of the pupil population was Roma children. 

In 1993 new buildings were built in another place of the region to accommodate the pupils of the school. Suddenly the percentage of Roma pupils increased to sixty five percent and there were a number of reasons for that. Firstly, Roma families started building houses in the region around the school due to cheap land offered by the government. Secondly, more Roma children started going to the school, because it was closer to them compared to its previous location. The above information need to be compared with the fact that Roma families give birth to more children than most families usually do. 

The increasing of the number of Roma pupils in the school led the parents of non Roma pupils to the decision to remove their children from this school. So, by using illegal ways e.g. presentation of fictitious certifications of their place of living in combination with the tolerance of local education authorities’ and of head teachers of the other schools around the region as well as under parents’ pressure, they managed to re-enroll their children to other schools of the region. However, it needs to be noted that the high concentration of Roma pupils in the school is a conjunction of circumstances. 

The graph below shows the high percentage of non-Roma pupils’ re-enrollments to other schools during the school year 1993-1994 (that is when the school changed location) compared to the following school years, which is not so high and it is almost the same every year.
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The academic year 2005/2006 the school accommodates two hundred and fifty Roma pupils across all years. Regarding the teaching staff, there are thirteen mainstream teachers, one teacher in charge of the preparatory class and another one in charge of the special education class. There is also a specialist in the school for the PE subject.  

A point that deserves to be mentioned is that the specific primary school is the only one that accommodates exclusively Roma children. There are three more primary schools belonging to the same municipality. They also accommodate Roma pupils. However, they consist the minority of the pupil population of each school. Therefore, after the decision made by the board of teachers Roma pupils in those schools are taught in separate classes due to their special educational and social needs.

4. The usefulness of life history 

Life history is a method that teachers in the school often use in an unofficial level in their effort to explore their pupils’ cultural identity (Denscombe, 2000; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000). Certainly, it does not constitute a method that they use systematically. However, it arises from discussions evolved and activities organized in the classroom and it deserves to be further examined. It is a method prevalent daily, as the content of various subjects taught give reasons to pupils to talk about the life of themselves or of their families. Besides, modern pedagogy supports the idea of teaching based on all pupils’ experiences (Cummins, 1996), which strongly connects to their life histories.

Before explaining in detail the occasions from which life history emerges and which teachers utilize, the usefulness of life history to teachers both as persons and professionals needs to be mentioned. 

Teachers working in the school for the first time have specific stereotypes and beliefs about Roma people’s ways of life and thinking. So, in some ways they are prejudiced towards Roma pupils and this unavoidably affects their attitude towards them as well as the way of working and co-operating with them in the classroom.

However, by the passage of time and as teachers spend more hours with the pupils of the school, they gradually change their previous images about them (Norberg, 2000). The pupils are eager telling their teachers about their personal life in the classroom or during break time. So, the latter are more positive towards the former. They realize that Roma families’ life does not always follow the model which mass media usually present and it demolishes teachers’ specific impressions about Roma people’s life. 

To put the point another way, by the use of life history the  teachers of the school manage to change their knowledge of Roma people’s life by personal experience (Alexopoulos & Baris, 2003; Dimitrakopoulos, 2003, Salonitis, 2003). They realize that they held wrong impressions about them  in a world in which for a number of different reasons may disorientate people. They also find out that knowledge of people is relevant. It cannot be permanent and static in a world that constantly evolves.

Teachers changing their attitudes as persons towards Roma people constitute the first step for altering their practices as professionals in the classroom (Norberg, 2003). By realizing, through the use of life history, that all people’s life and cultural capital changes and evolves, they become aware that knowledge is temporary and as so they need to renew and redefine their teaching practices (Chatzinikolaou, 2003). The notion of change and evolution in knowledge and culture is also fully consistent with the basic principles of intercultural education.  

5. Using life history in the classroom

As mentioned previously, all teachers in the school are greatly interested in listening to their pupils’ personal experiences. Thus, they gain information about their family environment, the neighborhood in which they live,  their customs and habits, their principles and their priorities (Chatzinikolaou, 2003).

Pupils telling teachers about their personal life does not constitute a method used systematically. However, it emerges almost daily, as far as I can judge from my personal experience as a teacher in the classroom. Roma children are extroverts. They are quite spontaneous, they trust their teachers easily and fast. They also feel emotionally  connected to their teachers. Therefore, they feel comfortable with narrating them stories and incidents from their personal life.

Each teacher in the school has a picture of Roma people’s life style, because each one has heard life stories from their pupils. My pupils’ desire to refer to personal experiences events from their personal life gives me the opportunity to extend my knowledge of their life by asking them for more information in the form of a discussion, the so called unstructured interview ( Denscombe, 2000). 

The occasions given originate from various subjects taught, such as the texts in the subject of Greek Language, the subject of Social and Political Education, the subject of Religious Studies, the subject of History and Geography. The units elaborated within the above subjects indicatively have given rise to discussions about: Roma pupils’ representations about the role and rights of women in modern society as well as women’s abuse ( Social and Political Education), their religious beliefs and their humanistic ideals (Religious Studies), their memories and their impressions about the places they have visited, when traveling with their parents for work (Geography), their life style compared to the life style of people in old times (History), description of their everyday life, their habits and customs (texts in the subject of Greek Language).

Besides the use of texts in the subject of Greek Language as an occasion for pupils narrating their personal experiences, a lot can be gained when pupils write texts based on an issue given. From my personal professional experience, I can say that Roma pupils tend to connect an issue given by writing about their personal experiences. Bellow I quote indicative issues that my pupils and I have elaborated in a written form in the classroom and which they used to connect with personal events:

“ Writing a letter to a friend of mine or a relative ”

“ Important events of my life in 2005 ”

“ Summer adventures ”

“Describing a summer shower rain”

“ An exploration of my own ”

The above issues gave me an insight of my pupils’ life and in combination with other information obtained from other activities in the classroom provided me with a more complete idea of their life and the changes made in it. 

6.  Cultural and social constructions: the case of the primary school

The organization of the school and teachers’ lesson planning is based on the following elements of Roma pupils’ life and habits, which comes out of pupils’ story telling about their life. Teachers have noted the following :

· Most Roma pupils’ school attendance is irregular. Therefore, the percentage of absenteeism is quite high. This is due to a number of different reasons:

Roma children travel with their parents to other places of the country for working (Bafekr, 1999).

They don’t come to school especially the cold days of the school year, because their houses are not provided with central heating.

The graph bellow shows the average percentage of pupils coming at school per month for the school year 2004-2005. It is noteworthy that the percentage each month slowly decreases by the passage of months.
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The average percentages are almost the same for the academic year 2005-2006, as well. The graph below reveals that the average percentage of pupils coming at school slowly decreases by the passage of months for the present school year, too.
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· Aggressiveness between Roma children is a usual phenomenon due to conflicts, which arise from disagreements among their families. Aggressiveness also seems to be prevalent between members of the family.

· Roma people have not a sense of time (Koboholis & Polidorou, 2005). Therefore, their children are usually late at school.

· Roma children have been brought up by using two languages when speaking; the Roma language, which is only spoken ( Pyrgiotakis, 2000; Kruczek-Steiger & Simmons, 2001) and there isn’t in a written form and the Greek language. They usually speak the Roma language within the family and the Greek language in official occasions outside home. Therefore, they are bilinguals
.

· They usually don’t study at home either because they have to go to work after coming back from school or because they live in extensive families (Kruczek-Steiger & Simmons, 2001). So, there is not enough space or quietness for doing so (Salonitis, 2003). 

· Most Roma parents are illiterate. So, they cannot help their children when studying at home. 

· Furthermore, most of Roma parents don’t think that education helps their children to progress in life. This may be due to that Roma language, their first language, is only spoken. Therefore, there is no need of coming at school, since the language is learn orally (Pyrgiotakis, 2000; Kruczek-Steiger & Simmons, 2001).

· Parents are not usually interested in their children’s education and they don’t participate in the meetings held between teachers and parents, in order to be informed about their children’s progress. 

· Roma people hold specific representations about the role of women in the family and the society, which they don’t usually change.

· They have a rich tradition in their culture. Music, rhythm and customs following special occasions such as engagement, wedding, deaths, name day, birthday consist an integral part of their life (Koboholis & Polidorou, 2005).

However, as already be noted above, by the passage of time the teachers of the school realize that there are shifts in Roma people’s life style. They detect positive elements in their life, which deserve to be utilized for pupils’ personal development. Consequently, they do away with the stereotypes they hold for Roma people (Chatzinikolaou, 2003). To be more specific, teachers realize that:

· There are Roma families which are interested in their children’s education. Some pupils have aspirations for furthering their studies. There are some girls in Y5 and Y6, who want to become hairdressers or cosmeticians. Some boys want to become plumbers and car engineers. The necessary presupposition for studying for the above professions is their having graduated from High School.

· Gradually, parents and pupils become aware that education contributes to the progress of children’s  further life (Kiddle, 2000; Bhopal, 2004). So, the former encourage the latter to attend the classes in a daily basis (Bhopal, 2004), even during the coldest days of the year. e.g there are thirteen pupils in the class I teach, which is Y5, and there were no absences during the coldest days of the year so far.  

· Some of them don’t take their children with them, when traveling, because they understand that they should attend the classes at school. 

· Gradually, the number of pupils coming late at school decreases and teachers also notice that only some pupils may not be punctual. However, they have diminished their delay of their arrival at school in the morning. For example, there was a girl in Y1, which used to come in the school two hours after the beginning of the classes. However, by the passage of two years  - she is in Y3  now – she has managed coming in the school after the beginning of classes.

· Roma families in the region don’t live in tenants. They have a permanent residence (Pyrgiotakis, 2000), in which the living conditions – there is supply of electricity and water - are better than they used to be.

· They only travel from time to time for working reasons. They prefer living in their permanent residence the rest of the time. 

· Roma pupils are informed and interested in the current social (earthquakes in Greece and Turkey, tsunami in southeastern Asia) and political events (elections in America and forthcoming elections in local authority level in Greece) taking place in the country and all over the world. They express their opinions on these issues and connect them to their personal life.

· The pupils of my classroom have noticed that the roles of men and women in the family have changed. They realize that women need to work. Therefore, men have to help in the chores and the bringing up of children.

Within this context,  it becomes clear to teachers that knowledge of Roma people’s culture changes, because their culture is partially shaped and led by the current social and cultural changes. 

7. The impact of changing social and cultural constructions to teachers’ planning

   and school organization

Teachers’ and whole-school’s approaches and policies adopted follow Roma pupils’ cultural shifts (Kiddle, 2000). The board of teachers meets once every month and also holds special meetings when important issues are brought to the fore.  In these meetings issues relating to pupils and their parents’ cooperation that arise or have taken a different orientation are discussed. 

 In respect of teachers’ planning and attitude, the following teaching practices and approaches are followed in the classroom :

· Whenever circumstances permit, differentiation in the classroom is achieved. The pupils are divided into homogeneous groups and different activities are allocated to each group according to each group’s educational needs.

· Some texts of the books are rephrased by teachers in more plain Greek taking into consideration that those pupils’ first language is Roma language and that the input is comprehensible when it is near a learner’s current language proficiency (Scarcella & Crookall, 1990; Doughty & Williams, 1998).

· The teachers don’t follow the guidelines of the Ministry of Education regarding the content of each subject. They re-organize the contents of each subject and they set learning goals according to their pupils’ educational needs. The school books used are not the ones which respond to the standard learning level that pupils should have achieved in each year and which are recommended by the Ministry of Education. The books chosen respond to pupils’ actual abilities.  

· Provided that most of pupils don’t devote time for studying at home for a number of different reasons, there is no extra work allocated to them at home. All assignments and activities are completed at school. However, there are times when pupils ask for doing homework, like in my case, and then I assign to them activities according to their abilities and the sources the can have access to for completing the task. 

· Teachers hold once every month a meeting with parents to inform them on their children’s progress and discuss with them current issues. They make efforts to attract as many parents as possible every time, in order to attain regular communication with them (Dimitrakopoulos, 2003; Koboholis & Polidoridou, 2005; Tsagareli, Bhopal, 2004; Pagouni, & Drougas, 2005).

· When pupils are absent for a long period of time, teachers make phone calls at their homes to find out the reason of their absence and remind them that they should be coming at school. Sometimes, they don’t hesitate visiting them at home.

With regard to whole-school approaches, the following decisions have been taken by the board of teachers following the changing habits of both Roma parents and children.

· Teachers have redefined the criteria set for assessing the pupils of the school, because they have realized that they respond better to more demanding learning goals.

· Each year is divided into two classes: the advanced class and the beginners’ classes. In this way, the population of the class becomes more homogeneous and the teachers can plan their teaching more effectively.

· There are internal transfers of pupils between Years throughout the school year, whenever teachers  judge that their level is not consistent with the level of the whole class and when serious learning deficiencies are detected. 

· Preparatory classes are organized according to the number of pupils having serious learning deficiencies each school year.

· The pupils are let to use their first language
,  Roma language, in the classroom and during break time both in formal and informal discussion between them.

· Elements of their culture are also taken into account and included both in the activities designed in the classroom and in celebrations organized.

· The board of teachers award prizes to the pupils, who absent less than five times every semester (Barbatsis, 2003).

· There is a visit organized to various places ( museums, factories, ecological parks, offices of a newspaper) outside school for each class every month aiming at enriching pupils’ educational experiences and cultural representations.  

· Pupils’ health booklets are checked by social workers invited to the school every semester. When deficiencies are detected in the vaccines that children should had made or when the parents don’t provide the school with the necessary certificates regarding their children’s health, the board of teachers invite to the school voluntary health organizations for getting the children vaccinated and for pupils’ usual health check.

· Social and psychological problems are still prevalent in some Roma families. The board of teachers is knowledgeable of these problems. Therefore,  after their own initiative, they asked local authorities’ cooperation for a psychologist visiting the school once every week. Their request was accepted. In turn, teachers informed all parents in the school about it and encouraged them to meet the psychologist and discuss with her about the issues they worry about.

· Since pupils’ time delays and absences have diminished and they seem to be more consistent with the rules set in the school, the board of teachers are led to the decision of closing the central door of the school at half past eight in the morning, whereas in the past the door used to close at nine o’clock in the morning.  

· There are two programmes run in the region funded by the European Union the current year. The first one involves the education of citizens of the region in new technologies. The second one deals with combating Roma women’s illiteracy. The teachers of the school suggested that the programmes should take place in the school. The proximity of the place of the seminars taking place would be a motive for Roma people, especially Roma women, to participate in them. Our requests were also accepted by the local authorities. 

The aforementioned teaching practices and whole-school approaches adopted are ever month liable to change and redefinition, as they are affected by the social and cultural changes made in the world. In this sense, they constitute transitional processes.

8. Conclusions

The present paper presented the processes adopted and the experiences gained from a primary school, which accommodates exclusively Roma pupils. The utility of pupils’ life history and story telling plays an important role in the teaching practices applied by the teachers of the school and in the whole-school approaches adopted. It is also consistent with the basic principles of intercultural education (Gupta, 2003), on which Roma pupils’ education needs to be based. 

Life history is a method that teachers in the school often use in an unofficial level in their effort to explore their pupils’ cultural identity. Certainly, it does not constitute a method that they use systematically. However, it arises daily from discussions evolved and activities organized for units elaborated within the frame of various subjects taught. The use of life history and story telling by pupils does not take the form of a strictly structured activity. It better takes the form of a discussion, that is an unstructured interview, which is smoothly evolved and interwoven in the discussion made or the activity set. 

Further to that, given that the cultural and social constructions of the world constantly change and evolve, the use of life history and story telling on the one hand helps teachers to renew their knowledge of their pupils’ cultural capitals and cultural identities. On the other hand it helps them both as persons and professionals. Teachers as persons change their images and views about Roma culture and Roma people’s life by personal experience. So, they work in the classroom and co-operate with pupils with no prejudice or at least less prejudice towards them. Teachers as professionals realize that the teaching practices applied as well as the decisions made about the whole-school approaches adopted need to be based on their changing knowledge of Roma culture. Therefore, both teaching practices and whole-school approaches constitute transitional processes, as they are designed and take place according to  changing knowledge gained originated by the changing social and culture constructions in the world.     
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� For the purposes of this presentations, as Skutnabb-Kangas (1984) indicates, an ‘open approach’ is adopted for the description of bilingualism. As result,  a person with even a little knowledge of the second language can be accepted as ‘bilingual’.


� For the purposes of this presentation, a language is defined as a first language, when it is the one that is learnt first (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1984)
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