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Report of the Field Visit from 31st March 2006 

Topic: Reasons for the Failure of Romani Children in the Educational System of the Czech Republic

1. Introduction
“Racial segregation of Roma in education in Central and Eastern Europe has persisted if not worsened, causing irreparable harm to generations of Roma.”

Education is the basis for employment and wealth. Thus, failure of the educational system is often the initial point of a vicious circle of unemployment and poverty. In the Czech Republic over half of the Romani child population is educated in remedial special schools and even where Romani children manage to avoid the placement in such a school, they are most often schooled in substandard and predominantly Romani schools.
 Most of the Romani children and adolescents leave the school without any prospects for the future. Because of the vital importance of education for the success in society, my aim in the field research was to find out, why so many Romani children fail in the educational system. 

Before describing my methodology I briefly want to give a survey of the contents of the field visit. First of all we visited Graficka School in Anděl, Prague 5. Anděl has the largest settlement of resident Roma. Here the rate of unemployment among Roma is ninety percent. In Graficka School, an elementary school with children from six to fifteen, ninety-five percent of the two hundred children are Roma. We went on a short guided tour through the school, and subsequently we spoke to the head teacher, Mrs. Rosová, and an assistant of the school’s own consulting centre. Afterwards we saw a house inhabited by two Roma families. Finally we went to the office of Romani Dives, a small non-governmental organization (NGO) consisting of Bozena Viragova and two employees, which is involved with the multifaceted problems of the Roma in the district. There we had the possibility to speak to Mrs. Viragova and Regina Demeterova, a social worker of the local government.

As mentioned above, during the field visit I concentrated on the reasons for the failure of Romani children in the educational system. Because of the way this field trip was arranged, I wasn’t able to investigate the problem of the special schools. Instead, I analysed the factors for the failure of children once placed in the school. 
2. Methodology
My main methods for collecting data were participant observations and interviews. The participant observation was applied twice: In Graficka School I focused on the arrangement and the equipment. The question was whether there are any obvious differences between a non-Romani school and a school dominated by Roma - differences which may be able to give me a clue about the reason for the disappointing performance of Romani children. Originally, I had also intended to observe the behaviour of the pupils. However, since we hardly saw any pupils I had to give up this plan. 

During the visit of the two Roma families I observed the life circumstances to see whether children find an appropriate environment for learning. At this point I would like to mention that it was only possible to get an insight into one family, and therefore the findings are not quite representative. Aside from the participant observation I also had the possibility to ask the head teacher of Graficka School, Mrs. Rosová, as well as the social workers Mrs. Viragova and Mrs. Demetrova (both Romani), a few questions. My goal was to hear from them what they thought the reasons were for the failure of the Romani children from different perspectives – the head teacher, who directly works with the children, and the social workers who have an insight into the family histories and their problems. Concerning the interview with Mrs. Rosová I encountered the problem that she didn’t really answer my question. Instead she tried to emphasise that many children of Graficka School are successful in the higher secondary school. At times I had the impression that she, as the head teacher, wanted her school to appear in a good light. Here an inherent problem of ethnographic field research becomes apparent: Without quantitative data this type of research relies on the sincerity of the interview partners. In my case this problem was not as apparent as it could have been because Mrs. Rosová was in general very open and her answers provided me with helpful data but it is quite important to be always aware of this shortcoming.  

3. Data Presentation 
In the notes below I want to present my collected data and demonstrate the relevance for my question. I decided to structure the following remarks in accordance with the elements of the field visit.

3.1 Graficka School

During our short guided tour through Graficka School we learned that the school is very well equipped. Aside from a consulting centre for parents and children with all kinds of problems – starting from drug problems to violence in the family - and a social centre, the school also has a PC-pool and a language laboratory. Furthermore the school was very colourfully decorated, with wall paintings, photos and drawings everywhere at windows and walls. I observed absolutely no differences to other schools I had seen before. In contrast – Graficka School was so well equipped that is was above average. Purely from my observations of the school I can’t draw any conclusions about the failure – or success - of Romani children. However, in this context I want to mention that I don’t think Graficka School can be seen as an example for Romani schools in general.

3.2 Interview with Mrs. Rosová

Subsequent to the guided tour we spoke to Mrs. Rosová, the head teacher of Graficka School. I used the occasion to ask her about the reasons of the failure of many Roma children in the educational system. As mentioned above she stressed that many of her pupils are successful in secondary schools. Nevertheless, she admitted that sometimes a lack of motivation in the general environment is a reason for disappointing schoolroom performance. In these cases the parents themselves don’t care about education, although the children have the potential to succeed. In other cases parents would like their children to be educated but only have limited means and a limited capacity. Mrs. Rosová stated that the teachers try to motivate parents to support the teaching process but when all is said and done they follow the rule “what we don’t teach them in school they will never learn”. 

Another interesting point are the language skills of the Romani children. Although the teachers don’t speak Romanes and use only Czech textbooks, most of the pupils can’t speak proper Czech. Although they mostly use Czech vocabulary, the grammar is Romani. This is obviously a disadvantage in a country and school system where Czech is the official language. 

Furthermore Mrs. Rosová’s comments about the housing situation of the children are relevant to my question. Many children live in very difficult circumstances, often in small cramped flats. Sometimes the Roma even sell flats given by the local government because they are focused on the present and don’t think about the future. In other cases they just can’t pay the rent and have to move out. But in all cases the children are the victims. 

3.3 Visit of a Roma Family

We visited a house inhabited by two Roma families. We learned from Mrs. Viragova that the house is owned by an Italian who wants to rebuilt it as a hotel. All families who couldn’t pay the rent in time had to move out and only two families are left now. The house was very shabby and on the walls were stains due to water spotting. It was obvious that the owner doesn’t repair anything. We were allowed to enter one flat on the ground floor where a man with his grandmother and three children lived in two rather small rooms. It was impossible to see how a child can learn or do homework in these cramped conditions without being disturbed. 
3.4 Interview with Mrs. Viragova and Mrs. Demeterova

The interview with Mrs. Viragova, social worker for the NGO Romani Dives, and Mrs. Demetrova, social worker for the local government, both Romani, gave me the great opportunity to obtain another perspective concerning my question. As social workers they have an insight into Roma families and know about their problems. Both agreed that the lack of education is the biggest problem among the Roma. 

I also asked them for the reasons why so many Romani children don’t do well in Czech schools and got a detailed answer: First of all, the language skills are a major obstacle. Mostly, Romanes is the mother tongue for these children and Czech the first foreign language. So, not to be able to learn in their mother tongue, being forced to communicate and comprehend their teachers in Czech, in addition to writing in a foreign language is already a huge disadvantage for Romani children from the very first day at school. Additionally, most Romani children don’t visit the kindergarten and therefore don’t begin early enough to learn to communicate in Czech properly – skills that are of vital importance for any success in primary and secondary education. 

Mrs. Viragova and Mrs. Demetrova agreed that a lack of motivation in the environment as well as among the children themselves is another important factor. The children observe that even educated Roma don’t get jobs because of prejudices among Czechs and therefore see absolutely no reason to put any effort into their schoolwork. But above all, both women emphasised the bad housing conditions as a main factor. Children come home and have no place for their own. No place to learn and no place where they can do their homework in peace and without disturbance. However, Mrs. Viragova also said, that the situation has started to improve. “The new generation feels that it needs education. People see now, that they have to care for themselves.”
4. Interpretation
After the compilation of the data I gathered during the field visit I evaluated my findings to find an answer to my research question, why so many Roma children fail in the educational system.

First of all it is to say that there is no single cause that can explain the educational shortcomings. Rather, there is a combination of many crucial factors that together cause this result. During the analysis of the data I collected from the interviews and the visit of the Roma family, five factors emerged: 

a. A lack of motivation in the environment

b. A lack of motivation among the children 

c. Missing preparation for school in the kindergarten

d. Insufficient Czech language skills

e. Poor housing conditions

These factors can’t be seen in isolation. A lack of motivation among the parents directly influences any motivation among the children. Furthermore, it determines the means – or lack thereof - provided for the education. The missing kindergarten visits have a negative impact on the acquisition of Czech language skills, and the poor housing conditions can arouse a feeling of hopelessness and influence the motivation for wanting to learn. All these factors are important - and all these factors seen  together are important reasons for the school system failure. But one thing is absolutely necessary to mention here – something that came clearly to the fore during my research: while the Roma carry some responsibility for this situation, the root of the problem is the whole society. Children see that, because of prejudices, they as Roma have few chances on the employment market. It is not astonishing that they and their parents don’t have the motivation to put much of an effort into their education under these circumstances. It is a vicious circle: children are unmotivated, parents don’t have the means to support education, they fail in the educational system and loose the last opportunity to find a job that leads to poverty and poor housing conditions and that again leads to a lack of motivation. 
5. Reflections
Before the field visit I was curious as well as a bit uneasy. I had my clear research question which I wanted to be answered but I didn’t know how it would be to arrive as a “stranger” in an unknown environment and I didn’t want the Roma we met to feel like they were in a “zoo”. During the field visit my apprehensions only proved true concerning my visit to the Roma family. I felt quite embarrassed to walk into a small, rather humble flat with a horde of people. Aside from that, the field visit was an absolutely new and valuable experience for me, and so was the class topic itself. 

However, to go into the “field”, to speak to Romani social workers directly, made it more accessible and more “live” for me than any theory or second-hand accounts could ever do. The comments of the three women provided me with interesting information far beyond my original research question. Concerning this question, it was mainly the interviews that helped me to answer it - although the visit to the family confirmed the description of bad housing conditions. 

6. Conclusion

My research question was why so many Romani children fail in the educational system. The analysis of the participant observations and the interviews resulted in five factors, which accompany each other: A lack of motivation in the environment, a lack of motivation among the children, missing preparation for school in kindergarten, insufficient Czech language skills, and poor housing conditions. Failure in the educational system is the starting point of a vicious circle of unemployment and poverty, and therefore the improvement of the educational situation is perhaps the most important condition for any improvement of the Roma’s lifestyle on the whole. This comprehension of the factors involved that lead to the failure of the Roma children in school, is a necessary prerequisite before an improvement can be attempted.

At this point I need to add that my field visit and the subsequent report are only based on three interviews and on the observation of one family and is therefore hardly representative. Nevertheless some main problems became apparent. Furthermore, it seems to become quite apparent that the Roma as well as the society have to change: The Roma must realize that education is important and that they need to encourage and support the children’s school education, while the society needs to provide fair opportunities to make sure that education for the Roma pays off.  
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