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Introduction

The problems in relation to the education of Roma are constantly on the educational policy agenda in Hungary (Radó, 2002). It is because - as all available statistical data prove - that the majority of Romany students cannot succeed in the present Hungarian education system, while the school age population of Roma is increasing fast. The high drop-out and repetition rates also indicate the serious nature of the problem. 

Discrimination against the Roma

Social exclusion and discrimination against Roma in Hungary is widespread and manifests itself in housing discrimination, unequal access to health services, education, employment and lower living conditions. Moreover, the different facets of exclusion often reinforce each other. For example, geographic exclusion in housing may lead to economic exclusion if people are deprived of the possibility to attend mainstream public schools or to find jobs where they live.

The poverty rate of Roma is about 5-10 times higher than that of the non-Roma population. The majority of Roma live in segregated and isolated communities characterised by the accumulation of social and economical disadvantages.

Stereotypes and prejudice against Roma continue to be widespread in Hungary. The so-called majority population opinions on the Roma are formulated along the following stereotypes: they do not like to work, they use their children as sources of income, they are deviant, uneducated, aggressive, follow very different behavioural patterns and they are prone to criminality. 
The prevailing concept is that Roma are responsible for their low social and economic standing. A considerable part of Non-Roma population believe that if Roma did more to help themselves their quality of life would improve. The experiences of the past years show that the majority of the society do not realise the problems of the Roma population, are not interested in improving their situation.

Although prejudice is pervasive, non-Roma feel that discrimination is unjust and believe Roma should have equal access to employment, and so on, but not preferential treatment.

The Roma on the labour market

The primary cause of prevalent poverty of Roma population in Hungary is their reduced employment opportunities. As a result of their low educational level and their overrepresentation in segregated, economically underdeveloped areas that offer scarce employment opportunities unemployment rates, and particularly long-term unemployment for Roma are exceptionally high. Their level of employment is about half as high, their unemployment rate is three to five times higher than the corresponding indicators of the non-Roma population.

The skills of the majority of Roma workers do not meet labour market requirements, whereas those Roma who possess marketable skills can still face barriers of prejudice to employment: racial discrimination is a powerful hindering factor of the access of Roma to the labour market.

As a result of the above factors unemployed Roma workers have much fewer chances than non-Roma workers for entering or re-entering the labour market. In such circumstances family allowance and social benefits are the only source of existence for many of them. Whereas in consequence of the long-term nature of Roma unemployment many unemployed workers exceeded the period of eligibility for receiving benefits.

Informal sector activity is also an important source of income for Roma. The types of activities vary widely, from lucrative trade and work in neighboring countries to seasonal farming, gathering herbs and recycling used materials.

Health Care of Roma

Among multiple social and economic disadvantages Roma population in Hungary does not have full and equal access to primary healthcare services. Housing segregation of the Roma and racial discrimination in health care system are the main factors behind the exclusion from health services and access to health services of inferior quality. 

Many Roma live in segregated communities where public services are restricted or entirely unavailable. Excluding Budapest, 18.6% of the country’s total Roma population lives in a settlement without a local GP. 

As for racial discrimination, in its most extrem forms manifests itself in denial of treatment of Romani patients by health care providers or in inappropriate treatment.

Beside the unequal access to health care services the social and economic status of Roma population is the factor underlying the serious gap between the health status between Roma and non-Roma population in Hungary. As a result of overrepresentation in the lowest economic strata of the society, poverty, higher exposure to health-related risk factors such as poor living and working conditions and nutrition and low education Roma population shows a very poor health status. On average, the life expectancy of the Romani population is ten years lower than that of the non-Roma. For many types of disorder the Romani population shows a high rate compared to the overall population. The combination of illnesses and the high rates with which they occur can explain the shorter average life span of this population group from the medical point of view.

Roma in the Hungarian Education System
 

According to recent research findings (Havas-Kemény-Liskó, 2002) 15% of the Romany pupils do not continue their studies after the primary school, while 57% of those who participate in further education go to vocational schools and only their 20% learn at secondary level. 2% of Romany students study in higher education (Kóczé, 2002). These data do not indicate that all the students who enter secondary education stay there and finish their studies successfully. The drop-out rate among Romany students is much higher than among Hungarian pupils. Although in recent years the drop-out rate has decreased in the primary school, it increased in vocational schools and in secondary level education with a final examination. 

The reason for this situation is of complex nature. While analyzing its causes focusing on questions of interethnic relations, minority and human rights, and equity in education cannot be neglected. If we concretize these phrases language and social disadvantages, inappropriate pedagogical practice, problems related to learning motivation, discrimination, the generally bad relationship between schools and parents, the inappropriate content of Roma education program can be mentioned. The different combinations of these reasons can vary in every community (Radó, 2001). 

Using various techniques of in-class discrimination, operating segregated classes, or teaching Romany pupils in Roma-dominated, segregated schools, sending non-disabled students to special schools for disabled or exempting Romany children from going to school by declaring them private students are the most common institutional practices for "solving" the problem. These techniques are not only of highly discriminative nature but studies (e.g. Reger, 1978) clearly show that no matter how well-meaning it is, long-term segregation simply does not work, re-integration of students with time becomes more and more difficult. 

1.  Problem description

 1.1. Nurseries and kindergartens

Sociological studies show that Romany children usually start their educational "career" with a serious drawback and their lag is increasing during the period they spend in formal schooling (Radó, 2002). This drawback originates mainly in the fact that the knowledge collected in a Romany family is incompatible and mostly unusable within the boundaries of the "white school". So it would be the role of the kindergarten to make the two value-systems get closer, and prepare the child for his/her school-career but a considerable proportion of Romany children do not attend kindergartens. According to the representative research conducted in 1993-94 (Kemény-Havas-Kertesi, 1997) 40 % of three-year-olds, 54% of four-year-olds and 72% of five-year-olds were registered members of kindergartens. 72% seems to be quite a high rate but it should be noticed that at the age of five nursery education is compulsory in Hungary, because this is a preparatory phase for schooling. So it means that more than 20 % of children did not fulfill their obligations.  The research data of Havas-Kemeny-Lisko in 2000 show a more positive picture. Only 6,5% of the sample of 1774 Romany parents reported that their children did not participate in school-preparatory education, while 88% of five-year-olds took part in it (Havas-Kemeny-Lisko, 2002). Researchers feel the need to highlight that being registered members of a kindergarten does not automatically mean that they visit it regularly. Statistics show that only every second child is a real participant. 

1.2. Primary education

In 1993-94 90 % of the whole 15-year-old or older population finished their primary education by the end of the eighth year of schooling as set in the law. According to the representative research on Romany students conducted by Havas-Kemény-Kertesi (1997) revealed the fact that only 44% of the 14-year-old Romany children did so. If we take those pupils into consideration, too, who finished their primary education not on time but later, we can say that 77% of Romany teenagers own a primary school-leaving certificate. So nearly 25% of Romany children cannot continue their studies at a secondary level. The proportion of those who finish their primary education has increased since 1993 but very often there is no real, utilizable knowledge behind their performance. Statistical data collected by the Hungarian Institute of Educational Research (Havas-Kemény-Liskó, 2002) show that educational segregation of Romany pupils has increased in primary education since 1990. In 1992 every 12th or 13th Romany child (7,1%) learnt in an institution dominated by Roma. Nowadays this is true for every 5th or 6th pupil of Romany origin (18,1%).  Considering the research data it can be substantiated that there are 126 primary schools with Roma majority in the country. 40% of all pupils of primary schools of Romany origin attend these schools, while only 6,3% of non-Romany children attend such schools.

1.3. Secondary education

According to research findings (Liskó, 2002. p.17.) two thirds of Romany pupils finish their primary education by the age of 16, while 14-15% of them finishes it by the age of 18. 85% of those students who finish the primary school in their lower age enter secondary educational level. Students gaining primary certificate at special schools can continue their studies at institutions of special vocational training. 

The proportion of Romany and non-Romany students participating in secondary education can be seen well by examining the following table:

	
	Roma (in %)
	Non-Roma (in %)

	do not continue studies
	14,9
	3,2

	special vocational training
	9,4
	3,2

	vocational training
	56,5
	36,8

	secondary school with school-leaving exam
	15,4
	38,1

	grammar school
	3,6
	18,4


Table 1. Proportion of Romany and non-Romany students participating in secondary education (Liskó, 2002, p. 18.)

So 57% of Romany students continue their studies at vocational schools, while 19% of them go to secondary or grammar schools ending with final examination. 

At the grade of 9 and 10 the 50% of Romany students drop out, which means that only 32% of them enter 11th grade. It can be supposed that dropping-out is also continuing in this grade, so the proportion of those who finally finish their secondary education is about 24%. 

According to statistical data and research findings the majority of Romany students of the upper secondary level study at institutions of vocational training, and Havas-Kemény-Liskó’s data show that this regards to Romany parents, too (Havas-Kemény-Liskó, 2002, p.33). The majority of responding parents, who own secondary qualification, had taken part in vocational training.  

There is no consensus concerning the function, requirements of the grades 9 and 10 of vocational schools, the function of the examination of public education, the frameworks and financing of programs preparing for vocational education in grades 9 and 10 of vocational schools. In grade 9 of vocational schools the proportion of failures and drop-outs is very high. A part of the teachers work according to secondary schools requirements. Students are unmotivated, parents do not understand what this school is for, and they believed their children would get vocational education. Local governments maintaining these schools operate the grades 9 and 10 according to the ‘remainder’ principle, forcing schools to organize classes of 30-35. In the marketed in-service teacher training system there is no appropriate supply of courses on the methods serving the support of those who drop behind.   Especially high is the drop-out rate of Romany students in the grades 9 and 10 of vocational schools, thus this educational phase cannot be regarded as an organic element of inclusive school, either.  

In the vocational education grades of vocational schools students with different previous qualifications are trained for qualifications that give various opportunities to them. The competitive trades of commerce, services, electro-technology, woodwork, light industry can be studied after completing grade 10, the majority of trades of metal industry, agriculture, food-processing, chemical industry, construction, construction material industry can be learnt in two years after the successful completion of grade 8. The majority of Romany students of 16 or more years of age can only choose from among the latter trades. Especially narrow are the opportunities for Romany girls, as the majority of trades in commerce, services, light industry that are chosen by girls in Hungary can be studied only after the successful completion of grade 10. 

In the last 3-4 years the erosion of vocational schools has continued. Today this institution is the school of “the rest”, the least advantageous quarter of the pupils of a given year attending them. The unsettled conditions of grades 9 and 10 further damage the motivation of students. Due to low salaries a major part of vocational trainers are old, burnt out, and also unmotivated. Thus on the one hand the vocational school is unsuitable for inclusion, nor does it provide such opportunities and perspectives that would ensure that exacting educational policy and minority policy take them into consideration while defining the scenes of integration. 

The only initiative in the last four years for introducing second chance-type programs is the catch-up training regulated in 27.§ (8) of  the Act on Public Education, which would provide opportunities for the students not being able to get to the former primary schools for adults to enter the vocational year of vocational schools. Its name came from 27. § (7) of the Act on Public Education of 1996. To avoid misunderstandings it would be worth naming it “vocational school integration program”. This regulation made it possible that practically each pupil can study all traditional trades. Influential representatives of public education policy, however, did not accept the positive discrimination element of catch-up training, i.e. the regulation that those of over 16 years without a primary school qualification are allowed to learn the functional elements of the closing stage of primary education that are required for starting vocational training. The conditions of starting to learn a trade have changed as well and according to present regulations catch-up education makes it possible for the student to enter vocational training if it prepares for the exam of the given year of primary school, i.e. it takes the role of the former evening primary schools for adults. Catch-up programs have been launched in about 20 schools, the number of participants is less than 400. 

2. One of the main problems – Segregation

There are four common types of segregation in the education system:

Segregation between schools, segregation within schools, special schools and Romany children as private students .
2.1. Segregation between schools 

The development of segregated Romany schools is closely related to segregation in housing - the schools reflect local ethnic divisions, so there is a strong link between the institutional segregation of Romany children and their isolated places of residence. The reasons for this are twofold, caused by economic problems and the prejudiced attitudes of non-Romany parents. 

In the 1990s a process of spontaneous migration took place, when the proportion of Romany population significantly increased in small settlements located in the poorer regions of the country and in the deteriorating quarters of bigger cities. Non-disadvantaged families tend to move out of such areas mainly because of decreasing work possibilities, and the lack of proper infrastructure, so the proportion of non-Romany students at local schools radically dropped. When due to the migration process the number of Romany pupils started rising in the schools, prejudices begin to work, and even some of those non-Romany families took their children out from the school, who did not move away. Havas-Kemény-Liskó (2002, p. 59) examining 192 schools found that in the case of 28 educational institutions it was clearly indicated that although the given school was the only one in the given village or town, most non-Romany children living there were sent to schools located in different settlements. Romany parents being discouraged by the costs of traveling and/or unaware of the importance of school-choice mostly chose the school nearest to their place of residence, supporting the development of ethnically segregated schools. 

It has to be emphasized, that the schools of the ethnically segregated settlements are usually in a poor condition, thus providing no incentives for more affluent families to keep their children in these institutions.

The non-Romany parents’ efforts of separation can also be successful because schools receive state subsidies according to the number of children they teach. This means that schools have to fight for children and, as a result, they try to gain parents’ appreciation, they help creating Roma-free schools. As the Commissioner for the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities (Ombudsman-report, 2001. p. 42) points out "the local governments and the schools often give in the pressure coming from the local non-Romany population and play an active role in creating such situations ". In addition to this, due to the normative per capita support provided by the state for the purposes of minority education), schools and local governments (as their owners) are interested in organizing different forms of minority education in order to increase their income.

There are two basic forms in which such education may be organized: the educational institution may qualify either as an “educational institution participating in minority education” or as a “minority educational institution”. However, there are no clear-cut criteria as to what constitutes an “educational institution participating in minority education”. From the case law of the Minorities Ombudsman, we can conclude that an educational institution may be regarded as such if its deed of foundation contains reference to tasks related to national or ethnic minorities and if the school receives normative per capita support for minority education from the state budget (Ombudsman-report, 2002, p.298-299.).

The head of a minority educational institution may only be appointed and removed with the approval of the concerned minority self-government, whereas no such requirement is needed in the case of heads of educational institutions participating in minority education. The approval of the minority self-government is required for both types of institution with regard to – among others – the following: the establishment and closing down of the institution; the amendment of its scope of activities; the adoption and amendment of its budget; the assessment of the professional activity conducted in the institution; the approval of its rules of operation; the approval of the institution’s educational program or pedagogical program, and the assessment of the implementation thereof.

2.2. Segregation within school

Due to the per capita support system of education, schools (and local governments as their owners) are interested to have as many students as possible
. Therefore, to prevent the above described ‘emigration’ of non-Romany children from schools where the proportion of Romany children starts to increase, some schools set up a class system making the segregation of Romany pupils possible. There are three basic forms of class segregation: 

· special remedial classes, usually with a lower requirement level, poorer educational work and a disproportionate number of Romany pupils; 

· special faculty classes offering extracurricular education (e.g. language teaching, advanced mathematics, etc), usually reserved for non-Romany children; and 

· classes set up by misusing the institution of “Roma minority education”. 

The 2000 research by the Institute for Educational Research examined the proportion of Romany children in remedial and special faculty classes at the 192 surveyed schools. It showed that while the proportion of Romany pupils was 45.2% in normal curriculum classes, their percentage in mathematics faculty classes and language faculty classes amounted to 16.2% and 17.5% respectively. In the light of the above it shall also come as no surprise that their proportion was 81.8% in remedial classes (Havas, Kemény, Liskó, 2002).

There is also strong evidence that segregation is in part institutionalized by the misuse of funding for special measures for Roma education. Before the significant amendments of late 2002, state funding was available to local governments on an ‘ethnic per student grant’ basis to establish special classes for the Roma in the framework of so-called “Romany minority educational programs”. The program was supposed to contain two elements: strengthening the children’s Romany identity on the one hand and a catch up element on the other. In his 2000 report the Minorities Ombudsman bitterly summarized his main experiences concerning Romany minority educational programs: “We would not like to fall into the error of exaggerating generalization but we must say that in several cases the local governments – in cooperation with the schools – only organize Romany minority education to obtain the supplementary normative support and exploit this form of education to segregate the Romany pupils in a – seemingly – lawful manner” (Ombudsman-report, Budapest, 2001., p. 50).

A fundamental problem of the per student grant financing is that the amount of the grant, destined to reach the desired goal, is difficult to be determined (Varga, 1998), furthermore, the financing system is unable to manage the school specific cost differences. Moreover the cost differences are negatively correlated with the size of the schools/settlements, and the ratio of the disadvantaged within schools. Therefore the education of the disadvantaged would be more expensive per student in small settlement schools. The per-student grant financing is not able to handle such differences.

Another problem consist of the above- mentioned misuse of funding. If the aims of the financial assistance are not clearly defined, there are no incentives for the local governments to use the grant for the given purposes
.

Children may be placed in separated remedial classes within “normal” schools on the basis of the expert panel’s opinion (in the case of the child’s slight mental disability) – detailed description of the expert panel’s work is in Special schools section - or on the basis of the opinion of the educational advice center if the child is not mentally disabled but finds it hard to cope with school due to learning or behavioral difficulties, or other problems with fitting in. 

With – theoretically – strong parental involvement, the expert panel conducts an examination and in its expert opinion it may conclude that the child’s mental disability is of the extent that it does not require attendance in a special school, however, completely integrated education is not recommended either. In such cases the child may be sent to a normal school, where special remedial classes are organized.

Similar to the activity of expert panels, the procedure conducted by educational advisory center is also legally safeguarded against abuses. The examination may only be launched upon the parent’s request, or his/her consent. These legal guarantees cannot fully prevent misuse: remedial classes are also often used to justify segregation of Romany pupils. The legal guarantees do not take the limitations of parental involvement into consideration. The parents of the Romany children relegated to the special class did not make use of their right to remedy. It is obvious that due to their educational disadvantages and restricted assertive abilities, the majority of Romany parents find it difficult to utilize the legal safeguards. Therefore, the provisions pertaining to the professional supervision of educational institutions at the local and institutional level are of outstanding importance. 

Supervision can be initiated by the local government and the minority self-government at the local level, and the owner of the educational institution (most often the local government) has the right to initiate supervision at the institutional level. The possibility that the local minority self-government may request supervision is very important as the Minorities Ombudsman points out – “the local government is often counter-interested in a professional supervisory procedure” Ombudsman 2000, p. 54.). It is often the local government that we find behind discriminatory educational practices, whereas the right to initiate professional supervision could provide minority self-governments with another useful instrument in acting against segregation.

2.3. Special schools 

Romany children go to special schools in a proportion that is much higher than their proportion among school-aged children. The percentage of Romany children increased in special schools from about 25% in 1974-75 to 42% in 1992 (Data of the Ministry of Culture and Education, MCE’, 1993). Due to the rules of data protection, no official statistics are available after this date, but numerous sociological studies have dealt with the issue. A 1997 survey involving 309 special schools estimated the percentage of Romany pupils to be over 40% (Radó, 1997), whereas a 1998 survey in Borsod-county showed over 90% of students attending schools with special curricula to be Roma (Loss, 2001). According to Havas, Kemény and Liskó (2002), about every fifth Romany child is declared to be mentally disabled.  Most experts agree that a good number of Romany children attending special schools are not even slightly mentally disabled and are only relegated to such institutions due to the negligent failure to take into consideration their specific socio-cultural characteristics and owing to – conscious or unconscious – discriminatory considerations (Ombudsman-report, 2000. pp. 236–238.).

The reasons for sending these children to special schools are usually articulated according to the following: due to socialization defects in the family and to insufficient kindergarten attendance, children are socio-culturally disadvantaged and, as a consequence, they are unable to study at the same speed with the other children, so they require the use of special pedagogical tools and methods, within the walls of a special school or a remedial class. In practice, special schools and special classes generally mean low expectations, low-level teaching and segregation, due to which catching up with the others becomes impossible. Teaching in Roma-dominated or in a special school is a low-prestige job accompanied by more than the average work and less than the average sense of achievement. Most teachers do not regard this kind of work as a challenge and they are often ill-equipped to handle it, which leads to a contra-selection of teachers. As a result of the contra-selection the proportion of teachers having no degree at all is much higher in special schools and in special classes than elsewhere. Research findings show that in those schools where the proportion of Romany pupils is over 75% the average of unskilled teachers is 30,8%, and at schools with Romany students with less than 25% this percentage is 17,4 (Liskó, 2001, p. 25.). 

The selection of children sent to special schools is made by an expert panel, a selection committee by the request of local schools and kindergartens. Where doubts emerge about the ability of students to cope with normal school, the ‘expert panel’ examines them for possible attendance at a ‘special school’, intended for children with physical or mental disabilities with lower requirements for pupils. Children remain at these schools until their abilities are considered to be sufficient for elementary education, and may continue through the auxiliary system throughout primary level, with practically no chance of continuing to secondary schools afterwards. Roma are disproportionately represented at both the testing and selection stages (Interview, November 2000). ECRI
 reports that “such channeling, which in principle is carried out by an independent board, is often quasi-automatic in the case of Romany children” (ECRI (2000) 5, par. 31.). Every child who did not go to kindergarten has to be examined.

As we described above Romany children go to kindergarten in much lower proportions than their non-Romany peers. While the importance of kindergarten attendance is emphasized by many and research (e.g.:Havas, Kemény and Liskó, 2002) shows that in the case of Romany children there is a strong link between regular kindergarten attendance and school success, it is difficult to measure the direct effects of kindergarten attendance to school success, since it is viable to suppose that children whose parents consider regular kindergarten attendance important have a different family background from those whose parents might even be late to send their children to school.

The other reason for Romany children ending up in special schools is that experts examining children still use measures that are inadequate to decide about the abilities of children socialized in poor and/or minority families.

If the child goes to kindergarten it is the nursery teacher’s task to establish whether the child is suitable for school attendance. If he/she believes that the child has some physical or mental disabilities that would pose a problem in this respect he/she shall contact the parent and suggest that the child has to be examined by the expert panel on rehabilitation.  If the child does not attend kindergarten, his/her suitability for school attendance shall be established by the educational advisory center. If the educational advisory center comes to the conclusion that the child is physically or mentally disabled it shall suggest to the parent that the child has to be examined by the expert panel. If doubts about the child’s capacity to cope with “normal school” emerge in the course of school education (if the child has learning, behavioral difficulties or problems with fitting in), the educational advisory center conducts a preliminary examination. 

The expert panel examines the child and prepares an expert opinion. The expert opinion shall – among others – include the statement of disability, the description of the facts supporting this conclusion, a conclusion on whether the child shall attend a special educational institution or may participate in integrated education, and a list of those educational institutions where – taking into consideration the panel’s conclusion concerning the learning capacity of the child – the child can fulfill his/her educational obligation.

The procedure is based on parental involvement. As a reaction to the indications concerning the disproportionate number of Romany children in special schools, a Decree regulating the work of the expert panels was amended in 1998 and 2001 with the aim of strengthening the role of the parents in the process. At present the parent’s most important rights are the following:

· Upon the voluntary request of the parent, in the course of their examination the educational advisory center and the expert panel shall take into consideration the special linguistic and socio-cultural characteristics of children belonging to minority groups. 

· The examination of the expert panel shall be launched upon parental request or with parental consent.

· If the educational institution believes that the child ought to be examined by the expert panel, it contacts the parent and suggests the child’s participation in the examination. The reason for the suggestion shall be communicated to the parent.

· If the parent consents, he/she shall sign the request for expert examination, which is then sent to the expert panel by the educational institution.

· the examination of the expert panel may not be started in the absence of the parent, unless the parent’s whereabouts are unknown or he/she is permanently prevented from attending the examination. (The parent is obliged to participate in the examination.)

· the expert opinion of the expert panel shall contain a warning that if the parent does not accept the opinion, he/she has the right to request the competent notary for a review of the opinion.

· the expert panel informs the parent of the possibilities in accordance with which the child may fulfill his/her educational obligations. From among the educational institutions suggested by the expert panel it is the parent who chooses the so-called “designated” educational institution.

· The parent shall be informed about the contents of the expert opinion. A copy of the opinion shall be handed over or sent to the parent. In the course of the information process, the parent’s attention shall be drawn to the fact that the implementation of what is included in the expert opinion is only possible if he/she agrees and his/her consent is verified by his/her signature. The parent’s attention shall also be drawn to the fact that if he/she disagrees with the contents of the expert opinion, he/she may initiate its amendment by launching a public administrative procedure with the competent notary.

· If the parent agrees in writing with the expert opinion, the expert panel sends it to the designated educational institution.

Besides parental involvement, a further guarantee against potential mistakes in the procedure is that in the case of students with slight mental disabilities the expert panel shall review its opinion one year after its initial decision, and then in every second year until the child reaches the age of 12. After this time the review shall be carried out every three years.

2.4. Romany children as private students

A relatively new method of separating problematic Romany children has evolved recently: declaring them private students and exempting them from going to school. Private students must be exempted from all class attendance and the private students fulfill their educational obligation by taking exams at the end of each semester before an independent panel.

There are two ways in which a child can become a private student, depending on the parent’s choice, the child’s educational obligation may be fulfilled by school attendance or as a private student. The other case is when the child has some kind of disability, learning or behavioral disorder, and the expert panel decides that he/she shall become a private student. In the former case it is the parent’s obligation to prepare the child for the exams, whereas in the latter, this obligation remains with the school.

In 2001 the Minorities Ombudsman started receiving complaints claiming that in some schools the parents of “problematic children” are persuaded to request that the child be declared a private student. Sometimes parents are even threatened that they either do so or the child will be sent away from the school. Therefore, the Minorities Ombudsman requested the Ministry of Education to introduce safeguards that may prevent such abuse. In accordance with the request, Ministry of Education inserted a new provision which claims that if the parent claims that the child wishes to become a private student, the school’s principal shall request the opinion of the local child care service within three days, which shall respond within 15 days.

In his 2002 report the Minorities Ombudsman states the following: „In spite of the amendment, we still receive complaints from this field. The local government, the school and the childcare service usually stand on the same side. Numerous complainants claimed that the childcare service [...] contributed to the pressure from the school and the local government with its consenting opinion. The reason behind the phenomenon is to be found in the often helpless situation of the Romany parents and in the approach that can only handle differences through the means of segregation” (Ombudsman-report  2002, p. 127.).

3. A case of a Roma community: Tiszabura 

This case study is about the integration practices at the Recsky Klára Elementary School in Tiszabura. A better understanding of the integration practice naturally assumes some knowledge about the circumstances within the settlement’s structure and the methodological work at the school. Therefore our study relies both on conversations with different acting characters within the school setting and – as background – the analysis of the school’s methodological program and estimations made during the observations during the school’s classes.

In our study, we conducted eight half-structured interviews (with nine interviewees). We interviewed the school’s headmaster, the vice-headmaster, leaders of the working groups at the junior and upper classes, the official responsible for child protection, the teacher of development, the leader of the quality insurance working group, the OOIH coordinator for the region and two principals of nearby settlement’s elementary schools. After recording these interviews, we used the edge-coding method to do the content analysis and take the information apart into thematic units. During the analysis we summarized these thematic blocks. The quotations that we use in the analytical parts reflect the characteristics of the spoken language, and for data protection and research ethical considerations we use these interview fragments without indicating the subject’s name.  

We would like to especially emphasize that during the analysis we primarily build upon the recorded interview texts. As researchers, we are not authorized to control each item of every assertion, which obviously does not mean that we fail to pay attention to possible contradictions between certain opinions. Further on we make every effort instead to identify particular ways of speech, narrative constructions, if you please, which – according to our expectations – would help both for us and our readers to better understand some events effecting the school.  

3.1. The settlement

Tiszabura is located in Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok County and its population is estimated at 2,770 residents. The settlement lies 10 kilometers from the Tisza Lake to the South, 13 kilometers from Abádszalók and 20 kilometers from Kunhegyes. These neighboring settlements challenge the local elementary school for two different reasons. Firstly, Tiszabura is located in the same small region as the above-mentioned two settlements. Secondly, parents of non-Roma origin prefer to send their children to the school in Abádszalók instead. While the representation of the Roma population at the settlement is around 60%, interviewees estimate this proportion around 80-90% at the school. 

The village’s mayor is of Roma origin, the majority of municipal government board members are also Roma and the settlement has Roma minority self-government too. Many of the school’s teachers hold this opinion about the cooperation with the leadership of the village: 

„My boss, she has a good relationship [with the mayor], we [the teachers] basically have no relationship with the municipality board of the present composition”. 

There is a separated Roma settlement in the village where people mostly live in so-called “szocpol” houses. Concluding from the narratives, it highlights the social stratification of the village that only the poorer Roma remained at the Roma settlement, those who were more mobile have moved into the village “of their own volition”. Though, there are some Roma families who “were moved” because their houses had previously collapsed. They were not moved into the houses of Roma people but to those that had been abandoned by “original inhabitant families from Tiszabura”. These “inhabitant” non-Roma families left for plain existential and in no way ethnical reasons:   

„(…) citizens fled, there were no job opportunities, they didn’t [flee] because of the Roma but because there were no job opportunities”.

Therefore, the ethnic structure of the village show that poorer Roma people live (“outside”) in the Roma settlement while wealthier Roma people, those who were moved in and the non-Roma who remained live “in” the village. None of the interviewed people mentioned sharp ethnic conflicts though people in the village know which the few families are who chiefly live from thefts. But they – allegedly – steal from Roma too, so conflicts about them can by no means considered as “Roma issues”:

„No, there is no such thing as Roma issue. So it’s not a Roma issue if there is a conflict, but there are five families whose members go to the courtyard of an old woman and steal the hen from them. (…) but it’s also a problem of the Roma because they also steal from their courtyard so it is the problem of that five families. This village used to be different (…) these Roma went into the courtyard, whitewashed our walls, worked in the vineyards and on the fields. (…) So this is not a Roma issue, there are some families but I guess it is the same among workers too that there are five families they dislike at the housing estate.”  

From the point of education the biggest problem is probably caused by the shortage of rooms at the kindergarten in Tiszabura. Though the enlargement of the kindergarten has recently occurred there are still many parents who cannot send their children to the institution. There are roughly 150 children there, but there would be claims to far more spaces. While it happens at other settlements that kindergarten education of Roma children fails to come about because of the parents, in this case the inadequate number of rooms causes the biggest problem.  

Since there is not enough space at the kindergarten they had to and still have to adapt the organization of education to these circumstances. The kindergarten has implemented some sort of selection process in which the more well to do children (both Roma and non-Roma) get put into separate groups, and these groups are very likely to further remain at the elementary school as well.  

3.2. Some relations of the school’s inner life

In 1982 the Public Educational Center was established in Tiszabura, containing four institutional units: the elementary school, the kindergarten, the community arts center and the library. Almost 400 children attend the school of which 50, requiring special education, participate in studies of different curriculum in a separate building. Of those, 89 that study the normal curriculum were declared to have troubles with some particular abilities. Though because of data protection considerations there are no precise figures about the proportions of Roma and non-Roma students, our interviewees had it that approximately 90% of the school’s pupils are of Roma ethnic origin. This means 2-3 non-Roma students in every 20-25 member classrooms. 

There are 9 classes in the junior school: 2 first year, 3 second year, 2 third year and 2 fourth year classes, and also 9 upper classes: 2 classes per year except the 6th where there are 3 classes.  

The teaching staff consists of 36 teachers but the management of the school considers it insufficient: they claim that the school would need 49 full-time employees. Of the staff, 10-11 teachers work in the classes with special curriculum. The composition of the staff can be regarded as stable nowadays and the fluctuation is rather low. It is so despite that people we asked believe that teachers are under-paid because they work with disadvantaged children and this requires a more intensive employment from their part than working elsewhere in different circumstances. Some of the interviewees also say that many teachers feel overburdened as well, for they have 27 classes a week. This overtaxing or the conscious of it might result in some kind of a “duty-which-has-to-be-done” approach that is refusing the professional participation in extra works and projects, which might eventually result in teachers’ “burn out.” Professional challenges emerging in the school or its environment might turn into formalities in the end:

„We may be told what [the meeting] would be about and for whom. We go there and think that’s all we need to do. … Who cares? We must do it, there is a task and we do it right. So, who is the boss there or what picture he paints we don’t really care.” 
The teaching staff used to be characterized by the presence of non-qualified teachers but this phenomenon seems to have ended by now primarily because by some kind of conscious local work they managed to find the new supplies, and further because they also managed to attract teachers from over the country borders mainly by providing them with official quarters. We can find teachers of Roma ethnic origin in the staff: a kindergarten teacher, an education assistant for the handicapped and a free-time organizer. Most of the teachers teach their own subjects, but some classes (polytechnics or the foreign language) are taught by those without degrees. For instance, the ex-Russian teachers now teach Hungarian Literature or work as educators for the handicapped.  

There is minority education in the school as well and they also plan to have art courses. The latter, they do in partnership with an elementary school from the county capital they belong to the same educational association with. The school is a member of the School Association of Kunhegyes of whose programs they regularly attend to. But as we previously said the judgment of this participation vary among different workers of the school: it seems as if these different opinions indicated the existence of an inner opposition. While the present leadership of the school believed the attendance in these different projects to be good we also met opinions that questioned the credit and the importance of such experts’ meetings.

„This hocus-pocus that is now going in the field of education because I dare to say it is hocus-pocus: what job is done it’s all the same, what matters, is that should be written down. So all these upset my stomach and I mean it. There is a different way I think about what a decent work is.”

The junior-upper school and school-parents relationships are both characterized by informality. In the earlier the institutional way of communication does not happen. The school’s contact with the parents has a “village like” nature after all the parents may meet the teachers day by day on the street. One of our interviewees, who performs a methodological special service, added that he always contacts the parents if a “problem occurs”. Briefly: the school’s connections to the parents are featured by traditional and informal ways. 

But these connections cannot supposedly be too efficient in case of the disadvantaged parents since the majority of children who leave the school in the afternoon get in an environment that represents very different sets of values than what the school does. If there is a big distance between the school and the parents, the distance between the children and the school will remain. Some like after recognizing that, there were different grownup training programs in civil initiatives but these usually depend on grant applications so maintaining their continuation is occasional. Options within the contact with parents may not be fully utilized by the school since their relations—as we above said—are restricted to celebrations, traditional and informal ways. 

It has been previously told that the school also has education for students who need special schooling and around 50 children are concerned. The people we questioned feel that its mainly good for the parents for their children can receive the adequate training locally. Neither it is rare that parents want their child to go to the school if their older one had been going there before. 

One of the people we asked said that parents of these children are also mentally retarded and they had also received this sort of education (that has been existing since 1966). The school recently renovated the separate building where children receiving special education go and people widely thought about it as the “dead stock”, but the renovation of the place may change this view(!). The representation of Roma and disadvantaged people in this system of schooling is even higher but a replacement from here to the regular form seldom happens. Even if does, it won’t bring a unique success since the number of children having problems with their particular abilities are many, any these classes lack motive power too.

3.3. About the methodology used in the school

We examined the school’s methodological work within three different procedures: firstly, we got an insight to their work through the interviews. Then we studied their educational program by document analysis. Finally, we made our study more comprehensive by evaluating our experiences at the in actu school class’ visits.

Concerning the methodology used in the school we also found some breaking between the opinions among the school’s management and the teachers at junior and upper classes. While the leaders assert that the project method is wide spread at the school and they also use Step by Step elements and differentiated education, the interviewed teachers in charge tell that they seldom use cooperative methods and far more than half of the classes are held in the traditional frontal way.

Teachers do not have a unified terminology for different methods but particular opinions about them sometimes. But these opinions do not only vary about the methods but their implementation as well. We may say that from a methodological point of view every teacher does what he or she pleases: 

„Everybody chooses one [method] so there isn’t a worked out or compulsory. Everybody develops his or her own methods. But there is trouble if a colleague does not have a method. We’re sort of a band in disorder”.

One of the teachers for instance believes that differentiated education is a task for the child:

„Yes, in the bigger part of the class I must use the frontal method because otherwise I cannot convey factual material, then they differentiate how much of it they can memorize.”

The following was also told about group work:

„I don’t really like group work. For group work one should have some culture of labor but in this class culture of labor has not developed.” 

About the importance or inevitability of frontal work the following was articulated:

„Frontal work is probably a little bit more than half of the class but it has to be like that and I explain why. (…) in most of our children’s case—and I am talking about our school—they lack reading skills that would be required to reach good results by individual work or cooperative studying, they don’t understand words or expressions that must be used. Therefore we cannot really use it or at least not with all the syllabus.”

 Giving a summary to what has been told about different teaching methods we may conclude that while junior schoolteachers are freer to use methods that differ from the traditional ones there is a bigger resistance against these at the upper classes. It is also interesting that when refusing to use these more recent educational practices teachers give explanations in which they primarily shift the responsibility onto the children by saying that their human material does not allow them to use such methods. Some sort of circularity emerges: Teachers of the upper classes implicitly blame their colleagues at the junior classes by saying that they have failed to develop certain skills of pupils which should be carried on at upper classes or what they could build upon. At the same time, the management of the school is trying to make the majority of teachers sensible to modern methodology but it is still a question when their efforts will have a detectable impact on the everyday education work:

„The grant last year had a great output in organizing the effective process of learning which was transported here from Pilisborosjenő and 16 of our colleagues participated at that course. Then the BGR [internal caring system], which we also brought here, and 14 of our teachers participated at. We studied the project method at the Soros self organizing Roma school and brought that method here as well not only implementing it here but also at the classes with alternative curriculum.” 

3.4. Integration at the school

After we got a short insight to some major relations at the school and its surroundings we should examine what they mean by school integration in this medium and how they try to implement integrated education within the OOIH (National Network of Educational Integration).

Since the estimated representation of Roma pupils is 90% in this school and the number of disadvantaged is also very high, our key question is what we can mean by integrated education at all. We previously emphasized that in many respects there are remarkable differences between teachers’ opinions about methodology issues but there is one aspect of school integration in which there seems to be a joint agreement: teachers of the Tiszabura elementary school identify integration practice with the elimination of previously existing classes in which pupils used to be grouped together on the basis of their skills and the creation of so called “mixed” classes. But the harmony within the school’s working collective ceases at this point—we might say—primarily because they don’t agree in adjudging whether this practice is good or not, necessary or not and why they should reshape the classes in that way at all. 

Let’s see first how the story of the formation of these new mixed classes appear in the shade of the narratives. The previous practice at Tiszabura was that they already established separate groups at the kindergarten though shaping these groups did not happen on the ground of the students’ skills but were chiefly in connection with the parents’ social background: 

„ (…) groups were not established along skills indeed, [and] not along whether the group was good or bad, but poor kids whose clothing were stinky or lousy they got into one branch.”

This way the shaping of groups practically resulted in the existence of a fully Roma, and a mixed group in which non Roma children and supposedly children of more well to do Roma parents got together. Kindergarten groups were carried on at both the junior and the upper school: one of the parallel classes was attended by students who passed for better, the other was considered the catch—up one (in case of three classes the catch—up one was marked with C). 

„In the previous years there was a class that included children with good abilities and settled family backgrounds and there was a catch—up class in which mostly disadvantaged children got and those who had weaker skills.”

The educational work was also different in the two classes as if they had worked with other methods and expectations:

„The rate was slower in the other class. I’d rather put it this way: there [in the weaker class] work was slower, they had to use different methods or they had to explain everything many times, giving more material ready-made to the students. Here [in the better class] there is an opportunity for more individual work, or the student could prepare and practice at home, I don’t really know, in some subjects, that was the difference.”  

The two classes, or the “A and B classes” as our interviewees usually called them, were differentiated first on social basis then the process was further “assisted” by the approach of the teachers. In the quote above we highlighted the words “here” and “there” because these seem to indicate some sort of nostalgia from the interviewed persons’ part as if they happily recalled the memories from the times when these classes existed. This is explicitly said at one place:  

„I had an extremely wonderful class, I have to say, the better class, this is also true, the parents were extremely attentive regardless to whether they were Roma or not.” 

The contrary between the here and there reveal some sort of rejecting distance-keeping: the “there” (B class) where it used to be hard to work and which failed to provide a real sense of achievement and the “here” (A class) where it was pleasant to work and the teacher got positive feedback: “Here” it was possible to “make a good progress” with the children. Truly, as one of our questioned people asserted it wasn’t even possible for everybody to show great improvement in every subject in the better class either:  

„[in the A class] maximum 20-30% of children were Roma. I still attended to a group, the 7th and the 8th grade was one group and those who performed better got into a separate group. But this was not perfect either because – for instance – I wasn’t really good at Math but I went to the better group so it caused me plenty of difficulties. Those who performed better went to the good group, those who did worse in the other.”  

Life spans at the local school give a perfect example of the curves how social discrepancies suddenly turn into differences in personal abilities – all assisted by the school. 

„Say fifteen-sixteen years ago (…) a class of 20 pupils contained fourteen Hungarian children and six Roma. But interesting enough, those six children were not chosen because they were brighter but back in the kindergarten the nurses had already put that six next to the Hungarians, who were cleaner. These Roma children very often fought their ways to the mid-field of the class by the end of school which means that they took over Hungarian children of weaker abilities. In the same time, only because someone was dirty or lousy, the nurse put them in the worse group and they stayed together, not all of the students with good abilities from there could fully utilize what they had because learning was not a fashion there.” 

The A and B classes, therefore, diverged from both social and ethnic aspects and the complexity was further increased by the different abilities but to what extent, opinions vary again. What is certain: most of our interviewees said that the B class was always considered as the worse, where there might have been one or two non-Roma students as well but after all they were “Roma classes”:  

„There were non-Roma at our catch-up classes too as they also appear at the special curriculum classes now so when the previous leaders of this school established these classes they indeed tried to select on the grounds of abilities.”  

„Generally the B used to be the worse and the proportion of Roma was higher but it is not true now because there are so many of them now, that it would be impossible to establish a separate class for them.” 

On the occasion of the quote above, we return to the question of the local school’s interpretation of integration. From our conversations, we concluded that school integration at Tiszabura means that classes that were formed along fractures of the social background and the joined ethnic origin and skills are mangled. That’s all very well but the representation of Roma is pretty high now (around 90%) therefore establishing mangled classes by no means ensure that Roma and non-Roma children are represented at the same degree. As the result of the high proportion of Roma students the mangling, which used to be identified with integration practically meant that non-Roma children were put in two different classes. In figures, 2 out of 4 non-Roma pupils at the upper-school were sent to other classes (and as we may suspect from the untold reference in the quote below there might be some teacher-teacher conflict in the background of this decision): 

„In the two fifth grades (…) two teachers didn’t want their children to get to teacher X, so they registered them in another class that contained the “common Roma”. So because of this, the four Hungarian kids, two here and two there, so that is integration.” 

The above marked term “common Roma” may indicate the possibility that despite the number of Roma growing in the school, class arrangement seems to include some form of selection. Providing that there are the pejoratively sounding “common Roma” we can assume that there are Roma who are classified in a different category, who on the local level do not belong to the “Roma plebs” but to a higher social class. All these seem to show that even besides the growing proportion of Roma at the school the selection along social and family background is possible. 

Another relevant opinion fails to mention the above indicated conflict between two teachers and being politically correct also denies the selecting role of social background but raises our previous key-question: What do they think integration is in Tiszabura? For if the number of Roma is high then the idea of “common education” may receive a particular pro-minority meaning: 

„Some of my colleagues also have their children educated here, there is a class where two of the children are of our colleagues’ and the others are Roma. There are disadvantaged and less disadvantaged among Roma (…) They are so sweet, those two kids singing the Roma Hymn together with the others, so they understand each-other pretty well.”   

Though according to the current legislation, the claim to integrated education and its normative support is not bound to the proportion of Roma pupils but to the disadvantaged status. Therefore, the school does not have to mind the proportion of Roma but the number of disadvantaged pupils after all.    

„Not all the Roma pupils are disadvantaged and not even every children in the special class are (…) if we consider the parents’ graduation too because for instance child protection support does not fully coincide with what we consider as a disadvantaged status (…) then the proportion of disadvantaged children is around 70-75%.” 

Our previous statement that while establishing school classes some other inner selection mechanisms still prevail beside the increasing proportion of Roma students can be supported in a different way as well. One of the teachers we questioned says that roughly 25% of his students can be seen as disadvantaged. If we compare this number to the figure of the quote above referring to the entire school (70-75%) we might easily suspect that this proportion is not the same in each class so in any case we could find a class that is qualified as “better” in this respect, a class where the number of disadvantaged children is below the average.  

If that sort of selection mechanism lives or lived on then it is not surprising that to our questions concerning school integration we frequently get the answer that the school had previously been doing “the same”. This déjà vu kind of narrative about the question of integration reappeared many times:  

„The education of disadvantaged – primarily Roma- children has determined the profile of this school ever since I can remember. So this situation naturally characterize kindergarten too (…) to increase the chance for disadvantaged children to catch up was the aim of the kindergarten. Even before the [base school] competition this was one of the major tasks.” 

„This practice of the catch-up class was against my will, so I tried to stop it, the really bad and the good classes and that there wasn’t a positive example.” 

„Do you want me to tell how old this integration is? This is not new at all; it had worked like this before. Furthermore, there were classes with slightly the same abilities and there was some good in each of them when I started to teach at the beginning of the 70’s. There is nothing new under the sun in education and those who are now called the integration mentors have not discovered any miracles because we have been doing it for a long time.” 

„We were doing the same thing years before only it didn’t have a name. So we haven’t introduced many innovations. (…) If we say integration we chiefly mean the integration of disadvantaged children, but our school has this specialty that there are many children with particular ability disorders. So they are not mentally handicapped but having difficulties in learning. They are also here integrated in the elementary school.” 

Somehow, in a paradox way, when interpreting the term integration the opinion that this practice would require a different approach emerged several times. The contradiction is rather glaring because the interviewees told that this education practice is something they had been using previously so the question may arise why it is necessary to change the approach and what the additional value of the base school status could be. 

Undertaking the practice of integration, in other terms establishing mixed classes made teachers face new challenges. To cease the previous classification on ability basis and to create classes along the prescriptions of the declared and claimed normative support would require such in-class educational differentiation by which teachers would be able to near every student to the same distance. But conversations show that mangling classes is not only opposed by teachers but by children themselves too: 

„ (…) [children] in the sixth grades are less good, they have been mixed and didn’t get used to each other, they find it hard to accept each other to this very day and there are personal antagonisms as well (…) The A and the B classes were mangled, the stronger and the weaker class there and this has not been working properly to this day.” 

„So much that these children couldn’t make friends with each other that a kid from ex-class A wouldn’t sit next to his mate from ex-class B because he is lousy and this one is not willing to work in the same group with that one.” 

Here the cyclical events that we have already mentioned re-emerge: The teachers cannot handle the mixed classes and (hence) they blame their professional failure on the children. 

3.5. The school as integration base institution

We can see that for most of our interviewees integration primarily means the liquidation of the previous ability-based classification but we also frequently meet the opinion that actually the school once had the practice of integration before. We also highlighted the idea that although the selection among students is said to have ceased, some signs give the impression that there is indeed some sort of internal way of differentiation among classes. 

In 2004, the school became the base institution of the National Network of Educational Integration (OOIH) and as such the regional engine of integrated education that should be the institution that provides the methodological background to others. The base institution’s official status also meant – among others – that the teachers of the school should have regularly attended to IPR trainings at which they learn about new methodological elements. The work of the base institution is assisted by regional coordinators and advisors.  

Summing up the different opinions referring to the OOIH base institution, status highlights the communication gaps within the school the best. It is obvious that the implementation of integration practice, the establishing of the integrated classes or organizing the participation at the methodology training courses are all the responsibilities of the school’s management:  

“ (…) principally we used to put the emphasis on skills development and at the beginning it was hard to make a difference between the two terms because integration is integration and what I thought to be important is to get my colleagues acquainted to skills development first, because somehow it is the task of the management to form the integrated classes.” 

„As far as I can see a lot depend on the headmaster’s influence in everyday issues. I don’t know what is going on at the courses and what’s not but if you take a look at everyday issues you can tell the most.” 

But according to our experiences, the base institution status only exists in the heads and concepts of the members of the school management. In better cases, teachers of the school politely answer that they have heard about it but any questions asking for further details about the OOIH or the IPR remain without an answer.  Therefore the “project language” that is spoken by the leadership and the network correspondent and the shifting of practicing teachers who “don’t know” diverge within the school.  

Here are two quotes referring to the so-called project language whose central element is the idea to change teachers’ approach which – according to many interviewees – would also be accessible by “methods used by the education of the handicapped”:  

“So we designed a good many trainings and courses [in the project] to be really prepared and more informed about this field because as I already said we were not up-to-date enough at individual skills development. We had a goal and it was approved by the colleagues, as I said, in 1998 we wanted this to be but on the everyday level it didn’t work out as it could have. All these trainings our colleagues attended in large numbers, everybody at something, there were people who went to many of them, in here also and they liked to go. I have to emphasize that it also changed the approach of the majority of teachers, the majority I say because there are many elderly colleagues whose approach we cannot modify.” 

„There is methodology. There are very many new methodological elements that have had to be passed to these colleagues since we started. (…) Since I am here, I try to shape the attitudes too because the essence of the education of handicapped is the totally different methodology, there are many [elements] closer to the child or with some action in its centre, because the handicapped child can also be taught to everything it might only take a little longer and you have to go down to his level. In here you have to do the same with those children who –so to say – don’t bring any bonus.” 

And here are some answers to our questions concerning the OOIH and the IPR: 

„I heard about it [the OOIH], but that’s all. (…) I don’t know who runs it (…) I heard something about it. Please, don’t ask me what I heard about it, it is a custom, the management usually tell us about it but don’t ask.” 

„The small regional coordinator? I cannot say anything about it because I don’t know what his duty was, what his task was, so I don’t know. He must have done something only I didn’t see. (…) The regional coordinator? I have heard about him too, I know he exists but I didn’t have an insight to his scope of duties either. (…) IPR? System of Integrated Education? I don’t know about it, maybe there was something but I don’t know maybe I should know this?” 

„My work-relationship is not with them [the OOIH], so why should I care? They can say anything but I have to sort things out here, here in the institution, so who sits at the wheel there we don’t care because we hear so many names anyway we would anyhow forget so we are not adorers. See, they come and go these teachers won’t remember, there were many people I could list the names in vain they wouldn’t know who was who and it will go too.”  

If the OOIH is so unfamiliar within the institution, so for the teachers of the school that we interviewed, we can rightly ask how the school managed to “get” this grant at all? What is the previous history of the OOIH at Tiszabura? We managed to find out already that the practice of integration means that the previous classification classes of social basis (that –as we see - shifted into classification on ability basis) were mixed.  

The interviews revealed that one of the teachers in leading position was in charge with the management of the grant’s arrangement and he – by the way – “is in the national circulation” bringing the “news about” the application himself:  

„This very colleague who is a dedicated teacher of handicapped children was into some sort of grant, and attended different trainings in the country and therefore they were in the circulation and he took some teachers with him, heard about this opportunity and he brought the news of it. I myself watch calls for grants on the Internet continuously, the grant-watch sites everywhere, if there is a possibility. I add in brackets why: because Tiszabura – where we are now – is a settlement heavily stricken by unemployment and the municipal government, even with their best will fails to provide the school’s education with the support that we want and consequently since 1995 we have made every effort to grab available grant opportunities and further develop our work from these supports, these innovative grants etc. We often have problems with maintaining our present activities as well.”  

The above-mentioned colleague who “brought the news” about the grant application, told the following about the preparation and participation at the OOIH project: 
„This practically started in 1996 when I became professional advisor to the County Advisory Office dealing with the topic of the transition from kindergarten to school. (…) Even when I was an advisor I built up several relationships, I had many lecturers and I organized several trainings generally in the topic of particular ability disorders, because it became clear to most people after the legislation in 1996 that there are other kinds of disabilities, which is not the best term, but we, teachers of handicapped children used to know about it before only nobody believed us. This was the direction of the applications I started to write so I have been doing it since 1998 approximately and that’s how I found the grant application of the Soros Foundation which was a call for Roma self-organizing schools so then I gathered the staff together. Five persons had to be included. A vice-headmaster, a junior-school teacher, a senior-school teacher, someone from the Roma community, someone from the Roma minority self-government and someone from the child protection or the public health service. So I got these people together and everybody was into it and that’s how I got in closer relationship with the alternative schools and different methodological things. When Tibi was at the Soros Foundation, we had many conversations with them about this school integration that was only a plan at the time. And with Judit and Tibi we had it that the quota of integration should not be 50% but a little bit higher. We even wrote a petition (…) and we got the answer and they indeed increased the quota and that was the starting point that we were trying to apply for the base school status.”  

This quote documents some crucially important elements to calls the attention. Firstly, there is a person who chiefly deals with grant applications at the school and he is the “grant application manager”. Secondly, this person possesses professional relationships all around the country through which not only he can receive current information but – according to the narrative at least – he became some sort of shaper of the national education policy’s certain segment. With such a lobby potential it seems rather rational that the school became member of the OOIH base institution network in the first round. 

The theme of the quota for the applicable integration normative support appears in another interview as well. One of the leaders of the Tiszabura elementary school’s partner institution in the small region told a story which is built on similar logic (professional relations and active participation at national professional meetings) with the slight difference that since almost 100% of their students are disadvantaged they couldn’t apply for the integration normative support: 

„Both the Tiszabura elementary school and we are members of the small region association and the school league. Now I think we will go in different directions after rowing in the same boat for so many years. We were rowing in that boat till that moment … so till Balatonkenese where Soros had a three times five days training we both attended and Viktória Mohácsi was talking about integrated education as a proposal yet. Then the story was about that only those schools can apply for the normative support that have the proportion of Roma and disadvantaged children under 50%. So the idea started with this 50% and the real number is pretty high and even there I told it wouldn’t work out. And besides that I told it in words too we wrote a letter to Viktória Mohácsi there in Balatonkenese that this proposal was wrong like that because exactly those schools that undertake Roma children and walk in those shoes through no fault of their own would not be able to apply for that normative support. And I had some 30-40 schoolmasters who signed this letter. (…) We didn’t make suggestions to the percentage of the quota that’s exactly why we increased this percentage. Since we have 100%. And finally I can say that we dug this out for others but we still don’t have the chance.” 

 Here we would like to confirm the statement we made at the beginning of this study that as researchers, we are not entitled to check every item of what has been said. We treat it as a narrative fact that the workers of the school maintain vital professional relationships with persons appointed for shaping national educational procedures. In our interviews we often met argumentations which build on some kind of external legitimacy and often speak about expertness in professional organizations of Hungary. References were made not just to prominent persons but institutions such as the OKI, the MTA (Hungarian Academy of Sciences) and the University of Szeged. 

The integration base school status also indicates the task of providing services. To our question concerning how this function of providing services was implemented one of the management members said: 

„My interpretation for services is that we are here to ensure that children have a good time in the school and get, so we make every effort to give them what they need and parents to accept this sort of service and the maintainer [of the school] to be satisfied with our activities as well.” 

According to the quote above we may risk saying that the school has a different interpretation of the integration base school status than that is articulated in the OOIH’s concept. As far as the OOIH’s concept goes the base institution should be a provider of education methodology services but the above cited answer – though it may be valid for an integration base institution as well – rather uses the language of the Comenius project thus reflects ideas of the quality development. This, we might explain by saying that the quality development process the school had previously started succeed since the school identify their success of activities with reference to the satisfaction of their inside and outside partners, but we can also say that their existence as integration base institution has not presented its own common useful language. This is not surprising though because as we’ve seen either about education methodology or about the term integration many interpretations live in parallel. Furthermore, the term integration has not even been defined for the maintainers of the national network (regional, small region coordinators, advisors): 

„Integration was not defined like that. It was not said what integration was. Or at least I can’t remember that.” 

 
If there is not a unified set of terminology it is natural that concrete activities marked by these terms should vary. As we saw integration practice in Tiszabura meant that they ceased the traditional classification and shaping of classes built on social background and abilities. Within the project they implement this practice at the kindergarten already but some signs suggest that the new way of organizing education also enables that kindergarten groups – which already met the new integration requirements – to remain: 

„I can say that last year we really had problems in making the first and fifth years’ students meet these requirements. We had to use questionnaires to select among kindergarten exiters so the parents agreed on their data to be used indicating their school graduations, how they get child support so we created the first classes on these grounds and formed three fifth grades out of the fourth years. We also had to pay attention not to have A, B and C classes because the C first class had a catch-up year and the catch-up class had always been indicated with letter C. So then we used colors in the first and fifth year calling them red, blue and green groups. That’s how I thought but I knew it was all the same whether we indicate a class with A and B or colors. This year, so in the 2004-2005 year I had a much easier job because it was now obvious for the kindergarten that we were an integration school and we even shaped the kindergarten groups that we could take them because they met the requirements.”  

It is visible that the utilization of the normative support has a feedback on the formation of kindergarten groups that (again) are established in a way they should remain in the elementary school. Thus the integration normative became a tool, which the school management is trying to use providing that its internal mechanisms do not change in a big degree. As the result of its restricted financial sources the school becomes a constraint applicant trying to get every outer grant application and meet their formal requirements in the first place.   Different calls for proposals though may represent slightly different sets of values whose general impression on the school might not be fully positive. Tiszabura has an example of this: Many of our interviewees mentioned the grant proposal which they successfully handed in to the Public Foundation of Handicapped aiming to assist the innovations of segregated schools. Therefore, the shortage of financial sources creates the kind of grant application culture that chiefly aims to bring money to the school at any costs. These sorts of activities of the school management might be seen as beneficial though this sort of management can only be successful if the institution has some basic values they consider as solid. Otherwise may we experience great grant-seeking activity or educational “fuss” the lack of characteristic objectives undermines even the right efforts of the best will. 

3.6. Some conclusions

Our case study has some important lessons. First, we faced the fact that, – may we say logically – since the term of integration is not clarified, the integration attempts can also manifest in different ways. At the Tiszabura elementary school they identify the practice of integration with “mixing” the classes, which had previously been shaped on the grounds of social background and differences within the abilities of children. But mangling in itself cannot be successful because teachers could not handle the conflicts among children. Another part of the teachers who work with disadvantaged children could rightly say that they had been doing the same before “only it had a different name then”. All these also reveal that if any kind of education organizing is not supported by the appropriate education methodology preparation the original objectives fail to succeed.  

Educational integration, despite all honest goodwill, became only one “project” among others: An opportunity that brings extra money to the school. This also explains why the attempts of integration got stuck on the management level of the school and neither the common terminology referring to the integration nor the intention to carry this practice on have emerged within the teaching staff. 

The school is bound to think in “projects.” This might be seen as something positive, however, in Tiszabura’s case it is obvious that they are determined to participate in projects that radically contradict the idea of integrated education. 
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