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Introduction

Hungarian society is characterised by deeper inequalities than one might presuppose from wealth and 
income statistics. Reducing these severe inequalities is, just like during state-socialism, a declared task 
of the educational system. In reality, however, the educational system has been fulfilling the opposite 
function, that is, it has been responsible for reproducing and reinforcing social inequalities.

Today, a significant number of students going through the Hungarian educational system have 
not obtained a profession or competence valued on the labour market. The overwhelming majority of 
these students come from families of low socio-economic status and their parents have low education 
level.

In this report, we will show that this characteristic of the educational system is especially 
striking as regards the ethnic dimension, and manifested in strengthening inequalities between Roma 
and non-Roma. We will also show the mechanisms that are responsible for this phenomenon. We will 
discuss the history behind these problems and the recent attempts to tackle the issues of spontaneous 
and intentional segregation.

1. Overview of the Educational System

1.1. Institutional Structure

The educational system has changed a great deal in Hungary in the past twenty years.1 At present, 
children start their school career with a one year pre-primary education in pre-school (óvoda) from the 
age of five. While one year of pre-school attendance, involving at least four hours daily, is compulsory, 
it is possible to enrol children in pre-school as early as from the age of three. Pre-school provides day-
care service and prepares children for primary school. The latter task of the pre-school is emphasised 
during the compulsory one year. Children may start primary school after they have passed their 
sixth birthday (before the end of May) at the time the school-year starts (in September of the same 
year), and must enter primary education at the latest in the year they turn seven. A declaration of 
school-readiness is required for admission to primary school. School maturity is certified by pre-school 
institutions, and in problematic cases pre-school teachers may ask for assistance from the expert and 
rehabilitation committee. For those with special educational needs there are special schools and special 
classes. Three main pathways lead from primary to secondary education: general secondary education 
at a grammar school (gimnázium) that may start either after the grades 4, 6, or 8, vocational secondary 
education that consists in both general and vocational education, and vocational training school that 
prepares for particular professions. While pupils attending the former two types of education may go 
on to universities or collages after graduation, this possibility is ruled out in the case of their peers 
attending vocational training schools, as they do not pass the kind of final exam (érettségi) that is a 
prerequisite for higher education. Although currently education is compulsory up to the age of 18, this 
applies only to those who started primary education in 1998 or later. (See Figure 1, Appendix.) 

Contemporary Hungarian educational system described above has paradoxical legacies. Its 
creators intended to radically depart from the former system developed under state-socialism, while 
the actors of the educational system still rely on skills, strategies, and structures that are rooted in 
the past regime. The intention to depart from the state-socialist system was manifested first of all in 

1  The first remarkable changes in the school system were made before the regime change of 1989. The Act on Public 
Education of 1985 invested schools with the right to ‘change their structures’ (e.g. to introduce six- or eight-grade secondary 
education). The Act also recognised the professional autonomy of schools. (See Figure 2 in the Appendix.)
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quantitative expansion and decentralisation. Quantitative growth consisted in extending compulsory 
schooling from the age of 16 to 18 and, at the same time, in reducing schooling age from six to five 
years the introduction of the one-year compulsory pre-primary education (see Table 1.1.) As a result, in 
spite of the fact that the population of the 15-24 age group has diminished by 12% between the years 
1990 and 2008, the number of students in vocational secondary schools has grown by 43.6%, in general 
secondary schools by 62%, and in tertiary education by 217% in the same period. 

Table 1.1. Number of Students in Secondary and Tertiary Education, 1990-2008

1990/1991 1996/1997 2001/2002 2007/2008

Vocational training school 225,400 163,800 130,500 133,000

Vocational secondary school 168,400 220,500 238,600 242,000

General secondary school 123,400 167,000 182,300 200,000

Tertiary education 76,600 145,800 193,000 242,900

Source of the data: Central Statistical Office.

Decision-making in the field of education has been radically decentralised, which resulted in 
a very complicated management structure where the upper levels (national, regional, territorial) have 
little influence on educational processes. Local governments, in contrast, have a very important role. 
More than half of the decisions concerning public education are made at the schools while only 4% 
of the decisions are made at the state level. Thus, it can be affirmed that Hungary has the third most 
decentralised educational system in the EU (following the Netherlands and Finland) (Balázs and Palotás 
2006, 58.). 

In theory, the regional administrative offices (Közigazgatási Hivatal) that supervise the work 
of municipal governments, control local educational policies. In practise, however, they almost never 
initiate legal proceedings against school-maintainers, and especially not against schools. Moreover, the 
network of school inspectorates that had controlled the teachers’ work during state socialism was also 
abolished, significantly because control often meant political control instead of professional support. 
Hence, at present, there is no institution to inspect what is going on in schools and to provide schools 
and teachers with professional help related to the various aspects of school life. 

One of the most important changes in the educational system was giving parents the right 
of free choice of school for their children. The system of school districts (defined by local authorities) 
has remained untouched, and primary schools still have to accept pupils whose address is inside their 
districts. Nevertheless, until 2007 there was no regulation related to the enrolment of children outside 
the schooling district and thus, in practise, schools could select freely among these children.2

Teachers, who are required to have obtained a degree at a teacher training collage or 
university, possess certain legally warranted prerogatives. (For example, they may choose, almost 
without restrictions, the methods and textbooks to be used.) Coupled with the absence of an efficient 
quality monitoring system, this results in the teachers’ factual autonomy. (Nevertheless, there are 
attempts to monitor the work of teachers. For details, see Chapter 4.) Whereas teachers are employed 
by the school, headmasters are employed by the school maintainers, and thus they depend on them 
to some extent.

2     For the 2007 regulation see Chapter 4.
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1.2. Ownership and Authority

Most of the school maintainers are local and county governments, although there are also central 
budgetary institutions, churches, foundations and natural persons among them.  The ‘typical’ maintainers 
of pre-schools and primary schools are municipalities, while county-level authorities are active rather in 
the maintenance of institutions providing secondary education. 

Table 1.2. Number of Educational Institutions by School Maintainers, 2007-2008

Local 
government

County 
government

Central 
budgetary 
institution

Church
Foundation, 

natural 
person

Other

Pre-school institution 3,843 73 18 131 169 152

Primary school 2,823 121 28 201 103 142

Vocational training school 232 126 21 24 145 52

Special vocational training school 58 78 n/a 4 7 1

General secondary school 308 105 16 105 104 189

Vocational secondary school 359 196 33 30 215 122

Source: Central Statistical Office

Table 1.3. Number of Students in Educational Institutions by School Maintainers, 2007-2008

Other
County 

government

Central 
budgetary 
institution

Church
Foundation, 

natural 
person

Local 
government

Pre-school institution 7,000 3,200 2,100 9,900 6,100 295,700

Primary school 25,000 11,800 11,300 44,700 10,300 706,000

Vocational training school 3,900 33,700 2,100 3,500 10,300 69,700

Special vocational training school n/a 5,000 n/a 200 500 4,000

General secondary school 3,400 30,900 6,700 34,000 9,900 115,200

Vocational secondary school 8,400 74,000 6,800 4,700 22,700 125,400

Source: Central Statistical Office

1.3. Finances

Although there are some non-governmental sources and, since 2004, some EU-sources that contribute 
to the financing of public education, the most relevant resources come from the central budget, and 
95% of these has the form of normative per capita grant (Hermann and Varga, 2006, 114.). At the same 
time, except for targeted normative per capita grants, there are no legal provisions concerning the ways 
and objectives stipulating how, and on what, school maintainers should spend the various types of 
normative per capita grants. Local governments maintaining schools may freely re-allocate the grants 
from education to other purposes. However, resources coming from the central budget are far from being 
sufficient, and the vast majority of school maintainers try to raise funds from other sources as well. The 
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contribution of local governments to local educational expenditure amounts to about 30-50% of the 
total costs. At the same time local governments decide with impunity on the distribution of financial 
resources among the various educational institutions they maintain. Until recently, for example, the 
state had no means to control whether the per capita grant for pupils with special educational needs 
was actually spent on special education or, rather, on the segregation of these pupils, or was simply used 
for other purposes. 

“In 2004, an investigation on primary schools providing special education (besides 
mainstream education) revealed that 93.4% of these schools simply merged the 
additional normative per capita grant of pupils with special educational needs 
into their overall budget. These additional resources were not used to improve the 
educational circumstances of children with special needs. One out of three such 
schools employed not a single teacher qualified in special education. In 27.3% 
of these schools 3 or more grades (sometimes even all 8 grades) were merged, 
although this was prohibited by the law” (Havas, 2008, 130-131).

Finances of denominational and foundational schools are similar to those belonging to schools 
maintained by local or regional governments. These institutions are able to obtain most of the existing 
normative per capita grants from the state. There is a special normative for denominational schools, though. 
Local governments contribute to the budget of the schools they maintain. In the case of denominational 
schools the state compensates for this supplementary source in the form of ‘church normative support’. 
Foundational schools obviously do not get such compensation. Instead, the maintaining foundation raises 
extra funds of which a significant part comes from donations by the pupils’ parents. Though officially not 
recognised as such, this parental contribution serves as tuition fee. 

In the case of vocational training education, there is a third source of financing: the development 
and training fund coming from the Labour Market Fund. Business organisations are obliged to pay a 
certain percentage (1.5%) of their personal disbursements to the Fund that supports, among others, the 
developmental purposes of vocational training.

2. Dimensions of Differentiation in the Educational System

There is a strong drive for selection and segregation in the Hungarian educational system (as well 
as in the society as such). This tendency stems probably from the long-standing estate society the 
traces of which remained surprisingly vivid in the age of state socialism. During this period almost 
every school was in state property, and the educational process was determined by homogeneous and 
centralised curricula and textbooks. Pupils had to attend the primary school within their school district. 
As residential segregation was not as strong then as in the former and subsequent periods, in principle, 
such a system should not have caused sharp segregation. Nevertheless, the mechanisms of selection 
and spontaneous segregation worked very efficiently in this seemingly homogeneous and egalitarian 
system. Hungarian  scholars revealed as early as in the seventies that a child of a blue-collar worker 
had less chance to go on to tertiary education in the ‘workers’ state’ than his or her peer with the same 
socio-economic background in a ‘capitalist state’. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, 
they described the role of the family in transmitting to children the attitudes and knowledge essential 
to succeed in the educational system. Focusing on the family helped these analysts understand why 
former inequalities could reproduce themselves so efficiently in a system that was declared to be strictly 
egalitarian (Gazsó 1971 and Ferge 1976). It was also revealed that within schools, an informal hierarchy 
of classes was formed on the basis of various formal and informal criteria, and that this school class-
hierarchy correlated with the hierarchy of the parents’ socio-economic status (Csanádi, Ladányi and 
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Gero 1978). School performance and, at the secondary level, school type were also in strong correlation 
with the occupation and educational level of the students’ parents. At present, the influence of the 
background of individuals in creating differences in school performance, and consequently in school 
career, is even more significant than it was in the 1970s and 1980s. This fact is highlighted by the results 
of the latest Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) investigations: the education and 
the profession of the parents have a larger impact on educational achievements in Hungary than in the 
other OECD countries.

In every town or region there is an evident and well-known, though informal, hierarchy of 
schools. The school-maintaining municipal governments, hand in hand with the schools and middle-
class parents, tend to sustain a system where in each school (or at least in each class) there is a quasi-
homogeneous child-population. This intention is often backed up by the belief that teachers’ work cannot 
be effective in a heterogeneous class. This may be true since the prevailing pedagogical methodology in 
contemporary Hungary is very deficient: the dominant, at times even exclusive, methods used in schools 
include rigid, monologist and frontal teaching, which prevents educators from really coping with the 
challenges of teaching children with different backgrounds. 

The hierarchy of schools presupposes the existence of well-functioning selective mechanisms 
at both primary and secondary levels. Among methods used in the selection process at the primary level, 
there are old-standing ones, such as providing prestigious specialised education (that is, some extra 
training in a special area such as music, foreign languages, mathematics, etc.) to children coming from 
well-off families, and remedial or special education to those with the worst socio-economic background. 
A relatively recent method is related to the parents’ right for the free choice of school, which made it 
possible for the schools to pre-select children right at the beginning of their primary education. As a 
result, children of parents of relatively high educational status – usually combined with stable economic 
background – are over-represented in the most prestigious schools, while the rate of children of deprived 
parents are high in schools or classes that are ranked very low, such as schools for children with special 
educational needs. Selective mechanisms are reinforced by growing residential inequalities. The fact 
that the majority of Roma has low education and lives in poverty implicates that Roma children usually 
attend the least prestigious schools, and hence ethnicity is of great importance when educational 
inequalities are concerned. Due to the existing mechanisms of selection Roma children not only attend 
the worst schools, but are often in Roma-only schools or classes. Segregation has increased remarkably 
in recent years. As a result, the estimated rate of Roma children in special education, considered to be 
the worst form of segregation by many experts, is about 80% (Kende 2001). (For details about ethnic 
inequalities and other forms of segregation, see Chapter 3.) 

Quite obviously, the rank of the local or the regional schools corresponds not only to the 
socio-economic background of the children attending the schools but also to the quality of education 
provided there. Local public debates suggest that the rate of socially disadvantaged and Roma children 
in a given school has actually become an indicator of the quality of education provided by that school. 

The system of primary education inevitably reproduces educational inequalities that become 
more visible and further reinforced in secondary education. The cultural capital of the family, together 
with quality education and extra-curriculum services provided by good schools or private teachers, 
open the way for upper and upper-middle class children to secondary general school or grammar school 
(gimnázium), the school type that ensures the smoothest transition to tertiary education. At the same 
time, children from Roma and marginalised families, whose original lag was not compensated at all by 
primary education, end up in vocational training schools. Consequently, there is a deep and widening 
gap between the socio-economic backgrounds of pupils attending vocational training schools and those 
attending other types of schools at the secondary level. According to a recent study, every one out of 
three grammar school students are from families where at least one of the parents holds a collage or 
university degree. In contrast, the rate of those having highly educated parent(s) among vocational 
training students is under five percent (data of Neuwirth referred by Fehérvári 2008b). The father of a 
typical training school student himself used to attend the same type of school as his child. Regarding 
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the school attainment of mothers, one-third of them attended only primary school, another third went 
to a vocational training school, and about every one in four mothers passed the final exam (érettségi) 
at a grammar or secondary vocational training school (Mártonfi 2006). 

Table 2.1 The rate of vocational training and other secondary school students by the highest educational level of 
their parents

Mother Father

Primary 
school

Training 
school

Secondary 
general or 
vocational 

school

University 
or collage

Primary 
school

Training 
school

Secondary 
general or 
vocational 

school

University 
or 

college

Vocational 
training school

34.7 33.6 26.7 5.1 23.2 51.7 21.3 3.9

Other secondary 
school

9.6 20.1 43.2 27.2 5.2 35.7 36.1 22.9

Source: Mártonfi 2006.

After examining the background of more than 2,300 children attending the last grade of 
the secondary school, Liskó (2004) showed that regarding all socio-economic dimensions (degree of 
urbanisation of the student’s place of residence, education, occupational status and income of the parents, 
family structure) children with better socio-economic background are more likely to be represented in 
grammar schools, and they are also overrepresented in church and foundational schools that have often 
more resources than public schools. Similarly, the so-called restructured grammar schools, educating 
children either from grades 5 or 7 grade and well-known for their good quality education, have students 
typically coming from upper-middle class families. Children who are disadvantaged in terms of family 
income, type of residence, parents’ education and labour market status are, in turn, overrepresented in 
vocational training schools. Students in these schools often have to commute, or live in a dormitory far 
from their families. Among them many come from single-parent families. No wonder that vocational 
training is considered to be the most problematic sector of public education. This school type that 
absorbs the least successful pupils after primary education provides the least valuable professional 
expertise. School failures, repetition and dropping out are high, and it is not possible to escape from this 
deadlock form of education to a more promising one. In the case of the training school, again, the issue 
of ethnicity is combined with social disadvantage (see Chapter 3). 

In 2007, five percent of training school students were unable to meet the minimum 
school requirements and had to repeat their grades. The same rate in grammar 
and secondary vocational schools was 1.6% and 3.0%, respectively (Fehérvári 
2008a). Most failures happen in the first year of the secondary school (the ninth 
grade). In the school-year 2004/2005, for example, the rate of those who had to 
repeat the first grade of the secondary education was 2.2% in grammar schools, 
7.3% in secondary vocational schools, and 12.2% in the training schools (Halász 
and Lannert 2006). According to training school directors, only 60% of their 
students can complete their studies without repetition or drop-out, which, in their 
estimation, is due to the low motivation and poor previous education of students 
(Fehérvári 2008a).

Public education reflects certain dimensions of regional and local inequalities as well. Although 
public education is not necessarily of poorer quality in the less developed regions of the country, the lack 
of additional resources and the incapability of the school maintaining local government to raise funds in 
the poverty stricken regions, especially in small villages, does have an effect on education. Small schools 
in small settlements show the most marked inequalities. Small villages in the economically depressed 
regions suffer from the most social problems (demographic erosion, out-migration of the well-educated 
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and immigration of the poor, low level of schooling, unemployment) and the quality of their public 
services is rather poor. They have little local income that could contribute to educational expenditures. 
Therefore, schools in poor regions can provide less educational services. Moreover, maintaining a school 
in a village is relatively costly for the local municipality (due to small class sizes). Territorial inequalities 
appear also in school performance: assessments of the average reading and mathematical literacy of 
pupils clearly reveal the presence of a settlement-gap, although after eliminating the effects of various 
socio-economic characteristics the gap becomes less significant. Analyses of pupils’ progress by school 
categories show that the larger the settlement, the more pupils end up in more valuable secondary 
educational programmes (Horn and Sinka 2006). 

Although educational differences by gender are far less significant than class and ethnic 
differences, these also can be detected. While there is no difference between girls and boys in in-
schooling, the rate of those who drop out from school without completing the 8th grade of primary 
education is higher among males than among females. As for the more valuable forms of secondary 
education, it has been revealed that more girls complete grammar schools than boys. Boys, in turn, tend 
to go on to secondary vocational schools in larger numbers (Keller and Mártonfi 2006).

Table 2.2. Rate of male and female students by school types in secondary and tertiary education (%)

General secondary 
school

Secondary vocational 
school

Vocational training 
school Tertiary education

Male 41.4 52.5 62.2 45.7

Female 58.6 47.5 37.8 54.3

Source: Report on the Hungarian Public Education 2006 (Halász and Lannert 2006)

As it has been discussed above in this chapter, pupil’s school performance is strongly correlated 
with their socio-economic status. Children of highly educated parents tend to perform better due to the 
fact that in these families schooling is a high priority, and so parents support and motivate their children. 
The fact that the curriculum reflects the ‘elite culture’ and teachers’ expectations are dominated by 
middle-class values helps children with a better background perform better, while marginalised families, 
parents and children alike, feel somewhat alien in the world of education. Though not measured in 
official statistics, the school performance of children belonging to the Roma minority is far below the 
average. Regional and territorial inequalities are also present; however, a part of these can be explained 
by the fact that people living in small settlements generally have worse socio-economic background 
than those living in towns. As for gender inequalities, again, these are present but not very significant.
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3. Schooling of Minority Ethnic Youth and Differentiation in the Educational System 
by Ethnicity

3.1. School Attendance

In Hungary, the only minority3 whose school attendance and school career is different from that 
of the majority population is the Roma, composing about 6% of the Hungarian population,4 and 
about 15% of the school-aged population. In spite of the fact that their school attendance has 
been constantly improving since the late 1940s, their under-education is still on the agenda. In fact, 
ethnic inequalities have been growing in recent years, urging decision-makers to find new ways of 
tackling the problem.

“Between 1945 and the 1960s, the majority of Roma children entered primary 
school; in the seventies, the majority of Roma pupils completed the eight 
grades of primary education; and in the nineties, an increasing number of Roma 
youth started to attend secondary schools. At the same time, the educational 
attainment of non-Roma has improved much more rapidly” (Havas, Kemény and 
Liskó 2002). 

Since 1993, it has not been allowed to collect data on ethnic origin without the written 
consent of the person concerned (or of his/her parent in the case of minors).5 This makes the collection 
of data on Roma children’s school attendance and school performance rather difficult. Although official 
data does not exist in these fields, one can get a detailed picture on the educational system in this 
respect from recent research reports on school. We will refer to these unofficial data in this chapter, 
however, it should be noted that researchers rely on outsiders (e.g.  teachers) when identifying someone 
as Roma, and data rarely come from self-ascription.   

As nearly half of the Roma population is considered to live in extreme poverty, their schooling 
is related to the problem of the education of disadvantaged and multiply disadvantaged children.6 
According to estimates, at least 80% of the school-aged Roma population is disadvantaged and about 
65-75% of them are multiply disadvantaged, while these rates are 38% and 17-19% among non-Roma 
school-children, respectively.7 At the same time, the issue of the education of Roma is not equivalent 
to the issue of education of poor children, for Roma pupils are exposed to prejudices and suffer from 
the consequences of the school teachers’ stereotypical way of thinking.

In the following, we try to show how the patterns of education at the various school levels 
differ when ethnic differences are taken into account.

3  In Hungary, there are 13 minorities recognised by the Minority Act: Armenians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Germans, 
Greeks, Poles, Romanians, Roma, Ruthenes, Serbs, Slovaks, Slovens and Ukrainians. (Act No. LXXVII. of 1993 on the Rights of 
National and Ethnic Minorities.)

4  For details on statistics regarding the size of the Roma population see the Ethnic Report. 

5  Act No. LXIII. of 1992 on the Protection of Personal Data and the Publicity of Public Data.

6  According to the Public Education Act, disadvantaged children are those who, due to the bad social situation 
of  their families, are entitled to regular child-protection allowance (in case the per capita income in the family does not 
exceed 135% of the prevailing lowest amount of old-age pension that in 2008 was about 113 EUR). A disadvantaged child is 
considered to be multiply disadvantaged if at least one of his/her parents’ highest educational level is eight years of general 
education.  (Act No. LXXIX of 1993 on Public Education, article 121.) 

7  These estimates were provided by Gábor Kertesi, who calculated these rates based on the survey conducted by 
Kemény, Janky and Lengyel (2003) on the Roma population in Hungary.
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Pre-school

Experts agree regarding the importance of pre-school education for disadvantaged children who, due 
to the shortage of financial resources and poor parenting, often lag behind their luckier peers in the 
field of basic (especially cognitive, language and social) skills (Herczog 2008). The earlier these children 
start pre-school, the more likely their lag can be compensated for. However, in 1993 only 40 percent 
of the three-year-old Roma children attended pre-school, while among four- and five-year-olds, this 
rate was 54 and 72 percent, respectively (Havas and Kemény 1995). Ten years later, Kemény and Janky 
(2004) found that 58.5 percent of the Roma children between the ages of three and five did not attend 
pre-school. (Remember that one year of pre-school attendance, for the five-year-olds, is compulsory.) 
In 2000, still only every other Roma child attended pre-school from the age of three (Havas, Kemény 
and Liskó 2002).

Many Roma live in villages where there are no pre-schools at all. Some families do not get 
admittance for their children because the mother is at home with younger kids or because she is 
unemployed and there is no vacancy at the pre-school. Regional differences are significant regarding pre-
school attendance.8 The lack of pre-school is more likely in villages, situated typically in less developed 
regions, where the proportion of Roma inhabitants as well as that of multiply disadvantaged children is 
high (Havas 2004). Even if Roma children are enrolled in pre-school, their attendance is irregular due to 
various reasons, such as sickness, lack of money to pay for the meals9 and to buy all those things that are 
demanded by the pre-school, and the mutual aversion of parents and pre-school teachers (Loss 2001, 
Pik 2000 and 2002).  Since 2007, though, pre-schools must give admittance to disadvantaged children, 
if parents wish so, even before the age of five (see Chapter 4).

The low level of pre-school attendance among Roma children is one of the reasons of their 
weak school performance later on.10

Primary School

According to the latest official school statistics of 1992, in that year 74,24111 Roma children attended 
primary school, representing seven percent of the overall primary school population. A constant increase 
of the number and proportion of Roma children within the school-age population can be detected 
due to the fact that Roma have higher reproduction rate than non-Roma. Although experts do not 
completely agree regarding the present number of school-aged Roma children, they more or less accept 
that about 15% of primary school children belong to this minority group (Kemény and Janky 2003, and 
Kertesi and Kézdi 2005). 

The rate of Roma children completing primary school has increased significantly in the past 
decade, but at the same time the educational level of non-Roma has also increased, which means 
that the difference between the two populations has not changed. Moreover, segregation in primary 
schools has been growing, intensifying the existing tendency of the educational system in producing 
inequalities. The results of the PISA studies have revealed that Hungary maintains one of the most 
selective educational systems among participant countries. There are huge differences in the quality of 

8  The South-Western, Eastern and Northern parts of the country have the worst situation where over 60 percent of 
Roma children do not get any pre-primary education service at all, essential for a successful school performance in later 
years (Kemény and Janky 2004). 

9  Since 2002, in accordance with new governmental measures, meals served in schools and pre-schools are free of 
charge for disadvantaged children.

10  Since September 2008, there has been new regulations that intend to promote the in-schooling of disadvantaged 
children. For more information, see the section on regulation in this chapter as well as Chapter 4. 

11  After reviewing data, Kertesi and Kézdi (1998) corrected the figure to 88.182. 
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education among schools, and even among classes of the same school.12 Roma and socially disadvantaged 
non-Roma are the ones who study in the worst conditions in terms of school equipment and the 
professional competence of teachers, who meet lower expectations, and thus whose education is worth 
less than that of the majority. Due to this fact, and to their weak school performance, their further 
education is rather problematic, since it often leads to vocational training schools that, if completed at 
all, prepare them for professions not valued on the labour market. 

Secondary Education

Out of three main paths leading to further education, namely the secondary general school (or grammar 
school), the vocational secondary school and the vocational training school, up to quite recently only 
the latter one was more or less viable for Roma youth. In 1993, 13% of the 25-29 year-olds, and 16% of 
the 20-24 year-olds had completed vocational training, most of them being trained in professions that 
became useless during the 1990s (Kemény, Havas and Kertesi 1994). Very few Roma attended secondary 
vocational or general schools. In the 1980s, the percentage of those who completed secondary education 
with a final exam, necessary for the continuation of studies at university or college level, was only two 
percent in the corresponding Roma age group. This rate was three percent in 1993 (ibid). For comparison: 
in 1990 the rate of those who completed secondary education with a final exam in the whole 25-29 
year-old population was 41%. (The rate of those holding university or collage degree among the same 
population was 13%.)13

Table 3.1. Education of Roma and non-Roma pupils after primary school, 2002/2003 (%) 

Failed to 
continue

Special vocational 
training school

Vocational 
training school

Vocational 
secondary school

General secondary 
school

Roma students 8.1 6.2 63.8 15.9 5.9

Non-Roma students 1.2 1.3 33.1 38.9 25.7

Source: Liskó 2005, 58

Since the early 1990s, though, a positive trend can be observed: more and more Roma continue 
their education at the secondary level. The main reasons for this development are: (1) the change in the 
school-financing system that made the schools interested in admitting as many children as possible (2) 
the decrease of the school-age population within the majority population (3) the raising of compulsory 
schooling-age to 18.

Havas, Kemény and Liskó (2002) found that in 1997 62% of Roma children were admitted to 
vocational (apprenticeship) training schools, nine percent to vocational secondary schools and nearly 
four percent to general secondary schools, while two years later these rates were 57%, 15%, and 4%, 
respectively. At the same time, it is estimated that about 10% of Roma children do not continue their 
studies at the secondary level, and a significant percentage of those enrolled in vocational training 
schools drop out quite soon (36% in the ninth grade, and 35% in the tenth grade) due to various 
reasons, such as the poverty of the family, difficulties related to commuting or staying in a dormitory, 
low level of motivation, early marriage or childbirth, or the school’s incapability to handle the new 
problems related to the increasing number of disadvantaged pupils.  Data indicates that there is a strong 
correlation between drop out rates and the percentage of Roma pupils in the school (Liskó 2002).14 In 
secondary general and vocational schools, the drop out rate of Roma is lower but children have to be 

12  See also the results of PISA studies www.pisa.oecd.org

13  Source of the data: Central Statistical Office, census of year 1990. http://www.nepszamlalas.hu.

14  There is no official data on drop-out pupils and there are no follow-up investigations, either.  
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more motivated and their parents have to be more committed than their non-Roma fellows in order to 
be successful at school. For comparison: 65% of children in the relevant age group attend these school 
types at the national level. 

The vast majority of Roma in secondary education are in schools that do not provide the 
opportunity to take the final exam, and often not even the possibility of obtaining a secure employment 
later on. At the national level, almost 20% of those who did not drop out and could successfully 
graduate from a secondary vocational training school is estimated to become unemployed within one 
year. The perspectives of those who have dropped out are, obviously, even worse: 40% of them will 
become unemployed (Liskó 2004). 

The average school performance of pupils attending vocational training schools is rather poor, 
which is the result of the low quality of their primary education, the incompetence of their present 
teachers, and the extremely high rate (e.g. 71% in the ninth grade) of pupils coming from deprived 
families (Liskó 2002). 

To summarise, the increasing number of Roma children in secondary education cannot be 
considered a real success story. While more and more non-Roma attend schools that lead them to 
relatively well-paid and secure professions, Roma children, in spite of having better education than their 
parents, still have little chance to escape from inherited deprivation. 

Figure 3.2. The Educational Pathways of Roma
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Private and foundational schools

There is no data on Roma children attending private or foundational schools.15 Given the marginalised 
status of the vast majority of Roma families, it is quite unlikely that they could afford this form of 
education. Nevertheless, rare examples of Roma attending private or foundational schools occur, and 
there are a few denominational schools, at both primary and secondary levels, whose students are 
recruited from among the most socially disadvantaged families, among them those of Roma. 
In the 1990s, a few school experiments were initiated with the aim of improving the quality of education 
for Roma.16 These experiments had to define the reasons of disadvantages suffered by Roma children in 
order to develop their own programme to combat them. In this process, however, schools had difficulties 
in distinguishing factors relating to the low social status of Roma families from those that relate 
to cultural differences. Some experts argue that, as a consequence, these Roma-specific education 
programmes contributed to the segregation of Roma.17 

The only school that is definitely a minority national school is the Gandhi Secondary Grammar 
School in Pécs (that has a dormitory), whose activity is acknowledged as a public duty financed by a 
public foundation.

3.2. Regulations 

The legal provision of public education in Hungary has been constantly changing since the early 1990s. 
For example, the Public Education Act18 passed in 1993 was significantly amended almost every year. In 
addition to this act, a number of newly established acts (e.g. the Act on Minority Rights19 that regards 
minority education) as well as governmental and ministerial decrees affect the public educational 
system, let alone the great number of recent reform initiatives. Here we cannot present the regulation 
system of minority education in detail; we can only give a brief overview of the most relevant laws 
related to our topic. 

In Hungary the content of public education is regulated by the National Core Curriculum 
that defines the general educational targets of public education at a national level, the main fields of 
knowledge, the contents according to the periods of public education and the areas of skill development. 
On the basis of the core curriculum, schools can freely develop their own local curriculum that often 
reflects local needs and specialities. The National Core Curriculum honours basic human rights, children’s 
rights, as well as minority rights. These fundamental objectives must be adopted by every school.

The Public Education Act declares that it is the child’s right to receive education corresponding 
to his or her abilities, interests and capacities, and also to receive education that corresponds to his or 
her national or ethnic origins. Parents, on the other hand, have the right to choose a suitable educational 
institute for their child. This right of the parents is now blamed by many experts for the increased 

15  In the school-year 2004/2005 there were 100 non-public primary schools and 338 non-public secondary schools in 
Hungary. From among secondary schools, 87 were general secondary schools (Halász and Lannert 2006).

16  Some examples for the most significant school experiments include: Tiszabő (Freinet-class in the elementary school 
where almost all children had Roma ethnic background), Hétszínvirág Primary School in Marcali, Dormitory and Elementary 
School in Nyírtelek, Roma Esély (Roma Chance) Secondary School and Dormitory, Kalyi Jag Secondary Vocational School, 
Collegium Martineum (Dormitory for basically Roma secondary school-children) in Mánfa, Kis Tigris (Secondary School) in 
Sellye, Dr. Ambedkar Secondary School in Sajókaza. Some programs came to an end (like the one in Tiszabő), while others 
have just started (like the one in Sajókaza). See also Radó (1997) and Wizner (2000).

17  Although most of the school experiments were supported by the state, none of them has become a model-
program.

18  Act No. LXXIX. of 1993 on Public Education. 

19  Act No. LXXVII. of 1993 on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities. For a detailed description of the act see 
the Hungarian Ethnic Report.
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segregation of Roma and marginalised non-Roma children. Moreover, as we will explain later on in this 
chapter, the parents’ right of free choice of school obstructs the right for quality education in the case 
of Roma and socially disadvantaged children.

According to the Public Education Act, in schools where minority children are enrolled, the 
pedagogical programme must contain a syllabus on the culture, language and history of the given 
minority. In these schools, children belonging both to the minority and majority populations must learn 
about all these values. The right for minority education is reinforced by the Act on Minority Rights. The 
claim to participate in educational and cultural activities in one’s mother tongue is also acknowledged, 
as both an individual and a collective right. Moreover, minority self-governments20 may establish and 
run institutions in the field of education (at both local and national levels). However, due to financial 
insecurities, none of the 13 minorities recognised by the Minority Act could establish or take over the 
maintenance of such institutions so far. The rights of minority self-governments basically relate to 
cultural activities and involve limited veto-right on the decisions of municipal governments concerning 
minority education. For example, decisions of municipal governments regarding the education of those 
belonging to minorities require the approval of the local minority self-government. This right is rarely 
practised, at least not in the case of the Roma minority self-governments whose members not only lack 
the sufficient knowledge and capacity to fight against the municipal government, but often personally 
depend on its goodwill. All these anomalies are the consequences of the often-cited fact that the ‘Roma 
issue’ was not seriously taken into account when creating the Act. One of the most controversial parts 
of the act is Article 4521 that accepts remedial classes as a form of minority education for Roma, and 
only for them. Until the school-year 2003/2004, when this form of education ended22, schools received 
special support from the state to maintain ‘Gypsy remedial classes’, which fostered or reinforced 
segregation in schools. 

Before the Ministerial Decree 32/199723 of 1997, schools were almost free to determine the 
content of minority education, which, in the case of the ‘Gypsy minority education’, often consisted in 
merely having a separate Roma class, while related state subsidies flowed directly into the budget of the 
school as a whole. The 1997 Decree stated that in ‘Gypsy remedial classes’ both skills development and 
Roma ethnography must be present. This change of regulations, however, did not provoke considerable 
changes in school practises and was heavily criticised for mixing issues of cultural identity with others 
related to social disadvantages. Due to these criticisms, further modifications were initiated: since the 
school-year 2003/2004, compensatory or remedial education has not been part of ‘Gypsy minority 
education’. 

The Hungarian Constitution24 prohibits all forms of discrimination and this ban is repeated in the 
Pubic Education Act. This, however, has not prevented schools and their maintainers (typically the municipal 

20  Minority self-governments are unique, but rather controversial institutions representing minority interests. They 
do not have real municipal administrative responsibilities. Rather, these institutions are charged with protecting minority 
“cultural autonomy”. For Roma, however, the most immediate issues are not “cultural” but economic and social in nature. 
Since minority self-governments are financially dependent upon municipal governments, Roma self-governments have little 
power to meaningfully address the often severe social exclusion of the local Roma community. (For a critical discussion of 
minority self-governments see the Hungarian Ethnic Report.) 

21  According to Article 45, “To relieve the disadvantages of the Gypsy minority in the field of education specific 
educational conditions may be introduced.” 

22  58/2002 (November 29) decree of the Ministry of Education on the Modification of the 32/1997 (November 5) 
decree of the Ministry of Culture and Public Education on the Guidelines for Pre-School and School Education of National 
and Ethnic Minorities.

23  32/1997 (November 5) decree of the Ministry of Culture and Public Education on the Guidelines for Pre-School and 
School Education of National and Ethnic Minorities.

24  Act No. XX. of 1949 on the Constitution of the Hungarian Republic.
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governments) from causing a wide range of discrimination25 before the Act on Equal Treatment and the 
Promotion of Equal Opportunities26 was passed in 2003. The Act devotes a chapter to education. It bans 
not only direct negative discrimination but indirect negative discrimination and unlawful segregation as 
well, stating that all of these are considered violations of the principle of equal treatment. An independent 
body, the Equal Treatment Authority, was also set up to investigate cases of discrimination. 

In 2002, the Ministry of Education, led by a liberal politician, declared its commitment to 
educational equality, and most of the measures, such as the above mentioned ones, initiated by the 
Ministry since then have been clearly driven by this goal. In order to decrease the existing quality 
differences among schools and foster desegregation and equity, the Public Education Act was amended.27 
The most important changes are the following: within a town, school-districts must be designated 
in a way that ensures a similar rate of disadvantaged children in the various schools; the multiply 
disadvantaged children must get admittance to pre-school from the age of three, and meals must be 
free of charge for them; the local government or, in case the government is member of a micro-regional 
association, the micro-regional association has to prepare an action plan for public education provisions 
that must include provisions aiming at enforcing children’s equal opportunities; if the municipality lacks 
such an action plan, it becomes excluded from certain (national and EU) funds. Measures were taken in 
the field of special education as well, in order to prevent the classification of Roma children as mentally 
disabled without good cause, which is a regular form of their segregation (see Chapter 4.)

3.3. Inter-ethnic relations 

Segregation

There are three main forms of segregation in the field of education: (1) special schools established for 
children with slight mental disabilities, though predominantly attended by Roma pupils; (2) segregated 
schools where the majority of children are Roma; and (3) segregated classes within regular schools. The 
latter often has the form of remedial class, and typically provides education of lower quality than in 
regular or ‘normal’ classes of the same school. Most recently, a fourth form of segregation has emerged. 
Schools try to get rid of troublesome Roma children by exempting them from school-attendance and 
converting them into ‘home-schooling pupils’ (magántanuló).

Special schools

Roma children attend special schools established for children who, due to physical or mental disabilities, 
are not able to cope with normal school, in a proportion much higher than their proportion among 
the entire school-aged population. The percentage of Roma children increased in special schools from 
about 25% in the mid-1970s to 42% in 1992.28 Some experts argue that the percentage of Roma in 
special schools remained around 40% in the 1990s, while in the estimation of others it must be around 
80% (Kende 2001). There are regions where, due to residential inequalities, an even higher rate can be 
observed. For example, in 1998 in Borsod county over 90% of the pupils in special schools were Roma 
(Loss 2001). At a national level, one out of five Roma children are declared to be mentally disabled 
(Havas, Kemény and Liskó 2002).

25  Some examples of discriminatory practices are the followings: segregated classes for Roma children (sometimes 
in separated buildings), excluding Roma children from school activities such us swimming classes and ceremonies, and the 
selective use of certain school equipment, making Roma children dine separately with tableware exclusively used by them.

26  Act No. CXXV. of 2003 on Equal Treatment and the Promotion of Equal Opportunities.

27  Act No. LXXXVII. of 2007 on the amendment of the Act No. LXXIX. of 1993 on Public Education.

28  Data of the Ministry of Culture and Education.
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As many experts have argued, the high rate of Roma children in special education can hardly be 
explained with the real disabilities of these children but, rather, with the ‘disability’ of some institutions. 
Among these institutions are the pre-school that is unable to prepare these children for school, the 
expert committees that use obsolete and unreliable, culturally biased testing methods when deciding 
about the type of school a child should attend in the future, and the ‘normal’ school that is not capable 
of handling the problems of socially deprived Roma children and, instead of providing extra attention, 
tries to get rid of them, often by putting pressure on the expert committee and/or on the parents 
(Ladányi and Csanádi 1983, Pik 1999, Gerő, Csanádi and Ladányi 1996, Loss 2000, Kende and Neményi 
2005).29 Moreover, the contemporary financing system motivates school maintainers to completely ‘fill 
up’ their special schools since they get a higher normative per capita grant for children in these schools. 
To summarise, the high rate of Roma and socially disadvantaged children in special schools reflects, on 
the one hand, the problems imbedded in the Hungarian educational system and, on the other hand, the 
incapability of the system to combat the reproduction of social inequalities. 

In special schools, special pedagogical tools and methods adjusted to the children’s needs are 
used, teachers must hold a degree in special education and, as many of those who support the separate 
education of children with slight disabilities and/or socialisation defects argue, are more tolerant than 
mainstream schools. In these schools, however, children meet lower expectations and learn less. In 
theory, children stay in special schools until their abilities that are re-examined from time to time, are 
considered to be sufficient for participating in ‘normal’ elementary education. In practise, children can 
rarely switch back to the normal track, which means that, due to the limited set of possibilities open to 
them, they will for sure end up in a disadvantaged position after finishing school.

Segregated schools

The number of segregated schools, defined as schools where the majority of children are Roma, has 
increased constantly during the past almost two decades. This is the consequence of: (1) the increased 
residential segregation of the extremely marginalised population,30 and (2) the intention of elite and 
middle-class parents not to have their children in schools that are attended by Roma, coupled with 
their capability to express pressure on local decision-making. When, due to either migration processes, 
or the higher level of reproduction of Roma, the proportion of Roma children in a school begins to rise, 
non-Roma parents start taking their children out from that school, either simply because of prejudice, or 

29  Whether a child can go to “normal” (mainstream) school or needs to go to special school/class depends on his/her 
school-maturity. In Hungary the school-maturity of a child can be assessed in three ways. In most cases, it is the pre-school 
that makes the decision. In case of doubts, the pre-school may ask expert opinion from the educational counsellor. The 
educational counsellor, with the help of a psychologist and a remedial educator, carries out a school-maturity examination 
and makes a suggestion that may be one of the following: one additional year in the pre-school, “normal” first grade class, 
first grade class with a reduced number of pupils, or some form of developmental education. Children not having attended 
pre-school must always be examined. In case of children having special problems or suspected to be mentally disabled, 
the opinion of the expert committee (or panel) is requested. The expert committee consists in at least one psychologist, 
a remedial educator and a (medical) specialist. After a complex examination, the expert panel formulates its suggestion 
regarding the possible form of development and the desirable school-type in particular cases. In case of school-children, the 
school may also initiate an examination. The whole procedure is based on parental involvement. However, undereducated 
parents have limited knowledge about their rights.

30  Residential segregation of the extremely marginalised population has two basic forms. First, due to migration 
processes that followed the mistaken regional development policies of the 1970s and the economic changes of the late 
1980s and 1990s, there are by now small villages in the economically most depressed regions (in the North East and in the 
South West) populated, besides a few old and/or poor non-Roma, mostly by uneducated Roma with a growing number of 
children. These places have poor infrastructure and little or no employment opportunities at all. The number of this kind of 
villages is estimated to be about 100, and there are an additional 200 villages that are supposed to soon become similar 
social and ethnic ghettos. Since these villages are often concentrated regionally, scholars started referring to them as 
ghettoized micro-regions (Virág 2003). City slums and slums at the edge of cities (like formal miners’ colonies) constitute 
the second type of residential segregation. 
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because they believe that the quality of education will soon decrease. This process accelerates quickly. 
Thus the belief of non-Roma parents that ‘the more Roma pupils a school has, the lower quality of 
education it provides’ becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. As a consequence, even non-racist parents 
tend to look for another school for their children, thereby unintentionally contributing to segregation. 
This process results in a segregated school within a few years. Havas and Liskó studied 553 schools with 
a relatively high number of Roma pupils in 2004, and found that in schools where the proportion of 
Roma children was over 80%, 31% of the local school-age population attends schools in other villages 
or towns (Havas and Liskó 2006).

Table 3.3. Rate of children commuting to other villages or towns compared with the total number of children within 
the school by the rate of Roma in the given school

Rate of Roma pupils % N Deviation

80%- 31.5 24 57.3

50.1-80% 11.2 100 21.5

40.1-50% 4.2 57 5.1

25.1-40% 6.7 109 10.8

10.1-25% 4.5 68 8.2

 -10% 6.0 45 11.2

Total 9.0 413 22.0

Source: Havas and Liskó 2006.

It is estimated that at present there are at least 180 primary schools where the majority of 
pupils are Roma, and an additional 70 schools where the rate of Roma pupils is higher than 40%, and 
thus will soon become Roma-majority schools (Havas and Liskó 2006). The non-Roma pupils attending 
these schools typically come from marginalised families. Parents are either not aware of the future 
consequences of education at such a school, or cannot afford the often costly schooling alternatives 
(e.g. commuting to another village or town). A few of them – those who are the most socially excluded 
and often deviant – do not care about schooling at all. At the same time, teachers terrified by the 
obviously hard task of educating children of poor families, which is not compensated in any form and 
has a rather low prestige, try to leave the school, too. Teachers with a better education have a higher 
chance to leave. Thus, lower educated teachers will remain in the schools that would require the best 
trained ones. The above cited study found that in one third of the schools where the proportion of 
Roma pupils is above 80% there is at least one but often more teachers who work there without any 
pedagogical training. Moreover, segregated schools are usually in poor condition and less equipped than 
the average (Kertesi and Kézdi 2005).

Local governments and schools are under the pressure of non-Roma parents and inevitable 
financial considerations. Since schools receive state subsidies according to the number of children 
taught, they ‘fight’ for children. The less Roma pupils they have, the more attractive they are, and the 
more likely it is that they will avoid closing down. In a town that maintains more than one school, there 
is always at least one school that is attended by mostly Roma and disadvantaged non-Roma children. 
If this school has a sufficient number of pupils, it will also survive, and all the other schools that have 
avoided shutdown can maintain their ‘problem-free’ (meaning Roma-free) teaching, which is in line with 
the interests of non-Roma parents. This kind of division of labour among schools is seemingly a win-
win situation for all (except for the children in the segregated school). If a school cannot prevent the 
enrolment of Roma children, which often happens in towns or villages where there is only one primary 
school, it tries at least to separate them within the school. This can take the form of minority education, 
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which means drawing extra money from the state. This extra money, in reality, is almost never spent on 
Roma. At the same time, Roma children might as well ‘save’ the school. This happens in small villages 
with mixed population where, although non-Roma get their children commute somewhere else because 
of the increased number of Roma children in the local school, people still insist on keeping the school 
alive for it provides employment. In order to have a sufficient number of children in this school, the local 
government makes formal or informal agreements with neighbouring villages on receiving ‘their’ Roma 
children (Zolnay 2005, 2007 and 2008, Kende 2008).

Segregated classes

According to estimates, there are at least 3,000 classes in Hungarian primary schools that are attended 
mostly by Roma. At least 1,200 of these are attended exclusively by Roma children. For comparison: in 
the early 1980s this number was ‘only’ 150. In sum, at present one out of three Roma children is taught 
in extreme segregation (Havas, Kemény and Liskó 2002). 

Segregated classes are most common in those schools where, although the proportion of 
disadvantaged and Roma children is not too high, it is high enough to organise separate classes for them, 
completely in line with the wishes of non-Roma parents. In every one out of four schools with a Roma 
proportion less than 25%, homogeneous Roma and homogeneous non-Roma classes are maintained 
side by side. Havas and Liskó (2006) found that this practise is especially common in those regions 
where the percentage of Roma children compared to the entire school-age population is the lowest (in 
Central Hungary and in the North West and South East of the country). 

As we have mentioned in the previous chapter, selection within a certain school may adopt a 
number of forms. The school may run specialised education (advanced mathematics, foreign languages, 
music etc.) from which Roma children can easily be excluded given their lag. (The unspoken reasons 
are more than evident in the case of classes specialised on physical education, from which Roma are 
similarly excluded.) Roma parents, remembering their earlier school failures, are reluctant to enrol their 
children in a specialised class. They are worried that their children will not be able to meet the increased 
requirements and, at the same time, they rarely recognise the discriminative purposes behind this form 
of education. Other forms of segregation within the school include remedial classes, classes that have 
‘Gypsy minority education’ and special classes. Havas and Liskó (2006) argue that the latter form has 
proved to be the most effective way of separation. In these classes expectations are low, the equipment 
is poor, and the teachers are often not educated as special teachers. No wonder that children graduating 
from these classes have no option but going on to the least attractive secondary schools.

Table. 3.4. Correlation between the percentage of Roma pupils in the class and class type

Normal class (%)
Specialised class 

(%)
Remedial class 

(%)
Special class 

(%)
Total  
(%)

Classes 
(No.)

Homogeneous 
non-Roma class 

69.8 13.2 0.5 16.5 100 831

Percentage of  
Roma: 0.1-25%

92.4 4.2 0.6 2.9 100 2,658

Percentage of 
Roma: 25.1-50%

86.7 1.9 1.0 10.4 100 2,291

Percentage of 
Roma: 50.1-75%

72.5 1.8 3.5 22.2 100 1,153

Percentage of 
Roma: 75.1-99%

67.0 0.6 10.0 22.3 100 609

Homogeneous 
Roma class

26.7 0.1 7.8 65.2 100 1,224

Total 75.3 3.3 2.7 18.7 100 8,793

Source: Havas and Liskó 2006.
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Exempted students

‘Home-schooling pupils’ is a new phenomenon in public education that is particularly relevant to Roma 
children, often considered troublesome by their teachers. This form of education was originally created 
for children who, due to long-lasting illness, learning or behavioural disorder, professional sport activities, 
long-term stay abroad or other reasons, are unable to attend classes on a regular basis. However, 
in recent years, it has become an increasingly often used tool of keeping Roma children away from 
school. Home-schooling pupils are exempted from attending school, and they fulfil their educational 
obligations by taking exams at the end of each semester or school-year. When the parent requests the 
child’s exemption, it is his/her duty to prepare the child for exams, whereas when the expert committee 
suggests this, the preparation of the child is the school’s responsibility. In practise, school teachers and 
directors are the ones who convince, or by threatening them with the dismissal of their child from the 
school, even force Roma parents to request the exemption of their troublesome children. 

In 2000, three percent of Roma pupils were exempted from regular school attendance, while 
this rate among non-Roma was only 0.4% (Havas, Kemény and Liskó 2002). The most affected children 
are those who are between 14 and 16 years of age, have already repeated one or more school grades, 
are thus older and more mature than their classmates, and have behavioural problems. For girls, 
pregnancy is often a reason. The relatively high rate of ‘home-schooling pupils’ among Roma children 
is an indicator of the schools’ incapability of handling differences and problems that are rooted in 
the marginalised situation of many Roma families. Although recognising this problem the Ministry of 
Education introduced a new provision prescribing that the school’s principal request the opinion of the 
local child-care service in case the parent wishes his/her child become a home-schooling pupil, it is still 
questionable if this practise can be eliminated. The school-maintaining local government, its school 
and the childcare service usually stand on the same side, and their decisions are in accordance with the 
expectations of the local majority population.31 

3.4. Multicultural education

In general, we can state that multicultural education is not available in Hungary. It is missing in pre-
service training as well. According to the National Core Curriculum, children at all levels of public 
education must learn about the history and culture of minorities living in Hungary. In practise, though, 
education does not meet this requirement, especially in the case of Roma.32 Students of teachers’ 
collages do not learn about minorities,33 and textbooks contain little information on the Roma. In fact, 
some books present Roma in stereotypical ways and even contribute to the strengthening of prejudices 
(Terestyéni 2005).

For children of national and ethnic minorities the institutional network of minority education, 
as part of public education, provides access to (1) native language education,34 (2) bi-lingual minority 

31  See also the report of the Ombudsman of the year 2002.

32  The fact that information on Roma culture and the history of Roma is not present in public education has been 
repeatedly criticized by the Ombudsman.

33  In the school-year 2005/2006, 17 students took part in Roma minority teacher-training (Halász and Lannert 2006).

34  Within ‘native language education’, the language of education and instructions in case of all the subjects but 
Hungarian language and literature is that of the minority.
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education,35 (3) language training minority education36, and (4) ‘Gypsy minority education’.37 It is 
interesting enough that minority education for Roma had the form of remedial classes for many years 
(until 2003). Today ‘Gypsy minority education’ aims exclusively at presenting cultural values, while 
Roma language (either Romani or Boyash)38 is a non-obligatory element of this programme. Inter-
cultural education can be organised by schools implementing some form of minority education for 
pupils who are not participating in minority education in the same school. This form of education takes 
place in non-obligatory class hours. 

Since, as we have showed earlier in this chapter, ‘Gypsy minority education’ has proved to be 
an effective tool in the process of separating Roma children, the Ministry of Education intends to make 
it less attractive for schools compared with the (financial) benefits of adopting its new integration 
programme (see Chapter 4). One element of this programme is multicultural education (multicultural 
contents in various subjects or in projects) but, as of today, there is no information available on how it 
will take effect.

4. Education of Minority Ethnic Youth in Light of Public Debates and Policy-
making

4.1. Public Discourse and Representation

In the 1990s, Hungarian students performed relatively well in comparative international investigations 
of knowledge, however, PISA 2000 revealed their bad performance. The difference in results is probably 
due to methodology: PISA measured not the ‘quantity’ of school-type knowledge like earlier studies 
but the ability to understand and use knowledge in everyday situations. The most important lessons 
of the PISA survey proved (1) that schools do not compensate for inequalities stemming from family 
backgrounds, and (2) the low efficiency of the Hungarian educational system. The coincidence of the 
two suggests a possible relationship between them. 

The results of the PISA survey ought to have caused a shock or at least should have generated 
great public debates, but neither of these actually happened. ‘PISA’ became a known expression, but not 
as widely known as its importance would have suggested it.39 

35          In bi-lingual minority education the subjects taught in the minority language are defined in the pedagogical program of 
the school. The ratio of minority language and subjects taught in the minority language may vary from institution to institution 
and from grade to grade. With the exception of Hungarian language and literature, all subjects may be taught in the minority 
language, but at least three of the subjects specified in the pedagogical program (with the exception of the native language and 
literature) must be taught in the minority language and must amount to at least 50% of the total weekly class hours.

36         Language training minority education can be conducted in two forms. (1) In traditional language training education 
the language of instruction is Hungarian; instruction of the minority language and literature is conducted within class hours 
starting from the 1st grade. (2) Extended language training minority education prepares for bi-lingual forms or native language 
forms of minority education. Study of the minority language and literature is conducted at the same time as instruction in the 
minority language. At least three subjects are taught in the minority language. 

37  Decree 32/1997 (November 1997) of the Ministry of Culture and Public Education on the Guidelines for the pre-
school and school education of national and ethnic minorities.

38  Only a very low percentage of the Roma (approximately 12%) speaks Romani or Boyash. (See Hungarian Ethnic 
Report.)

39  At present, according to Google, less than 10 thousand Hungarian web pages mention the examination; for comparison, 
the Hungarian equivalent of “equal opportunity” and “education” together are present in more than half a million pages.
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At the same time, the low performance and the selective nature of Hungarian public education 
have been part of the agenda of the Ministry of Education from 2002 onwards. The Ministry, the only 
governmental body that seemed to take seriously the ‘Roma issue’, launched a great number of initiatives 
aiming to reduce inequalities and combat segregation. Moreover, these initiatives were channelled into 
the wider public education reform. The arguments of the Ministry referred constantly to the PISA results 
as well as to the outcomes of some national sociological research.40 

Although desegregation was a crucial element of the reforms, it was not framed as an ethnic 
minority issue but as one related to problems of social disadvantages. Consequently, the expression 
‘disadvantaged and Roma children’ was used in official documents. ‘Desegregation’ itself was rarely 
mentioned, instead, the term ‘integration’ was applied. At the same time, teachers, local decision makers 
and Roma activists as well consider this policy a programme targeting the Roma. We might suppose that 
the Ministry intentionally avoided articulating the fact that mostly Roma children benefit from its policy 
(at least in the short run), since 1) it defined the problem of segregation as a social problem, and 2) it 
does not want to get involved in a battle that, given the strong prejudices against Roma in Hungarian 
society, it would definitely loose.

It must be emphasised that a significant part of public debates on the education of Roma 
children has been generated by government measures (see below). At the same time, the activity of 
some civil organisations and some individual cases brought up by the mass media has also contributed 
to the formation of public discourse. Among the NGOs that are active in the field of the education 
of Roma, there are some Roma organisations, such as the Roma Civil Rights Foundation, that has 
brought a number of discrimination cases into the public arena, and a few others that are not Roma-
specific, such as the Legal Aid Office for National and Ethnic Minorities or the Chance for Children 
Foundation. The latter organisation has successfully sued local governments for the segregation of 
Roma and disadvantaged children. Although the Foundation often mediates between the actors of the 
local educational system, and, according to experts, it has certainly contributed to the implementation 
of integrated education in some towns (for example in Kalocsa, Hajdúhadház, and in Nyíregyháza), their 
presence and the investigations conduced by them are not welcome by local governments and teachers, 
who see them as troublemakers coming from the capital, unaware of the local circumstances.

In the public discourse on the education of Roma, supporters of segregation do not have a loud 
voice. At the same time, as we have argued above, many silent actors (such as the local government or 
powerful non-Roma parents) play an active role in the development of segregation.41 Although people 
seem to be in favour of integration in general,42 when it comes to the question of their own children, 
even non-racist parents choose schools where there are less Roma. In the mass media, voices of those 
who are in favour of segregation are prevalent after cases of bullying or extreme aggression.

In 2008 there were some scandals highlighted in the media involving students 
who had beaten their teachers. While experts argued that school violence is a 
rather complex phenomenon, that teachers are not always victims, and that the 
perpetrators are not always Roma students, public discourse was dominated 

40  The Ministry of Education itself ordered and supported some significant research projects.

41  According to a research project conducted in 2000, 72% of the municipal clerks asked preferred integration, and 
only 8% of them supported segregated education. The reliability of the data is questionable, though, since the investigation 
focused explicitly on the questions of integration and was financed by the Ministry of Education (Havas,  Kemény and Liskó 
2002, pp. 104.).

42  The Public Opinion Research on Education studied people’s opinion regarding ethnic segregation by asking 
whether they consider integrated class “rather better” or “rather worse” for Roma and non-Roma children. Two out of three 
respondents answered that integrated classes were “rather worse” for Roma children, and those who answered that it was 
“rather worse” for non-Roma children represented nearly the same rate (Halász and Lannert 2006, p. 422.). In another survey 
on the attitudes towards the Roma, 89% of respondents agreed with the statement that “every Roma child has the right to 
attend the same classes as those attended by non-Roma” (Erős and Fábián 2005, pp. 211.). 
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by the image of ‘violent overage Roma students versus defenceless teachers’ 
antagonism.

One of the most highlighted cases that appeared in the public discourse in the past few years 
has been the case of Jászladány. This case clearly showed not only the negative side affects of the 
decentralisation of the school system (whereby local governments could freely decide to segregate 
children), but also the incapability of the central government to prevent it legally. Moreover, the 
Jászladány-case also highlighted contradictions of the Minority Act. 

In early 2002 the local government of Jászladány made a decision to let out one of the 
buildings of the local school, maintained by the local government, to a foundation 
that planned to open a private school there. The explicit aim of the foundation was to 
call back the approximately 70 children who, though residents of Jászladány, attended 
schools in other settlements. The implicit aim, however, was to create a separate 
school for non-Roma to please parents who sent their children to schools outside 
the town because of the increasing number of Roma in the local school. In theory, the 
private (foundation-owned) school would have been open to all children. In practise, 
however, the otherwise very low school fee was beyond the capacity of almost all 
Roma families. The building that was to be rented was newly built, and according to 
the plans, the local government would have undertaken the overhead costs in return 
for the rent (40,000 HUF or 160 EUR per month). This meant that the local government 
intended to finance the operation of a private school that most of the Roma families 
could not afford. This financial support would have to be drawn from the resources 
available for local education. The local government of Jászladány did not request 
(and thus did not acquire) the approval of the local minority self-government that 
strongly objected the plan and that, after unsuccessful discussions, turned to the 
Ombudsman of Minorities. The Ombudsman requested the regional administration 
office to exercise its supervisory rights and call on the local government to withdraw 
its decision. A long and complex legal battle began, involving the local government, 
the mayor, the Ombudsman of Minorities, the Ministry of Education and the regional 
administration office on the establishment of the private school. Eventually, the 
private school was prevented from starting its operation in September 2002. One 
year later, however, it was opened. By that time (after the local elections in fall 2002), 
the local minority self-government had new members. Out of the five representatives 
only one belonged to the Roma minority, and the wife of the mayor became the 
president. This bizarre case drove attention to the contradictions of the Minority 
Act. Although a foundation located in Budapest would have paid the school-fee of 
Roma students, almost none of them got admittance at the private school. In 2003 
the percentage of Roma children in the private school was less than 10%, while it 
was over 90% in the public school. Although it was affirmed by the Ombudsman and 
other official bodies that the rights of the pupils in the public school of Jászladány 
were violated, there was no legal way to put an end to the operation of the private 
school. A number of amendments (related both to the Public Education Act and to 
the Minority Act) were initiated after this case.

In Jászladány the local minority self government was rather active (before 2003) in fighting 
against the municipal government’s plan, but this kind of activity is not typical at all. In spite of the 
fact that by now only people who have registered themselves as Roma have the right to vote for 
minority candidates and to run for a mandate in the minority government, the dependence of the local 
minority government on the municipal government has not changed. As a consequence, minority self-
governments hardly have the courage to oppose decisions, and when they happen to do so, they always 
turn to well-known civil organisations and/or to the media. 
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4.2. Policy-making: General Frame

In 2002 a new body – the Ministerial Commission of Integration of Roma and Socially Disadvantaged 
Children – was set up within the Ministry of Education, with a Roma woman appointed as its head. The 
Commission has played an active role in the preparation of new programmes, such as the development 
of new education forms aiming at integration, the support of pupils’ individual development and the 
reduction of the number of children selected to receive special education. 

Although amendments and new measures show the commitment of the Ministry of Education 
to integration, justice and equity in public education, as well as the idea of integration itself, are not 
always welcome by local schools. Thus it is still unclear what effects these measures have in practise. 

Since the education governance has not dared to touch the right of free choice of school (no 
political group would support such an idea), it initiated, instead, the amendment of the Public Education 
Act and introduced ‘soft’ incentives in order to pursue its goals. Schools that undertake integrated 
education get additional resources (integration per capita grant called integration support since 2007) 
and they must adopt modern pedagogical methods as well. Rules related to the exemption of pupils and 
special education have become stricter and less ambiguous. The intention to increase control over public 
education can also be detected. 

A further new element of the policy-making process is represented by the activity of the 
Education Roundtable, started with the purpose of creating a comprehensive proposal regarding the 
reform of public education. The Roundtable, created at the Prime Minister’s request in March 2007, has 
22 members, among whom there are well-known experts and delegates of scientific and professional 
organisations. The Roundtable prepared its proposals in the summer of 2008. These served as a basis 
for the Government’s latest action plan (‘New Knowledge and Education for All’ 2008), though there 
are some slight differences between the content of the two documents. The most important fields of 
governmental actions include the following: early age development, equal opportunities and integration, 
supporting talented pupils, dormitory development, teacher incentives, content development for public 
education, standardised measurements and assessments of education, school management, admission 
procedures of secondary educational institutions. 

The Roma Education Fund was established in the framework of the ‘Decade of Roma Inclusion’ as 
a result of the first high-level regional conference on Roma held in July 2003.43  The Fund promotes equal 
opportunities for the Roma in the field of education in the Central and Eastern European region. It pursues 
this goal through influencing national policies and through programmes that support quality education for 
Roma including desegregation. It is currently financing a number of projects (e.g. supporting local NGOs, 
projects on implementing education legislation in Roma settlements, after-school and extra-curriculum 
activities for Roma children). Some of the programmes are supported by government agencies as well. The 
Fund has scholarship and mentoring programmes, too. It is still unknown whether the activity of the Fund 
can make any real difference in the concerned counties, or it is only a ‘show-off’ for Brussels. 

4.3. Equal Opportunities

Considering the latest public education policies, the promotion of equal opportunities appears as an 
important goal, however, as we have argued earlier, the government has few tools at its disposal to 
implement it. The most important fields where the government is active in this respect are special 

43  The conference “Roma in an Expanding Europe: Challenges for the Future” was held in Budapest. Participating 
countries were Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, and Slovakia. It 
was co-financed by the World Bank, the Open Society Institute (OSI), the European Commission, UNDP, the Council of Europe 
Development Bank and the governments of Hungary, Finland and Sweden. Participant countries committed themselves to 
reduce disparities in key economic and human development outcomes for Roma during the ‘Decade of Roma Inclusion’, 
that is from 2005 to 2015. A total of approximately 34 million Euros was pledged for the Fund for these 10 years from 8 
bilateral donors (Canada, Greece, Ireland, Netherlands, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK), private foundations and 
multilateral agencies (the Council of Europe Development Bank and the World Bank).
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education, pre-primary education, after-school programmes and education, and scholarship programmes 
and social support (free meals, free textbooks, financial aid). All of these are framed as initiatives 
designed for disadvantaged children, the only exception being after-school programmes (Tanoda), which 
are organised typically by local Roma self-governments or sometimes by local Roma NGOs for mostly, 
though not exclusively, Roma children. 

The Out of the Back Row (Utolsó padból) project started in 2003 aimed at reducing the number 
of – mostly Roma – children falsely declared as mentally disabled by re-examining them, and by making 
it possible for them to join their peers in mainstream classes.44 Since 2004, school maintaining local 
governments have been entitled to a higher normative (per capita) grant for children who have been 
redirected to mainstream education. Local governments get this grant (amounting to 70% of the special 
education per capita grant) for two years following redirection. The last regulation (of 2007) on the 
category of Special Educational Need (SEN) obviously has intended to suppress special education being 
a tool of segregation. At the same time, the distinction made between SEN caused by organic reasons 
and SEN caused by non-organic reasons was also criticised. Experts argue, for example, that it is very 
hard to find an ‘organic reason’ for dyslexia (Csépe 2008, pp. 152.). More importantly, anomaly in this 
domain is related to the lack of national standards and professional coordination at the national level 
of the processes related to determining SEN.

Pre-primary education may compensate, to some extent, for the disadvantages of children whose 
parents are undereducated and have a low social status. This argument forms the basis of measures that 
aim to increase the involvement of disadvantaged children in preschool education. Parents of multiply 
disadvantaged children get financial subsidies if they enrol their children in pre-school, and pre-schools 
are also motivated (by certain financial means) to have these children enrolled. This incentive is believed 
to support an early age start of pre-school among those who need it the most. In addition, a new form 
of education – the integrated pre-school and nursery (Egységes óvoda-bölcsőde) – is to be introduced. 
This will provide an opportunity to enrol disadvantaged children as early as possible in a professional 
child-care and educational institution in villages where, due to the small size of the settlement, the 
local government is not obliged to maintain a nursery. 

In Tanoda (after-school education), children get professional help from teachers and assistants 
(among them Roma assistants). They may receive extra curriculum education and help with their home 
work as well as information on possibilities of further education. In spite of their successfulness (proved 
by children’s growing aspirations for further education and better school performance), these institutions 
often cope with financial difficulties. 

There are scholarship programmes targeting Roma independently from social status, and others 
(such as the Útravaló programme) that target socially disadvantaged children independently from their 
ethnic background. The latter programme creates incentives both for children and for teachers providing 
personal help. Both programmes are financed by public foundations. The Arany János programme 
supports talented disadvantaged children who study in secondary schools that provide access to higher 
education. These programmes, however, have certain contradictions: the most disadvantaged (among 
them Roma) students have the least information about these opportunities, and so they often get 
excluded (Messing and Molnár 2008).

The local government or, if it is member of a micro-region association, the micro-regional 
association has to prepare an action plan for public education provisions that must include provisions 
aiming at the equal opportunities of children; if the municipality lacks such an action plan, it becomes 
excluded from national and EU funds related to education. 

The Education Agency (Oktatási Hivatal) has been assigned new tasks. The most important 
among these is the supervision of schools to determine whether they fulfil equal treatment requirements. 
All complaints related to segregation are examined by the Agency, and there is also a tendency to secure 
it a kind of inspectorate mandate. 

44  In 2004 independent experts examined 2,100 children, out of whom 212 returned to mainstream classes. 
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4.4. Segregation/Integration

It seems that in the past years, the educational government has regarded the domain of segregation/
integration as a crucial battlefield with respect to equal opportunities. In 2003 it launched a new 
financing and regulation system. First of all, the rate of targeted finance in education was increased, 
using sources made available by the European Union. The even more relevant second step was the 
initiation of the integration grant (called integration support since 2007). The former grant system 
provided finance according to the presence of disadvantaged children in the school, irrespective of the 
fact that this presence was sometimes nominal and/or very often involved segregating and pernicious 
forms of education. In contrast, integration grant supports the teaching of disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged children together. 

A nationwide network, the National Network of Integration in Education, has been set up 
in order to support the education of disadvantaged children in integrated classes. The network has 
two objectives: (1) the creation of a network of basic institutions responsible for integrating children 
with low socio-economic background into mainstream education, (2) the improvement of professional 
background services that can facilitate a switch of pedagogical paradigms. Participant schools of the 
Network must adopt the so-called Pedagogical System of Integration, and teachers have to attend 
courses where new pedagogical methods are presented. 

The first investigation of the effects of this programme was conducted too early, as 
admitted even by the researchers themselves (Liskó et al. 2007, pp. 117.), which is 
perhaps the reason why the results were so ambiguous. Although teachers found 
the training useful, their attitudes have changed very little.

Kézdi and Surányi carried out the first investigation of the effects of the integration 
experiment on children involved (Kézdi and Surányi 2008). They found that pupils 
in schools participating in the integration network have higher aspiration regarding 
further education, multiply disadvantaged children perform better, while there is 
no decline in the school performance of non-disadvantaged children. The social 
competences, self-esteem and self-confidence of children in integrated education 
were better as compared to those of children attending non-integrating schools. 
Researchers also found that the prejudice of non-Roma children in integrating 
schools had lessened. Another investigation (Németh 2006) revealed, however, 
that the methodological knowledge of teachers in integrated classes is very poor, 
and many teachers are unmotivated.

From 2007, a new regulation aiming at reducing the so-called ‘white flight’ has been added to 
complement financial incentives: local governments were ordered to redraw the boundaries of school-
districts in a way that diminishes the effects of residential segregation. As for school enrolment, schools 
must admit any children within the schooling area; amongst the ‘extra-territorial’ children, schools 
must prioritise the multiply disadvantaged ones. The rest have to be selected by lot. Moreover, schools 
that apply for integration support must distribute disadvantaged children evenly among the various 
classes in each grade, and they have to adopt new pedagogical methods (e.g. project-based education, 
cooperative education, personality-centred education). There are plans to provide extra payment for 
teachers undertaking the education of socially deprived children, which might head off the contra-
selection of teachers. Since 2007, the procedure of declaring a child a ‘home-schooling pupil’ has become 
more complex (local child-care specialists must be involved in the process), in order to prevent schools 
from excluding (Roma) children from regular school attendance.
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5. State of the Art in Research on Minority Ethnic Youth in Education 

5.1. Most Significant Pieces of Research Concerning the Education of Roma Children

The first representative national survey on the overall socio-economic situation of the Roma population 
was carried out in 1971 by Kemény et al. (1976), and although the research paper was not allowed 
to be published for many years, this ‘1971 Gypsy research’ has become a reference point for scholars 
dealing with the ‘Roma issue’. Focusing on structural issues and mechanisms of the reproduction of 
social exclusion, Kemény and his colleagues argued that one of the reasons of the low social status of 
the Roma was their low level of education. While the educational level of the non-Roma population was 
rapidly growing during the 1950s and 1960s, this process was much slower in the case of Roma. At the 
time of the survey, for example, only one out of four Roma aged 20-24 had completed 8 grades (Kemény 
1976). At the same time, they found a slow and constant improvement regarding schooling since 1945 
(Havas, Kemény and Liskó 2002). It must be underlined that Kemény and his followers, the Kemény-
school, assume a reflective or critical viewpoint that intends to place the problems related to the 
situation of Roma into a broader structural framework, and pay less attention to cultural characteristics, 
though not completely ignoring these, either. 

Approaching the problems related to education in the frame of social inequalities and social 
mobility was not unique at all in the 1970s and 1980s. This approach seemed to be useful to scholars 
such as Ferge (1976) and Gazsó (1971, 1988) in describing the Hungarian educational system, and the 
way it contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities. The tradition of this approach is strongly 
present in contemporary Hungarian sociological research, whether focusing on particular phenomena 
(like the high rate of Roma among children declared to be mentally handicapped) or on a certain school-
type. 

Kemény repeated his survey in 1993-1994 (Havas, Kemény, and Kertesi 1995) and again in 
2003 (Kemény, Janky and Lengyel 2004). In comparing data he concluded that although the school 
attendance of Roma children has improved during this period, by now most of them completing the 8 
grades of primary education, with a significant number even going on to secondary education, the gap 
between the overall educational level of Roma and non-Roma has increased. The various reasons behind 
this growing inequality have been subject of academic research in the past decades. The most important 
results of this scholarship will be summarised in the remainder of this chapter.

Since Roma children have always been over-represented in special schools and in 
remedial classes maintained within regular schools, the reasons of this phenomenon 
and the ways that lead to special education are in the focus of a number of studies. 
The first investigation in this field was carried out between 1972 and 1975 by 
medical specialists (Czeizel et al. 1978), followed by a heated debate that also 
had political aspects. Although Czeizel and his colleagues found that only 62% 
of the more than 1,300 special school students examined were disabled45 they 
argued that children without organic reasons can also be legitimately regarded 
as mentally disabled because of their ‘intellectually weaker’ parents and their 
overall retarded family in a socio-cultural sense. In contrast, Csanádi and his 
colleagues (Csanádi, Ladányi and Gerő 1978) stressed that the high percentage 
of obviously not disabled children46 reflected structural phenomena: the school 

45  Havas et al. stress in their study (2002) that the rate of disabled children in the Czeizel research was even lower 
(only 49.3%) according to the WHO definition of disability (lower than IQ of 70). 

46  They found that 59% of the examined 203 children were not disabled, and an additional 8% were borderline 
cases. 
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system systematically singled out the children of socially disadvantaged parents. 
This idea of an underlying social mechanism has reoccured in numerous studies 
since then. Most of them emphasise the dysfunction of special education that, 
instead of compensating for the social disadvantages of otherwise not disabled 
children, prevents them from going on and attending higher education. Children 
in this form of education can rarely return to the normal track, which significantly 
narrows down their future opportunities (Gerő, Csanádi and Ladányi 1996, Pik 
1999, Loss 2000, Kende and Neményi 2005). According to these scholars, special 
schools have become de facto Roma schools (note that Kemény argued similarly 
after his first investigation in 1971), thus the relatively affluent non-Roma parents 
of really disabled children try, and often manage, to avoid them (Havas, Kemény 
and Liskó 2002, Havas and Liskó 2004). Loss (2000) even found that in Borsod 
County the rate of Roma children in special schools was over 90%. After studying 
the decision-making process of the expert panel (that is, the body that determines 
the proper form of education according to the child’s mental status), Kende and 
Neményi (2005) found that although test and examination results correlate with 
the suggested form of education, other factors – such as the family background, 
the experts’ perception of the parent, or the informal discussion with the parent – 
also have a significant role in the decision-making process. 

Special schools represent one form of a more generic phenomenon concerning the 
segregation of Roma children, which is a ‘classical’ topic of sociological research 
on education in Hungary. A number of studies described segregation even in the 
1970s and 1980s, when this topic was not welcome by the authorities.47 The most 
important recent research projects on the forms and extent of segregation were 
carried out in the school-year 1999-2000 (Havas, Kemény and Liskó 2002)48 and in 
2004 (Havas and Liskó 2004).49 (See Chapter 2 for details.) Havas et al. pointed out 
the fact that mainstream schools, unable and unwilling to deal with disadvantages 
rooted in social deprivation, hand in hand with well-situated middle-class families, 
are more and more successful in maintaining schools or at least classes that have 
few Roma children, while, on the other hand, there are more and more schools 
where the majority of children are Roma. The number of schools with a majority 
of Roma children was 126 in 2000, increasing to 178 in four years. Scholars agree 
that segregated education, let it be remedial, special, minority education, or simply 
the result of spontaneous processes, means low quality education (Havas, Kemény 
and Liskó 2002, Havas and Liskó 2004, Kertesi and Kézdi 2005, Messing and Molnár 
2008).

Research results showing the disproportionately high number of Roma children 
in special or remedial classes drove the attention of education specialists as well 
as sociologists to pre-primary education. Pik (2000) used qualitative methods and 

47  The most important earlier studies were written by Réger (1978), Csongor (1991), Solt (1998), Csanádi and Ladányi 
(1983).

48  In 1999-2000 the survey sample contained 192 schools where, according to the official statistics on the ethnicity 
of schoolchildren in the year 1992, 25% or more of the children were Roma, or their number exceeded 100 in the school. 
Besides school surveys, the researchers carried out in-depth interviews with teachers and headmasters. 

49  The research method was similar to the one used in 1999-2000, however, the sample was larger. It contained 
schools (573 altogether) where, according to the statistics of 1992, the rate of Roma children exceeded 20%, or the number 
of Roma children was 80 or above, or had special education classes, or provided “Gypsy minority education”.
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wrote detailed case studies about the pre-schooling of Roma children in seven 
villages, and argued that it is not only the lack of financial resources of poor Roma 
families, but also the mutual aversion of teachers and parents that prevents Roma 
parents from sending their children to pre-school. Havas (2004), who carried out 
an investigation based on a survey made in 330 villages, emphasised that the lack 
of pre-school is more common in villages where the population consists mostly in 
Roma and poor non-Roma. Both experts stated that pre-schools tend to regard the 
problems related to Roma children’s pre-school attendance as problems rooted in 
cultural difference. 

Secondary education is a relatively new field within research related to the education 
of Roma since young Roma have just appeared in this kind of school in significant 
numbers. Roma children typically go on to vocational training schools providing 
education that is less valuable on the labour market. Poor school performance, 
high drop-out rates and high percentage of disadvantaged children are defined as 
major problems related to this school type (Liskó 2002 and 2004).

The ethnic prejudices of teachers50 and the effect of the teachers’ perceptions on 
the school performance and self-image of Roma children were investigated by 
only a few research projects. Neményi (2007) and Szalai (2008) examined the 
socialisation processes of Roma children within the school,51 and the ways in which 
children interiorise ‘difference’. 

The measures of the Ministry of Education aiming at an equal access to quality 
education were followed by studies dealing with the effects of these measures. 
Zolnay (2005, 2007 and 2008) studied the changes of local education policies in 
a number of places and argued that, due to the extremely decentralised system 
of municipal governance, it is still questionable that a governmental programme 
fostering desegregation and equality against local interests can be successful at 
all. After examining institutions and local societies, Németh and Papp Z. (2006) 
found that the integration programme is not always welcome, not even among 
teachers who do take part in such programmes. Liskó (2007) measured the effect 
of in-service teacher training that was part of the integration programme. She 
found that the programme had little success: although the teachers thought the 
training was useful, their opinion about segregation and the reasons behind poor 
school performance has changed only slightly.52 In general, they do not believe in 
integration. Kézdi and Surányi (2008) compared the school performance of children 
studying in an integrated environment with the performance of children in non-
integrated schools. They found that in integrating schools not only Roma but also 
non-Roma improve better compared to the children in the control schools. In their 

50  A study ordered by the Ombudsman revealed that one out of seven students in teacher training collages is definitely 
racist and only 39% of them have no prejudices against Roma (Report of the Ombudsman, 2001). See also the article of 
Vásárhelyi (2004).

51  1,500 8th-grade Roma and non-Roma students were asked in surveys, and additional in-depth interviews were 
made with Roma children and their parents. 

52  While before the training one out of three participating teachers had supported ethnic segregation, after the 
training one out or four shared the same opinion. Participants before as well as after the training thought that there 
were mostly individual and family reasons behind poor school performance, and the responsibility of the school was less 
important. 
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argument, this difference resulted party from the modern pedagogical methods 
used by the former ones. 

Effects of public grants and similar initiatives aiming to promote the successful 
school performance of disadvantaged and Roma children were also examined 
(Fehérvári and Liskó 2006, Messing and Molnár 2008).

5.2. Under-investigated Aspects of Education Concerning Minority Ethnic Youth

In spite of the impressive amount of research studies concerning the role of ethnicity in education, and 
specifically the mechanisms within the educational system that reproduce social inequalities, there are 
still some fields where little or no research has been carried out. 

First of all, experts agree that further studies on the effects of recent reforms aiming at 
desegregation and integration are needed. The latest national level study on segregation was carried 
out in 2004. Since then, four years have passed. Repeating this study would provide detailed knowledge 
on the real effects of the new measures at a national level. 

Although the research results of Kézdi and Surányi (2008) showed that there was a positive 
correlation between integrated education and the school performance of children involved, overall 
research that focuses on the connection between the various teaching methods (and textbooks) and the 
educational success of children is still missing.  

It is obvious that the teacher’s attitude towards the children influences children’s self-image, 
which in the case of children belonging to a stigmatised ethnic minority contributes to their low self-
esteem and poor school performance. However, there is no research, except for investigations led by 
Neményi (2007) and Szalai (2008), which aims to reveal these effects by asking children directly about 
their experiences. 

Similarly, we do not have much knowledge on the previous education of the teachers. Teacher 
training has been criticised in the past years for not being able to prepare prospective teachers to deal 
with real classroom problems, and for keeping alive old pedagogical methods that have already proved 
to be ineffective in suiting the requirements posed by the new educational paradigm. At the same time, 
no research study has asked what teacher college students learn about children of marginalised and/or 
Roma parents, and how teacher training creates new Roma stereotypes or reinforces existing ones (for 
example within the newly created college subject ‘Roma pedagogy’).

As for the drop-out phenomenon, we have no reliable and up-to-date data, and there is no 
research on Roma in secondary general schools, either. 

6. Considerations Driving the Selections for Empirical Research: Groups, Schools, 
Sites 

6.1. Selected Minority Ethnic Group

The Hungarian Country Team has chosen the Roma minority as the subject of its further research in 
the EDUMIGROM project. The Roma, making up about six to seven percent of the whole population, 
form the largest ethnic minority group in Hungary. Due to their demographical characteristics that 
are different from those of the majority population (higher lever of reproduction combined with lower 
life-expectancy), the proportion of Roma within the school-age group is as high as 15% (Kemény and 
Janky 2003). At the same time, Hungary has relatively small scale of immigration. The proportion of 
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immigrants within the entire population is less than one percent, and most of them have a Hungarian 
ethnic background. Although the Roma minority is characterised by significant internal diversity,53 the 
various Roma groups have one feature in common: they represent targets of hostility and prejudices. 
Roma are the only visible minority,54 which makes their discrimination easier for majority institutions. 
They have limited access to resources such as material ones, education, employment, healthcare, 
housing, and power, which determine their low, even marginal position in the society. Although a 
slow integration process did take place during state socialism, when the so-called ‘Gypsy issue’ was 
framed as a social problem and its culture-related aspects were ignored, this integration process was 
interrupted by the transition and since then, as many scholars argue, the gap between Roma and the 
majority has been growing. In the meantime, the issue of cultural difference of Roma has come to the 
agenda. In the past almost two decades every government has tried, or pretended trying, to deal with 
the increasingly serious problems of this marginalised minority, so far without any considerable success. 
More recently, the Ministry of Education, the only governmental body that seems to be committed to 
the integration of Roma, initiated some reforms, though their results cannot be measured yet, and it is 
still questionable that educational reforms in themselves can break the cycle of poverty – low education 
– unemployment. 

6.2. Age Group and School Type

Problems related to the education of Roma children (low school-performance, social, behavioural, and 
learning difficulties, segregation, high drop-out rates in secondary education, etc.) result obviously from 
the socio-economic status of Roma families and the prejudices Roma have to face. These problems are 
also the consequences of the educational system that keeps the inherited mechanism of selection alive, 
as well as of pedagogical practises that are not suitable for handling any kind of difference.  

We have chosen the eigth grade of the elementary school, corresponding to the 14 to 15 age 
group, as the target of our investigations. The reason for this choice is that this is the highest age where 
Roma children are still present in the school in a high percentage. This is because, in spite of the fact 
that schooling is compulsory up to the age of 18, many Roma drop out earlier, mostly during the first 
and second years of secondary education, that is, in the ninth and tenth grade. Among the eighth grade 
Roma schoolchildren, there must be some who, due to earlier failures, are older than 14-15. We plan to 
involve the eighth 8th grade population in both of our sites (irrespectively to their ethnic background).

6.3. Sites

Roma live all around the country, however, there are regions where their proportion is significantly 
higher than the average, such as the Northern, North-Eastern, and the South-Western part of Hungary. 
These regions are less developed than the rest of the country and face severe socio-economic problems. 
Within these regions, there are micro-regions – particularly in Baranya county in the South-West, and 
in Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén county in the North – that are characterised by small villages with few or no 
employment possibilities, poor infrastructure and a growing Roma population. 

The two cities (‘A’ and ‘B’) chosen by the Hungarian team are located in these aforementioned 
counties. Both are relatively far, about 200 km, from the capital. Both are middle-size towns with a 

53  There are numerous Roma subgroups in Europe, such as the Sinto, Lovara, and Kaderashe etc. In Hungary, three main 
subgroups can be distinguished: the Hungarian speaking Romungro, the Olah or Vlach (a branch of the Romani speaking 
Roma) and the Romanian-speaking Boyash. These sub-groups maintain cultural boundaries not only between themselves 
and the non-Roma, but also between one another (Csongor and Szuhay 1997). See also the Hungarian Ethnic Report.  

54  The Chinese who have migrated to Hungary recently can also be considered a visible minority. Their situation in 
the Hungarian society is different in many aspects though. For example, according to prejudice studies, Hungarians are 
more hostile towards the Roma who have been living in the country for several centuries than towards the “new-comer” 
Chinese. 
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population of 27,081 in A and 32,356 in B,55 that went through a large-scale development process during 
the 1950s and 1960s, and where conditions became critical after the transition. Today the two towns 
are characterised by high unemployment rate and growing poverty.  Both have a leading position in 
their micro-region in terms of schooling, public administration, health care provisions, etc., whereas the 
conditions in surrounding small villages are often worse. Roma is not the only minority in the two cities. 
In A, Germans, Croats and Romanians, in B Germans and Slovaks live besides Roma and the majority 
population. In both towns Roma constitute about 10-12% (according to local estimates56), but while in 
B the majority of the Roma are Romungro, most of the Roma in A belong to the Boyash sub-group. We 
suppose that this cultural difference will give a useful further aspect to our research. 

Local schooling has been reorganised in both town recently. We assume that the changes were 
driven more by financial considerations than by the local intention to follow the desegregation policy of 
the Ministry of Education. Presently, there are two central primary schools with five member-schools in 
B, and four primary schools with two additional member-schools in A. Schools within both towns have 
different status due to their location, and to the different socio-economic status and ethnic affiliation 
of the families concerned. We intend to study the local migration processes and the education strategies 
of families living just outside the towns by including some of the schools into the research that are 
located in the villages surrounding our two major sites. 

55  Data from the 2001 census. See www.ksh.hu.

56  These estimations were given by officials of the municipal governments. According to the data of the 2001 census, 
the percentage of the Roma population is 2.0% in A and 1.2% in B.
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Appendix 

Figure 1. The Hungarian Educational System

 

Source: Education in Hungary 2006. Laboda, Zoltán, Lannert, Judit and Halász, Gábor (eds.)OKI 2007



40

Figure 2. The Hungarian Educational System before 1985

Grades

-1-3. 1-2. 3-4. 5-6. 7-8. 9-10. 11. 12.

pre-schooling
primary schools

secondary general 
schools

universities or colleges
secondary vocational 

schools

vocational training 
schools

Note: education was/is compulsory until the age of 14 between 1945 and 1965, until the age of 16 between 1965 and 1996, 
and until 18 years of age at present. 

Table 3. Number of Pupils in National and Ethnic Minority Education in the School-Years  
1999-2000 and 2004-2005

School-year Minority language 
education

Bi-lingual minority 
education

Language training minority 
education

Gypsy minority 
education

1999/ 2000
1,760 5,779 47,474 40,209

2004/ 2005
732 7,285 47,061 31,503

Source: Halász and Lannert 2006
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