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Introduction

The Slovak educational system has gone through fundamental changes very recently. The new Act No. 
245/2008 Coll. on Upbringing and Education (the School Act) was passed in May 2008 and most of 
its provisions are effective from September 1, 2008. The adoption of the new Act ended a long period 
marked by the inability of policy-makers to change the basic educational legislation adopted back in 
1984. The old legislation was largely unresponsive to radically new social developments, including new 
educational approaches and tools.

The new legislation stipulates, in a complex way and relatively anew, the basic principles, 
objectives, scope, content, forms and organisation of education in schools and school facilities. It also 
defines attainable levels of education, rules of admission to and graduation from different educational 
levels and the provision of counselling and psychological services within the school system. Importantly, 
the Act changes the structure of the whole curriculum and introduces the state and the school education 
programmes. Bearing such a scope of changes, this “core” Act presupposes subsequent adoption of 
specific regulations, which would draw from the general framework already in place.

This is not to say that there were no amendments, partial reforms and modifications of the 
Communist-era education system throughout the transition period. On the contrary, the transformation 
process, which started in 1989, was marked by an enormous number of piecemeal, unsystematic, often 
inconsistent or even directly conflicting regulations at all levels of the education system. As a result, 
before the adoption of the new School Act, the educational legislation was extremely non-transparent, 
comprising dozens of laws and ordinances which were subject to change very often.

One of the main aims of the new Act was to integrate main components of the whole education 
system under one complex regulation. This aim was fulfilled even though it is disputable if the resulting 
document deals only with the basic structure or also with particularities which could have been 
regulated by legal provisions of lower rank. More importantly, the School Act was amended, but two 
other major Acts in the domain of education were left in effect: the Act on State Administration in the 
School System and School Self-Governance and the Act on the Financing of Elementary and Secondary 
Schools, and School Facilities. These three documents represent the backbone of the education system 
in Slovakia.

As the new legislative provisions are recent, it is impossible to provide a thorough implementation, 
let alone, an impact analysis of its operation. This part of the report will thus deal with three major areas 
which cut across the respective subchapters:

 Comparative overview of the relevant old and new provisions, including the relevant areas 1. 
of education which remained unchanged.
 Analysis of the old system’s functioning and malfunctioning and presumed implications of 2. 
the new regulations on this functioning and malfunctioning.
 Prospects of the adopted changes for the future development of the education system in 3. 
Slovakia.

1. Overview of the Educational System

In 2007 and 2008, the Slovak Ministry of Education adopted several conceptions of the reform which 
were all derived from the most authoritative and widely cited strategic document adopted as early as 
in 2001. The document, officially entitled National Programme for Education in Slovak Republic for the 
coming 15 to 20 years, is popularly called the Project Millennium. It provides a modern vision of the 
educational policy based on the principles of creativity and humanism and sets out basic principles 
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of the general educational reform. The document calls for broad curricular transformation, decreased 
emphasis on memorizing, and increased focus on the complex development of child’s personality 
(Millennium 2001, 5).

Among the main goals, the National Programme listed several changes of the system in order to 
increase the access to higher education also for children from the ‘socially disadvantaged environment’ 
(SDE) and to ensure higher permeability of schools for which the parental right of free choice for 
their children should be guaranteed. It also calls for the decrease of the number of children in special 
schools for mentally handicapped children by improving diagnostic testing and integration of children 
with special educational needs to standard schools. Finally, the strategic document advocated for the 
reintroduction of mandatory pre-school attendance at least in the final year before the enrolment for 
primary education. Nursery schools were urged to become an integral part of education system. The 
new School Act accounted for some of the stipulations of the National Programme as discussed below 
in more detail.

The Ministry promoted the reform by emphasizing new conditions for pupils, parents, teachers 
and schools. The changes are supposed to bring about much less memorizing and much more attractive 
classes for students, better choice for parents based on individual school profiles, more opportunities 
for the self-development of teachers, including the new system of career advancement, and better 
conditions for schools to design their educational process according to the needs and opportunities of 
their region and local communities.

The reform introduced a two-level model of educational programmes. The curriculum is created 
at the state level and at the school level. The Ministry issues state educational plans (SEPs) for each 
level and type of education. The plans contain the content of knowledge and skills (competencies) 
which pupils are supposed to acquire and develop during their study. SEPs also include the definition 
of graduate profiles, educational areas (including educational standards and teaching guidelines) and 
framework learning plans (lists of mandatory and optional subjects with the fixed minimum of class 
sessions per subject and fixed number of sessions to be developed independently by schools). The whole 
SEP serves as a unified basis for the creation of school education plans (ScEPs).

Each school is obliged to create its own ScEP which is derived from a SEP, but determines the 
part of curriculum which goes beyond the minimum regulated by the state. In June 2008 the Ministry 
approved template versions of ScEPs and the methodology of their development.

In regard to the curriculum, the adopted changes have far-reaching consequences. Before the 
reform, the education system was commonly criticised for overemphasizing memorised knowledge over 
skills development and practical usage of the gained information. After the reform, the philosophy of 
education is based on the acquisition of key competencies defined as “demonstrable abilities to combine 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, value orientations and other capabilities for solving practical problems” 
(School Act, Art 2t).

As a result, conventional subjects were dissolved into broadly conceived educational areas 
which integrate the areas of interrelated school subjects. This change should affect both elementary 
and secondary schools. However, it is impossible to assess already if the actual integration of subjects 
into broader areas has been implemented in the ongoing school year. Due to obvious time constraints, 
for the preparation of ScEPs it is more likely that schools still follow the structure of their old curricula, 
albeit under new headings.

From September 1, all nursery schools must follow the SEP. If individual nursery schools already 
adopted also their own ScEP, they are allowed to proceed in accordance with it. (ScEPs must always be 
derived and subordinated to SEPs.) Mandatory instruction according to ScEPs at all nursery schools will 
take effect from September 2009. Nursery schools have become an integral part of the school system 
(they were administered and legislated separately before). The reform has also reduced the maximum 
number of children in classes to 20-22 (depending on the age structure of children in a single class).

Even if the pre-primary education has been institutionally integrated with the rest of the school 
system, it is still not compulsory for children to attend nursery schools. The obligation to enrol each 
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child for nursery school was alleviated soon after 1989 and the number of Roma children in pre-school 
education has continually declined, presumably due to the increasing costs and decreasing network 
of nursery schools. This happened despite concerns of several educationalists who have repeatedly 
emphasized the importance of pre-school education for the successful study and regular attendance 
of children later enrolled for elementary schools. Children who attended a pre-school facility for at 
least one year before entering primary education have higher chances to master the demands of the 
first year at the elementary school (Millennium 2001, 47). Currently, enrolment for the pre-primary 
education is a subject of parental choice and acceptance of the nursery school head teacher. Decision 
on the part of parents is usually driven by the proximity and financial availability of nursery schools in 
the neighbourhood.

The reform officially established division of elementary schools into two internationally 
recognised levels of education: primary (first level: grades 0-4) and lower secondary (second level: 
grades 5-9). Elementary schools start teaching according to their ScEPs in the first and the fifth grade 
(the beginning of primary education and lower secondary education, respectively). The maximum 
number of students in a single class has been lowered to 22 in the first grade, 25 in grades 2-4, and 28 
in grades 5-9. Higher number of pupils per class can be approved only by the State School Inspection 
after submitting such a request by the school founder. No exceptions will be allowed since the school 
year 2011/2012.

The new legislation also allows individual education (home schooling) of pupils of the first level 
of the elementary school (grades 0-4). Individual education can be conducted at home if at least one 
parent fulfils the qualification criteria for this level of education or if parents hire a qualified teacher 
for their child. This type of education is also allowed for pupils who are not able to attend school due 
to health reasons. In such cases, the teacher is provided by the district school, the so-called root school. 
In general, it is not yet possible to estimate how many parents will opt for home schooling as this new 
form of education has been introduced by the legislation only since September 2008.

Secondary schools, elementary art schools and language schools (teaching foreign languages 
independently from regular education) follow their ScEPs in the first grade. If schools did not manage 
to finish and approve their ScEPs by the beginning of the academic year 2007/2008, they must do this 
in six to eight weeks after this date. Maximum number of students per class has been lowered to 30. 
Differentiated levels of complexity for school leaving examinations at the end of the study at secondary 
general and professional schools were abolished.

Pupils who do not attend either of the aforementioned grades which are subject to new 
curricular provisions follow the old curricula until the end of the given educational level (primary, lower 
secondary, secondary). When proceeding to the next level of education, pupils automatically follow the 
ScEPs of the attended school. During the academic year 2008/2009 schools are obliged to draft ScEPs 
for the remaining grades. Mandatory ScEPs for nursery schools and schools for pupils with special 
educational needs have to be adopted by September 1, 2009.

In September 2008, the National Institute of Certified Measurements of Education was 
established. Its competence is to ensure implementation of the new forms of monitoring and analysis of 
educational achievements at individual schools and to evaluate the quality of education provided. It will 
also administer external testing of pupils in order to evaluate differences between individual schools. 
Even if such testing has been conducted in some grades also before the reform (testing of nine-graders 
in the language of instruction and maths), central testing at all elementary and secondary schools has 
been established anew. Tests will be standardized and filled in during the centrally determined time in 
the whole country.

The new legislation also established the Curricular Council – a professional, initiative and 
advisory body of the Minister of Education for the key areas of education. The Council is responsible 
for developing innovations of the curriculum, for broadening the choice of education with new fields 
of study, for the reform of pedagogical approaches and instruments, and for new models of education 
assessment. 
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In August 2008, the Ministry passed another 13 ordinances which are supposed to facilitate 
the implementation of the School Act at all levels of the education system (nursery schools, elementary, 
elementary art, secondary, special and language schools, education of gifted children, etc.). Additional 
legislation is being prepared, including the Act on the Status of Pedagogical Employees, the Act on 
Professional Education, and the Act on Life-Long Education.

1.1. Institutional Structure 

Except for the establishment of the two new state bodies mentioned above, the institutional structure 
of the Slovak education system has not been significantly altered by the recently adopted School Act. 
Major changes were introduced within the existing institutional landscape. In this regard, the School 
Act summarizes the provisions of the previous regulations and delineates different levels of education 
according to the international standards and terminology:

ISCED Level of Education

0 nursery schools (pre-primary education)

1 1st  stage of elementary schools (primary education)

2
2nd stage of elementary schools,  
or grades 1-4 of eight-year secondary grammar schools (lower secondary education)

3A secondary grammar schools (complete secondary general education – higher secondary education)

3B, 3C secondary specialised schools  (secondary education)

4 postsecondary specialised schools (higher secondary vocational education)

 
   These levels of education represent the so-called regional education. The tertiary level, which 
is legislated separately, comprises all stages of higher university education (bachelor, master, doctoral, 
postdoctoral). From the institutional point of view, regional education can be provided individually 
as home schooling (up to the lower secondary education – the second stage of elementary school) or 
within the system of institutional education.

Pre-primary education is provided by nursery schools and kindergartens for children from 
the age of two to six years. Part of the pre-primary education of children in pre-school facilities is 
preparation of the child for compulsory school attendance.

Elementary education is provided by elementary schools, which are divided into two stages. 
The first stage (grades 1-4, including grade 0) provides primary education. The second stage (grades 5-9) 
provides lower secondary education. Elementary schools can comprise all nine grades or only first four 
grades.

Secondary education is divided into general and specialised (professional) type. General (higher 
secondary) education is provided by the secondary grammar schools, secondary comprehensive schools 
and academies of commerce. These schools prepare for the study at universities or for professions in 
administration, culture and other areas. The study is completed with school leaving certificate.

Secondary specialised education is a preparation for specialised professional occupations, 
including technical, economic, pedagogic, health care, social and legal, administrative, artistic and 
cultural. Students are prepared in educational fields for skilled labour and technical occupations, 
especially for occupations requiring specialised skills and certain technical and occupations of an 
operational nature. This preparation is provided at apprentice training centres without a certificate of 
apprenticeship, secondary vocational schools with a certificate of apprenticeship or at technical and 
medical schools with a school leaving certificate.

Post-secondary level of education is represented by follow-up, post-maturity education. The 
system of regional education comprises also elementary art schools and language schools, at which 
attendance is facultative and does not count to compulsory school attendance.
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Parallel to the standard education system, there is the education system for children with 
special educational needs. These children can attend either special schools for children with health 
impairments or regular schools. In the latter case, children can attend special classes for children with 
the same kind of health disability or regular classes with a possibility to be educated according to the 
regular educational plan or, if needed, according to an individual educational plan.

The system of special schools comprises special nursery schools, special elementary schools, 
special secondary schools, practical schools, vocational schools and apprentice training centres. 

Education in these schools is guided by educational programmes according to the type of 
health impairment (e.g. mental, hearing, sight, physical impairment, communication disorders, autism, 
development learning defects, etc.). The system of special schooling includes also schools for gifted 
children. Education obtained from special schools, with an important exception of schools for children 
with mental disabilities, is considered equal to regular educational attainment.

The regional education system also includes schools with different than Slovak language of 
instruction (bilingual schools, schools with Hungarian, Ukrainian, Ruthenian and German languages of 
instruction). The opportunity for the instruction in the languages of national minorities is guaranteed 
by the Constitution at pre-school facilities, elementary schools, secondary schools, special schools and 
school facilities.

1.1.1 Compulsory School Attendance

Compulsory school attendance in Slovakia lasts for 10 years and at maximum until the end of the 
school year when the pupil reaches 16 years of age. It usually starts in the beginning of the school year 
after a child reaches the age of 6 years and reached school maturity. School maturity is defined as “a 
set of psychic, physical and social capabilities which enable a child to become a pupil and successfully 
undergo the education programme of the elementary school” (School Act, Art. 2b).

Parents or legal guardians are responsible to enrol their child for elementary school at the age 
of school maturity. If they fail to do so or if they do not ensure proper fulfilment of compulsory schooling 
of the enrolled child, the head teacher informs the body of the state administration and the municipality 
in which the pupil’s guardian has his or her permanent residence. The guardian ignores proper fulfilment 
if the child does not attend more than 15 lessons of the given month without apology (Act on School 
Administration, Art. 5).

If a child has not achieved school maturity and comes from a socially disadvantaged environment, 
a head teacher decides on his/her placement into a zero grade of the elementary school or on the 
postponement of the beginning of the compulsory school attendance for the period of one year. This 
decision can be adopted after the written proposal of the legal guardian or after the recommendation 
of the nursery school previously attended by the child. The decision can also be taken following the 
recommendation of a paediatrician or a pedagogical advisory centre, but always with an informed 
consent of the legal guardian. In this case, the legal guardian has the right to decide if the child will be 
placed into the nursery school or to the zero grade. The same procedure can be followed also during the 
first year of elementary school if a child shows insufficient physical or mental maturity.

Zero grade of elementary school is intended for children who as per September 1 reached the 
age of six years, do not reach school maturity, come from socially disadvantaged environment and given 
their social and language environment, it is assumed they will not cope with the first year of schooling 
within one year (Art. 19, 6). Therefore, the curriculum of the zero grade comprises a part of the first 
grade curriculum taught in a slower pace. In fact, in schools where zero grades are established, regular 
first grade curriculum is divided into two years – the zero grade and the first grade. After completing 
the zero grade, pupils may either continue their first grade within the same class or be dispersed among 
other regular classes. The decision depends on the number of classes at the given school and is in the 
sole discretion of the head teacher.

Given the composition of zero grades which are attended almost exclusively by Roma pupils, 
this decision may both track Roma children into a de facto segregated schooling or, on the contrary, 
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provide opportunities for their integration into mixed regular classes. There are no specific regulations 
in effect which would explicitly ban the grouping of Roma students proceeding from zero grades to 
separate classes in the first grade.

Importantly, enrolment for the zero grade counts to the 10-year compulsory school attendance. 
Even if the opening of the zero grade is optional, once it exists in a school and once a child gets enrolled, 
his or her attendance becomes mandatory. Due to this fact, zero grades may be effective tools of 
enforcing school attendance of children who would not otherwise attend nursery school. 

However, there is also an important shortcoming to the counting of zero grades to the 
compulsory education. If a pupil repeats at least one grade later during his/her study and s/he had been 
enrolled for the zero grade in the past, his or her 10-year compulsory school attendance is completed 
earlier than in the last grade of elementary school.

Typical age for entering the primary education system is at the age of six years. Most children start 
their compulsory school attendance after being enrolled for the nursery school for at least one year (the so-
called preparatory grade). After mastering the primary level (grade 4 of the elementary school) children either 
automatically proceed to the lower secondary level (grades 5-9 of the elementary school) or apply for the 
eight-year secondary grammar school. In the latter case, they attend the school for the next eight years and 
complete the lower secondary education (after four years) and complete secondary general (after eight years) 
with the school leaving certificate which is a precondition for applying to the higher education institutions.

Parents of the students who wish their child to transfer to the eight-year secondary grammar 
school submit an official application for admission exams designed by the school. For each pupil two 
applications can be submitted. However, as the examination is conducted on the same day in the whole 
country, this option is meaningful only to those pupils who opt also for a school conducting the so-
called talent exams (mostly applied by fine arts or sports schools) prior to the nationwide examination 
period for eight-year secondary schools. Admission of the student after passing the exams is at the 
discretion of the receiving school, hence its head teacher. The head teacher of the school from which a 
pupil transfers has no rights to retain such a pupil. In general, eight-year secondary grammar schools 
are viewed as more prestigious than regular elementary schools.

The first tracking of pupils thus occurs already at the age of 10 when many of them apply for 
the eight-year secondary grammar school. This practise has become a serious problem for a number of 
schools as it is usually the most talented pupils who transfer in large proportions each year. 

Even if there is no representative survey available, it may be plausibly assumed that pupils 
from the socially disadvantaged environment are the least likely applicants for transfer and the vast 
majority of them remains at elementary schools. In response to this, the new legislation stipulates the 
reduction of the proportion of students transferring at this stage of compulsory schooling to 5% of the 
respective age group by the school year 2011/2012. It is, however, not yet known how this regulation 
will be applied in practise and how efficient it will be in restricting transfers.

Those children who continue compulsory school attendance in the second level of their 
elementary school (grades 5-9, lower secondary education) without repeating a single grade still need 
to get enrolled at a certain secondary school in order to fulfil the 10-year compulsory schooling.

1.1.2. School Districts

Districting of elementary schools does not apply to private and church schools, only to public schools. 
Municipalities determine a school district of the public elementary school which may constitute the 
whole territory of the municipality or its part. If the municipality is the founder of several public 
elementary schools, it determines the school districts for each of them. The pupil fulfils the compulsory 
school attendance at the elementary school of the district where his or her permanent residence is 
located unless the pupil’s guardian decides otherwise. The pupil can fulfil the school attendance outside 
the district of his permanent residence only with the agreement of the head teacher of the chosen 
elementary school. (Act on School Administration, Art. 8) There are no specific rules regulating head 
teacher’s decision on the acceptance or rejection of a pupil.
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1.2. Ownership and Authority

Except for the system of public schools, education and training can also be provided at church and 
private schools. These may be established by churches or religious communities officially recognised 
by the state, and by other legal entities or natural persons. Education obtained at these schools is 
equivalent to the education provided at other schools and tuition can be charged. The objective of 
church and private schools is to provide, in addition to standard education, also alternative contents, 
methods and formats of education.

The main authority in the field of education is the Ministry of the Education of the Slovak 
Republic. The Ministry issues binding regulations on the pedagogical, scientific, managerial and financial 
aspects of the education system and establishes specialised state bodies to implement and control its 
legal provisions. It also regulates the network of schools authorized to carry out education and training. 
The Ministry decides on the inclusion, exclusion and merger of schools within the network. It also 
provides financial resources, prepares breakdowns of the state funding and distributes it to the school 
founders through the network of regional state school authorities.

The ongoing process of the devolution of state power in Slovakia has also affected the domain 
of education. Functional and fiscal decentralization of the state administration and the transfer of 
important competencies to self-governing institutions were coupled with the rationalization of 
bureaucracy. In 2003, the district offices of state administration were closed, including their departments 
of education. Their powers were transferred to higher-level state institutions (regional state authorities 
in education) and to self-governing bodies (municipalities, regional governments). The most important 
Act No. 596/2003 Coll. on State Administration in the School System and School Self-Government 
regulates the relations and powers between these educational bodies.

State administration in education is currently performed by head teachers, municipalities, self-
governing regions, regional school authorities, the State School Inspection, the Ministry of Education 
and other state bodies. The state administration is regionally managed by Regional School Offices. Their 
directors are appointed by the Government on the proposal of the Minister of Education. The Regional 
School Offices establish and dissolve certain types of schools and other educational institutions (special 
schools, re-education facilities, pedagogical-psychological advisory centres, and schools with non-
Slovak language of instruction). The Offices are also responsible for the allocation of state funds to all 
schools within its administrative territory and for the financial audits of the funded schools.

1.2.1 School Self-governance

School self-governance is performed by school boards, municipal and regional boards and pupils’ school 
boards. The responsibility for pre-school facilities and elementary schools was generally devolved to 
municipalities. Secondary schools and special schools at all levels are under the authority of self-
governing regions.

Municipalities establish and dissolve elementary schools and nursery schools within the 
network approved by the Ministry. They also create conditions for the provision of education of children 
with special educational needs in schools founded by these bodies. If the municipality does not establish 
elementary school, the school in another municipality within the common school district is obliged to 
cover the travel expenses to the pupil’s guardian from the state budget resources.

The self-governing regions establish and dissolve secondary specialised schools of all types 
(specialised schools, vocational schools, apprentice training centres). The regional school authority 
establishes and dissolves nursery schools (regular and special), elementary schools (regular and special) 
and special secondary schools if the municipality does not provide pre-school education or if it does 
not provide opportunities for compulsory schooling. The regional school authority also distributes state 
funding to schools and controls the efficiency of its use.

Each school is directed by the head teacher who is appointed by the school founder based on 
the proposal of the school board. School boards are initiative and advisory self-governing bodies which 



10

express and promote public interests and interests of pupils, parents and teachers. The boards fulfil 
the function of public control; they review the overall school development and educational activities. 
School board also selects the head teacher and proposes his appointment to the founder. Analogical to 
the self-governing functions of school boards towards individual schools, there are municipal school 
boards towards municipal offices (being school founders if the student body of all public schools within 
municipal territory exceeds 1,000 pupils) and regional school boards towards regional school offices 
(being founders of most secondary schools and all levels of special schools).

The school board is composed of five to eleven members: elected representatives of school 
teachers and other school employees, elected representatives of parents, appointed representatives 
of the founder and of any other organisations involved in the education process of the given school. 
Opinions of school boards are binding for the school founders.

Student school board or council is a self-governing body of secondary school students. It has 
five to eleven1 elected members. The board gives opinions to the educational measures and proposals, 
co-creates the school code, and represents interests of students before the school management and the 
head teacher. It also delegates one of its members to the school board.

Head teachers are appointed for five-year terms. They must fulfil three basic criteria to be 
appointed: 1) possess the educational background required for the given level of education and type 
of school; 2) have completed at least five years of pedagogical practise; and 3) pass the qualification 
examination. The call for the position of the head teacher is announced by the founder. However, the 
actual selection committee is the self-governing body – the school board.

Each candidate must submit the envisioned conception of the school development. The 
appointed head teacher is responsible for the educational, administrative and financial management of 
the school. In addition to various other functions, head teacher also enrols new students and hires the 
teaching staff.

1.2.2. Teaching Personnel

During the transition period, pedagogical professions in Slovakia have lost much of their previous 
symbolic prestige and the relatively decent remuneration for teaching has steadily decreased. This 
phenomenon can be explained by a set of intertwining factors such as liberalization of the job market 
followed by the emergence of various non-state job positions in the sphere of education, opening of the 
whole segment of informal education, and increased demand for education-like jobs in the commercial 
sphere. Due to the chronic lack of financial resources in formal education, most of highly qualified 
teachers sought employment outside the state school system. At the same time, it is plausible to assume 
that many graduates of pedagogical faculties give up educational careers and search for better paid jobs 
outside the school system.

Teaching staff in Slovakia has been characterized by gender imbalance and lowering qualification 
rates. These features have been mostly prominent in the least developed regions and districts of Slovakia, 
in which school personnel rarely includes male teachers and the proportion of unqualified staff often 
reaches 50%.
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Table 1: Teacher Qualification by Type of School

Teachers

with qualification without qualification

Total % Total %

Nursery schools 10,650 97.6 257 2.4

Elementary schools 36,489 85.7 6,089 14.3

All grades 33,799 86.3 5,385 13.7

First level only (grades 0-4) 2,687 79.4 696 20.6

Second level only (grades 5-9) 3 27.3 8 72.7

Secondary grammar schools 7,062 90.5 739 9.5

Secondary specialised schools 10,896 82.5 2,316 17.5

Secondary vocational schools and apprentice training centres 3,750 82.2 810 17.8

Special elementary schools 60 90.9 6 9.1

Special nursery schools 458 72.1 177 27.9

Special elementary for children with mental disabilities 1,555 57.3 1,157 42.7

Special secondary schools 303 56.7 231 43.3

Total 74,913 85.6 12,588 14.4

Source: Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education 

As shown in Table 1, 14% of teachers at all grades of elementary schools lack required 
qualification. Even if the situation appears to be much worse in those elementary schools which offer 
only second level grades (5-9, lower secondary education), unqualified teaching personnel is rather 
negligible in absolute numbers. More striking are proportions of unqualified teachers at secondary 
specialised, vocational and apprentice schools (17.5% and 17.8% respectively), which educate most of 
those Roma/SDE students who continue with education also beyond the elementary schooling.

Absolutely unsatisfactory is the qualification level at special elementary schools for children 
with mental disabilities where the ratio of unqualified teaching personnel amounts to striking 42.7%. 
Even if instruction at special schools requires special training in addition to regular pedagogical one, 
this criterion is not met by almost a half of all teachers. Special requirements for this type of education 
include university degree in pedagogy for the given level of education complemented with university 
training in special pedagogy (Ordinance 41/1996).

Some subjects at elementary schools (especially on the primary level) have been chronically 
instructed by unqualified teachers, especially foreign languages (most prominently English), civic 
education, history, and informatics or computer science. The average age of teachers and other 
pedagogical staff in Slovakia ranges from 42 to 45 years whereas the highest proportion of retired 
personnel works at elementary schools, especially at the primary level (grades 0-4), and at special 
elementary schools.
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1.2.3. In-service Training and Quality Control

Further education of the teaching personnel is provided by the network of methodical-pedagogical 
centres (MPCs) located in Bratislava, Trencín, Banská Bystrica and Prešov. At the MPC Prešov, a specialised 
Roma Education Centre (ROCEPO) has been established. Recently, the MPCs have been administratively 
centralized under the Methodical-Pedagogical Centre in Bratislava.

Other state institutions include the State Pedagogical Institute (developing, reviewing and 
distributing textbooks and school materials, developing the state educational programme and template 
school educational programmes for all levels and types of schools), the Institute of Information and 
Prognosis in Education (research and analysis of the education system), the Institute of Child Psychology 
and Pato-Psychology (research, analysis and development of tools for pupils with special educational 
needs) and the newly established institutions – the Curricular Council and the National Institute of 
Certified Measurements of Education.

The State School Inspection is an independent body of the state administration, which inspects 
the level of educational management, the quality of education, and material-technical conditions 
of schools. It can apply various measures depending on the gravity of the discovered shortcomings: 
recommendation, notice, imposition of binding regulations, annulling of the decisions, and imposition 
of sanctions. Within its scope of powers, the Inspection also receives complaints and appeals from other 
institutions and individuals The Inspection is headed by the Chief School Inspector, who is appointed by 
the Minister of Education for five years.

1.3. Financing

In 2003, the Slovak Government introduced a fundamental change in the financing of elementary and 
secondary schools. It replaced the old system based on ad hoc negotiations and incremental change with 
per capita based financing. The new system of the so-called normative limits stipulates annual funding 
per child and takes into account the location and size of schools, number of schools in a municipality, 
attendance of individually integrated pupils, appointment of teacher’s assistants, establishment of zero 
grades, and other specific conditions.

The Act No. 597/2003 Coll. on Financing Elementary Schools, Secondary Schools and School 
Facilities regulates state funding of private schools and church schools from the State budget in the 
same way as of the public schools. The crucial difference stems from the fact that within the non-public 
schools, education and other services may be provided for a charge. The constitutional right to free 
education is guaranteed only in public schools.

In the budget chapter of the Ministry of Education, funds are allocated for the process of 
education and training, solution of hazardous situations, capital costs (only for public schools) for the 
reconstruction of school buildings and contributions to special interest education of each pupil. These 
funds are provided to the founders of schools (municipalities, regional self-governments, church and 
private founders) through the regional school authority and are subsequently distributed to schools and 
school facilities.

The Ministry regulates the breakdown of funds for a calendar year from the normatively fixed 
volumes of funds for individual schools falling under founders’ competence. The contribution is fixed 
by the number of pupils and the volume of the funds per pupil – the normative limit – which is a 
sum of wage and operational normative limit. In cases of objectively grounded repeated costs, which 
due to their specific nature are not considered in the limit, the Ministry allocates additional funds 
to finance these specificities at the request of the founder. The funds for specificities are purpose-
linked and include costs for pupils’ transport, costs for wages and insurance allowances of the teachers’ 
assistants, contributions for founders for education of pupils from socially disadvantaged environment 
and contributions for founders for partial coverage of objective disadvantages.

The financing of special schools is set out in the separate regulation and these are allocated 
higher amount of finances per child in comparison to regular schools. This rule also applies to special 
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classes in regular schools and individually integrated children with special needs in regular schools. In 
addition, it stipulates some special provisions for the determination of the normative limit for pupils 
who are instructed in other than Slovak language (108% of the standard normative limit) and who are 
taught bilingually (125%).

Importantly, the limit for a pupil of a zero grade is 170% of the normative limit for a pupil in 
other grades of the elementary school. The limit for a pupil with special educational needs who does 
not attend special school (‘integrated pupil’) is 250% of the normative limit for a pupil without special 
educational needs. The normative limit for integrated child attending nursery school is 250% of the 
normative limit for a child without health disorder. Normative limit for the pupil accommodated in a 
special boarding school is 500% of the regular normative limit.

2. Schooling of Minority Ethnic Youth

In Subchapter 1.1 (Institutional Structure), a general overview of the Slovak educational system was 
provided. It described standard procedures which all children follow in order to comply with the 
obligation of compulsory school attendance. The description of these general patterns already revealed 
several stages of the standard educational path where differentiation and tracking of various students 
may already occur. These include: 

enrolment for the nursery school and the resulting (un-)preparedness of pupils at the time •	
of their entry into primary education; 
enrolment for zero grades due to the detected school immaturity and subsequent continuation •	
of study in the same class or dispersion of zero grade pupils into different classes of the 
given elementary school; 
differentiation and re-clustering of the student body according to the foreign language •	
preference if it starts already at the primary level; and
re-clustering of classes in the beginning of the lower secondary education due to the •	
transfer of accepted pupils to eight-year secondary grammar schools. 

All of these processes are structurally embedded into the education system and directly or 
indirectly affect the schooling of all children, including pupils from minority backgrounds.

Furthermore, the operation of individual schools in the described system is also influenced 
by the diversity of the school network itself. Schooling is free-of-charge only at public elementary 
schools in Slovakia, so the form of ownership (public, private or church) does matter. The same applies 
to the actual founding of each school as its establishment by the state authorities, self-governing 
bodies or private and natural persons may also indirectly affect the operation of each school and the 
opportunities and challenges it provides to its student body and teaching personnel. The normative 
scheme of school financing produces differences in the scope and amount of funding for individual 
schools as it accounts for several external factors (such as geographical location or the size of the 
school) but, more importantly, also for the internal composition of the student body and teaching staff 
(presence or absence of individually integrated pupils or classes, presence or absence of pupils from 
SDE, presence or absence of zero grades and teacher’s assistants, instruction in the official language 
or minority language or both, existence of the school dormitory, etc.). These features of the general 
framework further support and reinforce the possibility of divergent educational paths for different 
pupils within a single educational system.

It is possible to assume that standard educational path of pupils described in Subchapter 
1.1.1 (Compulsory School Attendance) applies differently to children from affluent and poor families, to 
children residing and attending schools in the countryside and in urban areas, to children whose families 
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are integrated into the society and those who come from socially deprived or excluded settings. These 
structural phenomena may become ethnicised if any of them applies disproportionately to some ethno-
cultural group. It is plausible to presuppose that segregated Roma communities may be one of the most 
affected communities and it is very likely that these conditions significantly affect also educational 
prospects of ethnic minority youth.

In fact, several scholarly accounts point to the disadvantaged position of most Roma pupils at 
various stages of the educational system. Specific conditions of Roma children, especially those coming 
from marginalized communities, include: 

larger proportion of the postponed beginning of compulsory school attendance; •	
significantly lower enrolment rates in nursery schools; •	
higher and ascending number of repeated grades; •	
higher and earlier school dropouts and the resulting incompletion of elementary schooling •	
(lower secondary education) despite the fulfilment of compulsory school attendance; 
generally lower enrolment for the secondary level; •	
disproportionately higher enrolment for apprentice and vocational training (secondary •	
specialised schooling without certificate); 
miniscule enrolment for secondary general and higher education; •	
chronically disproportionate enrolment at special schools for mentally handicapped children; •	
and
generally lower school performance at regular (non-special) schools. •	

In addition, many Roma pupils attend segregated schools or segregated classes within mixed 
schools. All of these phenomena will be analysed in more detail in the following subchapters and 
Chapter 3.

2.1. School Attendance

The total student body at all levels of the Slovak educational system copies the overall demographic 
trends of the population and has been steadily decreasing for the last two decades. Table 2 illustrates 
the decrease of the population groups up to 18 years of age.

Table 2: Retrospective Development of Population Groups by Age

Year 3- to 5- 
year-olds

Index 
89

6-
year-olds

Index 
89

6- to 14-
year-olds

Index 
89

15- to 18-
year-olds

Index 
89

1989 261,613 1.00 89,545 1.00 840,987 1.00 347,027 1.00

1990 255,405 0.98 88,518 0.99 835,294 0.99 370,100 1.07

1991 246,121 0.94 87,478 0.98 822,922 0.98 370,970 1.07

1992 239,311 0.91 84,191 0.94 811,279 0.96 377,646 1.09

1993 235,382 0.90 81,337 0.91 797,058 0.95 380,316 1.10

1994 232,215 0.89 80,720 0.90 781,870 0.93 382,843 1.10

1995 228,398 0.87 77,496 0.87 767,895 0.91 379,044 1.09

1996 223,575 0.85 77,329 0.86 755,327 0.90 373,430 1.08

1997 211,742 0.81 77,413 0.86 760,168 0.90 366.960 1.06

1998 198,759 0.76 73,636 0.82 766,664 0.91 359,750 1.04

1999 185,730 0.71 72,488 0.81 712,175 0.85 356,396 1.03

2000 178,717 0.68 65,552 0.73 690,166 0.82 353,999 1.02
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Year 3- to 5- 
year-olds

Index 
89

6-
year-olds

Index 
89

6- to 14-
year-olds

Index 
89

15- to 18-
year-olds

Index 
89

2001 174,198 0.67 61,038 0.68 672,355 0.80 352,699 1.02

2002 169,888 0.65 59,961 0.67 649,860 0.77 345,741 1.00

2003 165,959 0.63 57,863 0.65 625,850 0.74 338,922 0.98

2004 160,359 0.61 56,400 0.63 603,292 0.72 329,314 0.95

2005 155,230 0.59 55,644 0.62 580,229 0.69 322,130 0.93

2006 152,669 0.58 53,939 0.60 556,847 0.66 317,086 0.91

Difference 
89

-108,944 -0.42 -35,606 -0.40 -284,140 -0.34 -29,941 -0.09

Source: Statistical Office 

The resulting decrease in enrolment rates is obvious at all levels of the education system. Table 
3 shows the decreasing enrolment at all grades of elementary schools. Since 1989 there was an average 
decrease by more than 2.000 students enrolled for the first grade of elementary schools. By 2006, the 
decrease represented 40% of the total student body in comparison to the year 1989. Higher decrease in 
the fifth grade is caused by the parallel transfer of many pupils to 8-year secondary grammar schools.

Table 3: Elementary School Students by Grades, 1989-2006

Year
Grade

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1989 90,964 87,568 87,558 91,093 94,195 93,450 91,947 87,473 , 724,919

1990 91,577 87,559 86,537 87,199 91,345 93,185 92,128 88,853 1,943 721,687

1991 91,157 88,195 87,249 86,626 88,199 90,203 92,310 89,594 2,883 716,416

1992 88,684 87,331 87,553 87,036 86,535 86,680 88,935 89,490 1,875 704,119

1993 86,588 85,173 86,531 87,302 85,873 85,266 85,479 86,490 1,487 690,189

1994 84,806 82,845 84,305 86,335 85,017 84,590 83,933 82,783 1,199 675,813

1995 82,601 80,838 82,045 84,075 82,834 83,619 82,974 81,305 791 661,082

1996 80,262 78,619 79,964 81,715 80,076 81,153 82,005 80,396 712 644,902

1997 81,092 76,196 77,980 79,785 77,599 78,600 79,881 79,564 15,244 645,941

1998 76,870 77,085 75,575 77,733 74,866 76,071 77,045 77,546 35,086 647,877

1999 75,240 72,968 76,409 75,346 72,726 73,526 75,040 75,607 74,844 671,706

2000 70,777 71,406 72,203 76,267 70,773 71,472 72,243 73,252 72,573 650,966

2001 64,302 67,644 70,524 72,214 71,818 69,422 70,050 70,547 70,124 626,645

2002 61,658 61,220 66,679 70,465 67,661 70,469 68,247 68,443 67,518 602,360

2003 59,661 58,394 60,542 66,434 66,371 66,321 69,237 66,582 65,469 579,011

2004 58,035 56,408 57,759 60,326 61,821 65,051 64,943 67,599 63,393 555,335

2005 56,939 55,111 55,526 57,429 55,265 60,592 63,853 63,293 64,180 532,188

2006 55,912 53,878 54,332 55,339 52,770 54,055 59,357 62,283 60,204 508,130

Index 89 0.61 0.62 0.62 0.61 0.56 0.58 0.65 0.71 . 0.70

Difference 
89

-35,052 -33,690 -33,226 -35,754 -41,425 -39,395 -32,590 -25,190 .
-216,789

Source: Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education
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The presented data on the decreasing sizes of school population are not disentangled by 
ethnicity. However, other demographic estimates which focus specifically on Roma population indicate 
that the overall decrease of the total student body in Slovakia is complemented by the increase of Roma 
school-age population. In effect then, the relative proportions of school-age youth broke down the ratio 
between Roma and non-Roma youth by ethnicity shift.

Forecasts conducted by the Centre for Demographic Research expect the number of Roma in 
Slovakia to increase, albeit at a gradually decreasing rate. The number of the Roma in Slovakia in 2025 is 
expected to reach 520,000, which represents an increase of about 140,000 persons (37%) in comparison 
to current figures. At the same time, the growth of Roma population is expected to cease only after 
2035. At this time, the share of the Roma in overall population should be about 11%. (Vaňo 2002, 9).

Significant differences between the Roma and other ethnic populations can be found especially 
in the age structure which is attributed to different reproduction patterns (high fertility, high mortality). 
The Roma population is much younger than the majority and children are strongly represented among 
the Roma (currently exceeding 30% between the age of 0-14 in contrast to 18% for the society at large). 
The proportion of children in population decreases while that of Roma children increases. According to 
Vano, at the end of 2002 there were 732,000 children of school age out of which 99,400 (13.6%) were 
the Roma children. (Vano 2004, 30)

In 2002, there were approximately 130,000 Roma children in the age 0-14 whereas the 
youngest Roma population lived in segregated settlements. In other words, the ratio of children to 
the whole settlement population was 40% whereas in the semi-integrated population it was 33% and 
among the integrated Roma it was at the level of country average. In absolute figures, approximately 
50,000 of the school-age children lived in the segregated settlements; 65.000 were partly integrated 
and 15,000 were integrated in 2002 (Ibid.,  28)

Overall, the ratio of children up to 15 years of age is expected to decrease in Slovakia from 
18% in 2002 to 14.2% in 2025 (a decrease of 100,000 children). At the same time, the size of the Roma 
children population will increase to 120-130,000. Therefore, the ratio of Roma children to the whole 
children population will increase from the current 14% to 17% in 2025, despite the gradual decrease of 
Roma children population and due to the faster decrease of non-Roma children population in absolute 
numbers. (Ibid., 29)

Changing proportions of school-age children from majority and minority backgrounds crucially 
affect the whole educational system. It is not just ethnic composition of individual schools, but in some 
regions also of the whole types and levels of schooling (especially secondary specialised schools and 
apprentice training centres). Given poor social conditions of many Roma pupils and the resulting special 
educational needs for larger proportions of the student body affect also the distribution of purpose-
based funds among schools (costs of teacher’s assistants, contributions for pupils from SDE, etc.). Close-
downs and mergers of elementary schools caused by overall population decrease cause the modification 
of school districts which may both reinforce or mitigate existing school segregation between pupils 
of Roma and non-Roma origin. Analysis of these general trends suffers from the non-availability or 
inadequacy of ethnic data in education.

Table 4 shows the enrolment data for the ongoing school year 2007/2008 by levels of education 
and types of schools. 
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Table 4: Enrolled Pupils by Type of School, School Year 2007/2008

Public Private Church Total

Pupils

Total % Total % Total % Total %

Nursery schools 135,254 14.17 2.052 0.21 2.068 0.22 139,374 14.60

Elementary schools 458,770 48.06 2.791 0.29 23.457 2.46 485,018 50.81

Secondary grammar schools 80,486 8.43 3.771 0.40 15.658 1.64 99,915 10.47

Secondary specialised schools 60,964 6.39 5.668 0.59 1.688 0.18 68,320 7.16

Combined secondary schools 72,208 7.56 2.903 0.30 682 0.07 75,793 7.94

Secondary vocational schools and 
apprentice training centres

45,035 4.72 5.815 0.61 1.032 0.11 51,882 5.43

Special schools total 33,527 3.51 302 0.03 522 0.05 34,351 3.60

special nursery schools 794 0.08 37 0.00 22 0,00 853 0,09

special elementary schools 27.348 2.86 255 0.03 457 0,05 28,060 2.94

special secondary grammar 
schools

60 0.01 0 0.00 0 0,00 60 0.01

special specialised schools 192 0.02 0 0.00 0 0,00 192 0.02

special vocational schools 697 0.07 0 0.00 15 0,00 712 0.07

special apprentice schools 3.908 0.41 0 0.00 0 0,00 3,908 0.41

practical schools 528 0.06 10 0.00 28 0,00 566 0.06

Total 886,244 92.83 23,302 2.44 45,107 4.72 954,653 100.00

Modified from the Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education

Data from the Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education do provide breakdowns by 
ethnicity at all levels and types of schools. However, as these statistics are based on self-declaration, 
they produce highly distorted picture of the ethnic composition of different school types and levels. For 
instance, in the school year 2007/2008, a total number of pupils studying at all public elementary schools 
in Slovakia was 45,505. Only 1907 of them declared Roma origin. Out of 45,035 students at vocational 
schools only 15 were officially registered as the Roma. And out of 80,456 students studying at public 
secondary grammar schools only four (!) were the Roma (Statistical Yearbook of Education 2008).

Alternative data to official statistics based on self-declaration are provided by various surveys 
which are based on external attribution of pupils’ ethnic origin, and are usually done by teachers. In 
2003, State School Inspection (SSI) surveyed 548 teachers from 97 regular and special elementary 
schools. The results show that almost half of all students taught by selected teachers at elementary 
schools are of Roma origin and in case of special schools, the proportion increased to 84%. Despite 
or because of high subjectivity, the survey uncovers other interesting teachers’ perceptions of ethnic 
relations at schools. Half of teachers think that prejudice, discrimination or racial hatred against the 
Roma pupils never appear in their classes and almost all of them consider ethnic relations between the 
Roma and non-Roma students as normal or very good (Dluhošová 2004, 48-9). These results are very 
likely biased by teachers’ effort to be seen in a positive light and will be tested in the empirical phase 
of our project.

The largest surveys were carried out in 2001 and 2005 by the Roma Education Centre (ROCEPO) 
established at the Methodical-Pedagogical Centre (MPC) Prešov. The main aim of the first survey was 
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to map out conditions of the Roma pupils in the Slovak education system. Problematic methodology 
of external attribution of ethnic origin was changed in the second survey conducted in 2005. Ethnic 
categorisation was replaced by the category of the pupils from socially disadvantaged environment 
(SDE). Five indicators were defined for this category whereas the combination of at least three of them 
indicates the SDE status. The indicators include:

at least one of the parents is a recipient of material-need benefit;1. 
at least one of the parents is unemployed;2. 
at least one of the parents has completed elementary school;3. 
lower housing and sanitary conditions (pupil has no place for studying, no own bed, there 4. 
is no electricity in the household, etc.);
language of instruction at school is different from the language pupil speaks at home.5. 

The second survey covers almost half of the total amount of students (42.72%) at Slovak 
elementary schools for school year 2004/2005. It shows that 15.5% of all children at elementary schools 
in Slovakia fall into SDE category. In regions, where the most of segregated Roma settlements are 
located (Prešov, Košice, Banská Bystrica), students from SDE comprise one fifth up to one fourth of the 
total amount of students at elementary schools The highest percentage is present at the first level of 
elementary schools in Košice region (32%). Almost three-quarters (73.5%) of all children from SDE are 
concentrated in the eastern part of Slovakia (Prešov and Košice region). Results of this survey represent 
the most relevant ones, even though we cannot prove that all children from SDE are of Roma origin. 
However, because of high positive correlation between concentration of children from SDE and the 
Roma population in specific regions and localities, it is considered that most of these children are of 
Roma origin. Data from the 2005 survey are presented in the Table 5.

Table 5: Pupils from Socially Disadvantaged Environment (SDE) in Elementary Schools by Regions

Elementary school                       
(first level: grades 0-4)

Elementary school                       
(second level: grades 5-9)

Elementary school                            
(all grades)

Total SDE % Total SDE % Total SDE %

Banská Bystrica 10,415 2,538 24.37 13,300 1,994 14.99 23,715 4,532 19.11

Bratislava 2,837 77 2.71 3,402 62 1.82 6,239 139 2.23

Košice 26,166 8,432 32.23 32,861 6,251 19.02 59,027 14,683 24.88

Nitra 11,913 1,325 11.12 16,775 1,220 7.27 28,688 2,545 8.87

Prešov 28,079 7,351 26.18 36,285 4,994 13.76 64,364 12,345 19.18

Trenčín 6,901 193 2.8 10,778 286 2.65 17,679 479 2.71

Trnava 6,834 574 8.4 10,186 639 6.27 17,020 1,213 7.13

Žilina 8,548 436 5.1 11,949 384 3.21 20,497 820 4

All Slovakia 101,693 20,926 20.58 135,536 15,830 11.68 237,229 36,756 15.49

Source: MPC Prešov 2006
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2.2. Regulations

Schooling of minority ethnic youth is guaranteed by the Slovak Constitution within a special section on 
the rights of national minorities and ethnic groups. The Article 34 stipulates: 

“Citizens belonging to national minorities or ethnic groups shall be guaranteed their 
universal development, particularly the rights to promote their culture together 
with other members of a minority or group, to disseminate and receive information 
in their mother tongues, to associate in national minority associations, to establish 
and maintain educational and cultural institutions” (Constitution, Art. 34, 1).

In particular, members of national minorities are guaranteed:

the right to be educated in their language;•	
the right to use their language in official communication; and•	
the right to participate in the decision making in matters affecting the national minorities •	
and ethnic groups. (Art. 34, 2)

These constitutional provisions are further backed by a variety of international human rights 
documents adopted especially by the Council of Europe and ratified by the Slovak Republic. The most 
important international legal instruments include the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities and the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.

Minority-language schooling has been in place even before 1989, although in a limited scope 
and only for selected minority groups. The old School Act No. 29/1984 Coll., which was replaced by the 
new law only in May 2008 stipulated: 

“Upbringing and education are conducted in the state language. Citizens of 
Czech, Hungarian, German, Polish and Ukrainian (Ruthenian) national origin are 
guaranteed the right to education in their language in the scope appropriate for 
the interest of their national development” (Art 3, 1)

This stipulation offered relatively vague notion of ‘appropriate scope’, which presupposed state 
interference into any effort that would be considered inappropriate and invited for rather constrained 
interpretations of the implementation of this right into practise. More importantly, the right was not 
guaranteed to the Roma population as it was not recognised as a national minority during the Communist 
period. Even if the Roma were eventually recognised in 1991, none of the dozens of amendments to the old 
School Act broadened the list of minorities entitled to minority language education with the Roma minority.

The 2008 School Act is structured differently and it invalidated all provisions of the old 
legislation, including the Article on minority language schooling for the listed national minorities. 
Instead, its Article 12 stipulates that the language of instruction is the state language while pupils 
belonging to national minorities and ethnic groups are guaranteed, except for the right to acquire the 
state language, also the right to upbringing and education in their language. Schools with other than 
state language of instruction are obliged to provide mandatory subject Slovak language and literature 
in the scope necessary for its acquisition. The right to minority language schooling can be exercised 
in schools and classes fully instructed in the minority language or in schools and classes where the 
language of national minority is one of the subjects and the remaining subjects are taught in the 
state language. In these classes some other subjects may also be instructed in the minority language, 
e.g. music, fine arts and physical education. Finally, a general rule is applied for the instruction of any 
subject – language of instruction for a given subject is also the language of examination. It is not yet 
possible to assess the impact of the new stipulation on the actual implementation of minority languages 
at schools.

In general, even if minority rights are clearly stipulated in the Constitution, their actual 
application and implementation is regulated by separate legislation. And as various constitutional 
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provisions are a matter of interpretation, legislative provisions of lower rank are the subjects of contested 
debates and political struggles, e.g. on the scope of minority language instruction or the ministerial 
approval or recommendation of textbooks for minority language schooling.

Apart from the provisions regulating national minority schooling, other provisions for the 
analysis of conditions of the Roma pupils in the education system are equally important. In precise, 
regulation of schooling for pupils from SDE may be regarded, due to the high overlap of the population 
from SDE and the Roma population, as even more important than constitutionally granted minority 
schooling. The 2008 School Act operates with the term ‘child and student from SDE’, although the 
definition is rather vague. Students from SDE represent one of the three main categories of students 
with special educational needs. Article 107 allows schools to teach according to special or individual 
educational programmes or to use specific methods and forms of education. The Ministry of Education 
can provide subsidies for improving the quality of education for students from SDE. Subsidies are given 
for school meals, school aids, transport, and the so-called ‘motivation’ subsidy for those students from 
SDE who perform well at school.

In fact, the subsidies provided to children from SDE were introduced even before the adoption 
of the new School Act which only integrated them into a single legislation. In 2004, the Ministry of 
Labour, Social Affairs and Family introduced several measures aimed at providing social support to 
low-income families with school-age children which sought to alleviate family costs for education of 
children. These measures were introduced after the major social reform which radically reduced the 
scope of social benefits and conditioned their receipt. Newly established social transfers were thus 
targeted and sought to improve school attendance and performance of children from SDE.

In 2004, the Ministry of Education introduced a new system of scholarships (Act no. 596/2003 
Coll.) designed to alleviate the existing disincentives to the secondary school attendance on the part of 
children from poor families. The new system focuses on students of secondary and special schools from 
families receiving social assistance. Students receive stipends according to their school performance 
measured by their GPA on a mark scale from 1 to 5 (1 = the best). The scholarship system is supposed 
to eliminate a significant disincentive to secondary school study.

In addition, the Ministry of Labour introduced a system of (scholarships) also for elementary 
school children from families of social assistance beneficiaries. The scheme in fact subsidizes the so-
called motivation allowance and is not provided to children who truncate school attendance (and the 
child allowance is thus provided to the municipality) or repeat a grade. Stipends are also awarded 
according to their school performance measured by GPA. The described social provisions partly reduced 
the incentive to enrol children at special schools with free school aids and lunches as it broadened the 
scope of provisions also to regular schools.

Evaluation of the system of subsidies and stipends conducted by the non-governmental 
organisation, Slovak Governance Institute, concludes that the introduction of social transfers (especially 
subsidies for meals) generally improved school attendance and was positively viewed by both school 
representatives and parents. However, financial contributions still do not fully compensate negative 
impacts of non-enrolment of many children from SDE at nursery schools and language barrier at the 
beginning of compulsory schooling (Interface 2006, 2-13).

2.3. Differentiation by Ethnicity in Education

The data from the Population and Housing Census, which are based on self-declaration, reveal a 
disproportionately low educational attainment of Roma in comparison to the majority population or any 
other ethnic minority in the country. For instance, the proportion of the Slovaks with only elementary 
schooling (including incomplete) approximates to one third of the total Slovak population. Among the 
self-declared Hungarians, the proportion reaches almost one third, and among the Roma, it is almost 
a half of the total Roma population. Roma university graduates represent less than 0.2%, while for 
Hungarians it is 4.8%, and for Slovaks 8.2%. Detailed data are presented in the Table 6.
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Table 6: Educational Attainment of National Minority Members

Educational 
Attainment /

Ethnic Origin
Slovak Hungarian Roma Ruthenian Ukrainian Czech German Polish Croatian

Primary and lower 
secondary 
(including 
incomplete)

907,115 158,693 40,831 6,758 1,956 7,651 1,258 744 217

Secondary vocational 
without 
certificate

914,475 120,521 5,925 3,090 1,292 10,214 791 584 122

Secondary 
specialised,  
without 
certificate

182,109 13,867 1,017 1 326 571 2,827 307 143 75

Complete secondary, 
including:

1,228,354 115,018 1,088 7,382 3,709 13,231 1,566 586 283

apprentice 231,181 16,107 378 1,030 545 1,432 138 81 60

specialised 783,055 67,277 508 5,856 2,325 9,162 1,094 358 182

general 214,118 31,634 202 1,526 839 2,637 234 147 41

University (bachelor) 15,636 1,466 14 117 112 233 43 39 10

University (master) 343,950 22,553 128 2,752 2,021 6,946 792 333 81

University (doctoral) 20,589 1,099 27 216 159 765 91 18 1

Without education 10,978 2,989 1,963 82 21 32 13 4 2

Without indication 
of educational 
attainment

50,129 42,193 2,204 133 136 1,232 77 46 19

Children up to 16 
years of age 

941,518 82,842 36,718 2,462 837 1,393 467 161 80

Total 4,614,854 520,528 89,920 24,201 10,904 44,620 5,405 2,602 890

Source: Population and Housing Census 2001
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The comparison of educational attainment of the Roma minority in Slovakia between two Censuses is 
presented in Table 7.

Table 7: Educational Attainment of Roma Minority, 1991 and 2001

 Educational Attainment 1991 2001

1 Primary and lower secondary (including incomplete) 32,931 40,831

2 Secondary vocational without certificate 3,468 5,925

3 Secondary specialised without certificate 260 1,017

4

Complete Secondary, including 363 1,088

apprentice 57 378

specialised 239 508

general 67 202

5 University 56 174

6 Without education 4,579 1,963

7 Without indication of educational attainment 1,287 2,204

9 Children up to 16 years of age 32,858 36,718

Total 75,802 89,920

Source: Ministry of Education, 2003

Significant differences in educational attainment can be identified also within the Roma 
population. UNDP survey shows that educational attainment of Roma women is lower than that of 
Roma men. Number of Roma boys who do not enter secondary education schools is 66% compared 
77% of Roma girls. (UNDP 2006) Even more than gender, spatial segregation plays important role in 
educational attainment of the Roma. The Roma living in segregated settlements have considerably 
lower educational attainment that living among majority population. Almost half of Roma population 
(44.2%) living in segregated settlements did not finish elementary school and only 8.45% finished 
secondary school. The proportion of the Roma integrated into local communities without any education 
is lower almost by half in comparison to the segregated Roma (23.5%). The integrated Roma have twice 
as high rate of completed secondary education (19.1%). If we take into account that the segregated 
Roma population has higher fertility rate and that the Roma children comprise more than 10% of the 
total number of pupils, then we can argue that an overwhelming majority of pupils who do not complete 
higher secondary education are the young Roma from segregated communities (Ibid.)

2.4. Inter-ethnic Relations in Schools

Several researches of non-governmental institutions point to the discrimination and segregation 
practises in education related to the Roma children. (Tomatová 2004; ERRC 2004; Amnesty International 
2007; OSI 2008). These practises can be regarded as one of the main causes for the enduring problems 
of the Roma children in the formal schooling. Coupled with manifold “objective” disadvantages of 
Roma children coming from socially disadvantaged environments, these practises preclude integration 
of the Roma into the mainstream society. The gravity of the problem is even more disturbing, given the 
contemporary demographic estimates which presume faster growth of the Roma population.
Segregation in education can take various forms:
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Segregation in schools is often a direct consequence of settlement segregation whereas 1. 
the delineation of school districts, which divides the Roma settlement from the rest of the 
municipality, is the key factor. Even if parents have the formal right to opt for a school 
outside the school district, Roma parents rarely do so and mostly are not even aware of this 
right.
Segregation also happens as a consequence of demographic changes within the local 2. 
community. Higher fertility rates of the Roma population and stagnant or decreasing rates 
of the majority population already translate into the changing proportion of Roma and 
non-Roma children in school located on mixed territories. This development can trigger two 
modes of segregation: head teachers can cluster Roma and non-Roma students to separate 
classes (this practise can be ‘objective’ justified by different levels of school performance, 
even from the very beginning of compulsory school attendance – either grade zero or 1) or 
schools become ‘Romanized’ by the so-called ‘white flight’. Generally, after the proportion 
of the Roma in a given school reaches a critical amount, non-Roma children tend to enrol 
or transfer their children to the school outside their school district even if it requires daily 
transport and, thus, increased costs.
Segregation has been a term used also for the excessive placement of Roma children into 3. 
special schools, which is a result of the direct violation of legal provisions. By law, it is 
prohibited to enrol a child for a special school if mental disability has not been diagnosed. 
However, these practises do occur and are often based on the wish of Roma parents who 
want to enrol their child for a school nearest to the house and/or to the school attended by 
child’s siblings (which often happens to be special). Proximity, smaller classes and the wish 
to enrol one’s child at a safe environment without discriminatory practises from the non-
Roma pupils and teaching staff is often coupled with expected better performance of the 
child due to the reduced curriculum at special schools. Many Roma parents do not realise 
what consequences such a decision may bring about (significantly reduced options for the 
potential choice of secondary and higher schooling).
Finally, even a school which appears to be mixed can employ segregation practises 4. 
within the school by the means of the class enrolment, participation in curricular and 
extracurricular activities (e.g. segregated lunches, school clubs). These practises can be done 
directly (intentionally) or indirectly (both intentionally and unintentionally), for instance 
by developing ‘objective’ criteria, mostly based on performance, where it is plausible to 
expect that most or even all Roma pupils will not fulfil them (Tomatová 2004; Amnesty 
International 2007, 435-9; Drál 2007, OSI 2008, 107-13).

If Roma children attend mainstream elementary school, segregated classes are another common 
practise, especially in bigger towns with higher Roma concentrations. Segregation may be legitimized 
by teachers or head teachers arguing that special curriculum modifications or reductions are needed 
for children with special educational needs. The Slovak schooling system allows for a number of types 
of remedial classes: catch-up classes for underperforming children, and integration of children with 
special educational needs either individually or in special classes within standard schools and in zero 
grades. Segregation is also present in after-school activities when special Roma groups are created (OSI 
2008,  435-439).

2.4.1. Special Schools

The most blatant and harmful instance of segregation is placing of Roma children to special schooling. 
The disproportionate enrolment of Romani children in special schools for pupils with light mental 
handicap has become a widely discussed issue. From the expert discussion it reached the executive level 
and was explicitly mentioned in several governmental documents (Basic Positions 2003, 5, Conception 
Integrated Education 2004, 65-6).
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According to Tomatová, Roma children who are unable to keep up with the workload and the 
hostile environment are being segregated from the regular system of education at various points:

Roma children are sometimes placed to special schools automatically. The placement is 1. 
performed either by schools at the registration or enrolment stage and later legalized by 
psychologists or special pedagogues.
The placement to special schools or classes is sometimes made after psychological testing 2. 
using inappropriate testing instruments. These children are usually diagnosed as having a 
light mental handicap.
Roma children with borderline IQs are usually placed in special schools, while other children 3. 
with the same IQs are placed in regular schools.
Some Roma children are transferred to special schools or classes with a mental handicap 4. 
diagnosis during the attendance of zero grades.
Some Roma children without any mental disorder and not even placed in special schools or 5. 
special classes within regular schools are still placed in separate regular classes (Tomatová 
2004, 35-6).

Violations of the existing legislation are usually related to the determination of diagnosis. The 
most common shortcomings are incomplete documentation, lack of special examinations, absence of 
expert commission, no testing at all or conducted only after the enrolment for special school. These 
practises are enabled by the legal framework which includes some ambiguous rules as for the creation 
of expert commissions, decisions which are not binding for the head teacher, lack of a list of required 
examinations. (Tomatová 2004, 38) Other frequent shortcomings include one-off and unacceptably 
short determination of diagnosis which precludes objective assessment of intellectual skills and absence 
of at least two specialists (especially psychologist and special pedagogue are required) during the 
examination. It is often only a psychologist who states the diagnosis and subsequently recommends the 
enrolment for a special school or class. (Ibid., 37) 

The most striking aspect of this deficiency is that psychologists are often employees of the 
special school where the examined child is about to be enrolled. This is an obvious clash of interests 
by which schools basically recruit students and thus maintain the student body in the condition of 
its gradual decrease in many localities, especially rural ones. Moreover, even if the team testing is 
conducted, in some instances the law is effectively bypassed by the parallel examination of a school 
psychologist, whose opinion is often more decisive for both head teacher and parents, whose consent 
is required by the law.

Furthermore, although the placement should be accompanied by the preparation of an individual 
learning plan, continued treatment by psychologists and special pedagogues, in practise many children 
receive little special attention. In addition, repeated diagnostic testing is mandatory but due to the lack 
of capacities of the psychological advisory centres it is rarely conducted at least every three years. At 
the same time, transfers of children from special schools to regular ones are extremely rare.

The violations of regulations in testing, filing and procedural rules have been repeatedly 
confirmed by the State School Inspection. (Správa o stave výchovy 2003) The Inspection repeatedly 
pointed to the missing individual education plans of the enrolled children as well as low or missing 
qualification of teachers. Only about half of pedagogues held required qualifications (for this type of 
schools) compared to 68% in regular elementary schools (Ibid.). 

Tests used for the diagnostics in Slovakia, according to Tomatová, do not comply with the 
requirement of cultural fairness. As a consequence, the results of the existing diagnostic tool do not 
necessarily indicate mental disability of Roma children. (Tomatová 2004, 35) Tomatová maintains that 
in order to improve the diagnostic testing of children from the socially disadvantageous environment 
it is necessary to address two basic problems: the problem of cultural bias and the need to disentangle 
the physiologically determined mental retardation from the underdevelopment which is conditioned 
socially (Ibid.).
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The resulting disproportion of Roma students in special schools is obvious even from the official 
data which otherwise provide lower numbers of the Roma. For instance, in the school year 2003/2004 
only 0.53% of regular school pupils, but 7.62% of special school pupils declared themselves as the Roma 
The real disproportion between the regular and special school attendants of Roma origin (not only of the 
self-declared Roma) is very likely even higher.

The highest density of special schools is in the Prešov region in eastern Slovakia which is, at 
the same time, a part of the country with the highest proportion of Roma population. According to 
Tomatová, in 2001 approximately 62.4% of Roma children attended special school in contrast to 3.1% 
of the overall school-age population. (Tomatová 2004, 65).

A survey conducted three years later indicates that the average share of Roma children in 
special schools is 10.5% whereas in the Prešov region (with the highest proportion of Roma population), 
it reaches 28%. As these findings are based on self-declared ethnicity some educationalists estimate 
the ratio of Roma children in special schools at as much as 80% (REF 2004, 20). Official statistics for 
the year 2007 are presented in Tables 8 and 9.

Table 8: Individually Integrated Pupils in Special Classes and Schools for Mentally Handicapped, 
2007

Type of Integration Total Nursery
schools

Elementary
schools

Special 
elementary 

schools

Special 
secondary 
schools

Practical
schools

Individual Integration 19,155 156 0 15,140 3,418 441

Special Classes 5,179 78 0 5,101 0 0

Source: Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education

Table 9: Pupils at Special Elementary Schools for Mentally Handicapped by Ethnicity, 2007
Total Slovak % Hungarian % Roma %

20,241 17,580 86.85 1,557 7.69 1,082 5.35

Source: Institute of Information and Prognosis in Education

Interestingly, the findings derived from the research conducted by the UNDP Roma Human 
Development Project in 2001, which are disaggregated according to the type of settlement where Roma 
children live, indicate that in segregated Roma settlements as many as 30% of families had one or 
more children in a special school. The proportion was only about five percent within the integrated 
Roma communities. This adds further plausibility to the conclusion that in Slovakia, the type of spatial 
integration/segregation significantly affects the degree of enrolment for special schools (UNDP 2001).

The survey also compared the proportion of Roma students enrolled for special schools to 
the older age cohorts of Roma population. The survey revealed that the enrolment of the Roma has 
significantly increased in the last two decades.

Table 10: Increase of Roma Children Enrolled at Special Schools (%)

Roma Enrolled at Special Schools Segregated 
settlements

Separated 
settlements

Mixed
settlements

Currently enrolled (up to 15 years of age) 14.8 11.40 8.7

Enrolled in the past (15 – 29 years of age) 8.1 6.3 8

Enrolled in the past (30 – 49 years of age) 0.7 1.4 3.5

Enrolled in the past (more than 50 years of age) 1 0.7 1.4

Source: UNDP  2001
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In order to reduce the amount of Roma pupils in special schools, a pilot project ‘transitive 
classes’ was launched. Its aim was to prepare Roma children for return into the mainstream elementary 
schools. This project established 20 pilot transitional classes within 20 special schools in which a total 
of 162 Romani children were taught according to a modified curriculum designed to facilitate their 
integration in mainstream education (ERRC 2007, 50). However, at the end of the project, only a few 
Romani children from the transitional classes were transferred to standard schools and today, this project 
is cited by Government representatives as an example of unsuccessful project for Roma integration 
(Public Administration Journal 7/2008).

2.5. Multicultural Education

The recent curricular reform of the Slovak school system included the introduction of the so-called cross-
cutting themes which should be included into the ScEPs of each school across all of its subjects. One 
of the cross-cutting themes is multicultural education. Similarly to other newly introduced curricular 
provisions, it is not yet possible to determine to what extent and effect the rewritten education plans 
reflect this requirement.

Another important instrument of bridging children and parents from different cultural settings 
in the domain of education is the position of teacher assistants which has been successfully implemented 
in recent years. First Roma teacher assistants occurred in 1990s as a result of experimental project run 
by a non-governmental Wide Open School Foundation. In 2002, the Ministry of Education adopted Act 
No. 408/2002 Coll. and together with subsequent regulations allowed to create the position of teacher 
assistants nationwide. This position reflects the need to help pupils with special educational needs or 
from SDE.

Nowadays, teacher assistants do not need to have secondary or university (pedagogical) 
education. This clause expires in 2010. Afterwards, all assistants will need to have pedagogical 
education. To accomplish this requirement, MPC Prešov opened a specialised two-year programme for 
teacher assistants. In 2005, first 33 assistants finished the qualification programme. In 2007 and 2008, 
the number of graduates increased to 67 and 50 respectively. Since academic year 2005/2006, the 
University of Prešov opened a bachelor course for teaching assistants. In the first two years, 99 students 
were enrolled. Totally there were 381 teaching assistants in 2005/2006 at elementary schools, out of 
which 323 worked in three regions with the highest Roma population. In 2005/2006, the number of 
teaching assistants increased to 729 in 484 elementary schools.
The responsibilities of teacher assistants are as follows:

to cooperate with teachers during lessons;1. 
to help children from SDE to adapt to the school environment and to eliminate language 2. 
and cultural and social barriers;
to organise ‘open classes’ for parents, in which parents can attend classes and see how the 3. 
educational process is implemented in practise;
to guide children outside school;4. 
to organise leisure time activities for children;5. 
to organise extracurricular activities;6. 
to visit communities and families of children from SDE; and7. 
to cooperate with parents and community leaders. (OSI 2008, 460-1)8. 



27

3. Other Dimensions of Differentiation in the Educational System

3.1. Differences in School Careers

The PISA survey provides unique data collection on school performance, school careers and social-
economic backgrounds, while focusing on quality and equity in the performance of students and schools. 
In international comparisons, the Slovak school system is not doing very well. The survey reveals that 
Slovakia belongs to those countries where the below-average student performance in science is combined 
with the above-average impact of socio-economic background on performance (PISA 2006, 190).

Similar outcomes were detected in the United States, the school system of which is often 
criticised in Slovakia for being too liberal and maintaining or even increasing social inequalities. In 
contrast to this commonsensical perception, the Slovak school system does basically the same. The strong 
impact of socio-economic background on school performance implies its inherently unequal nature.

Inequality of the educational system is characterized by a higher between-school variance 
than within-school variance (Ibid., 171). One of the reasonable explanations may be high regional 
differentiation among Slovak schools. At the same time, the eastern part of the country is characterized 
by a high percentage of Roma children whereas their segregation in separate classes or schools is rather 
common. Coupled with generally lower expectations and qualification of teachers and generally lower 
school performance of pupils, the detected inequality may not easily disappear in the upcoming years 
without any systemic change.

Other factors affecting extensive differentiation in the quality of education in Slovakia, 
described already in the Subchapter 1.1.1 (Compulsory school attendance), include the enrolment of 
children for language classes within elementary schools (as early as at the age of eight) and transfers to 
eight-year secondary grammar schools at the age of 10–11 (OSI 2008, 503).

3.2. Differences in School Performance

The root of difficulties which many Roma children experience in the formal education system are linked 
to the language barrier coupled with their non-enrolment for pre-primary education. Roma language 
has not been used as a language of instruction at any school and it is at most taught as a subject in 
some schools. Instead of using mother tongue as a tool of integration, zero grades and teacher assistants 
were introduced to reduce the initial barriers whereas the mastery of Romanes is not explicitly required 
from teachers and teacher assistants. 

Besides the language barrier, absenteeism is another crucial factor which determines school 
performance. The MPC Prešov survey revealed uneven distribution of excused and unexcused absences 
among pupils from SDE. Their share in the total amount of absences is 23.5% whereas in unexcused 
absences it is 70%. High number of unexcused absent lessons is considered to be one of the most 
important factors of early school dropouts of Roma pupils. According to the MPC, reassessment of 
legislative framework on absenteeism is needed to eliminate the early school dropouts.

In addition, the 2002 survey demonstrates significantly different school performance of children 
from SDE. Proportion of early dropouts or pupils repeating a grade is much higher among children from 
SDE. In general, the higher the grade the lower the proportion of children from SDE. Needless to say, this 
decrease is not caused by some significant improvement of living conditions and the resulting departure 
from the socially disadvantaged environment status but rather by the fulfilment of mandatory school 
attendance even before the actual completion of the elementary school.

The Table 11 indicates the decreasing absolute numbers and proportions of Roma students 
(Roma origin being attributed externally by their teachers) in the ascending order of school grades. 
From a relatively large sample of surveyed schools, Roma pupils represented more than 18% of the 
total number of pupils in the first grade while in the last, ninth grade the proportion went down to 
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five percent. Roma pupils also represent that vast majority of students completing 10-year compulsory 
school attendance before or right at the end of elementary school which indicates repeated enrolment 
for at least one grade during the study. Only those pupils who have not failed a single grade at the 
elementary school are obliged to continue and complete their mandatory 10-year schooling for one 
more year in the first grade of some secondary school.

Table 11: Proportion of Roma Pupils in Different Grades of Elementary Schools

No. of Schools Grade
Pupils Final year of compulsory school attendance

Total Roma pupils % Roma pupils Total Roma pupils % Roma pupils

63 0 1,047 985 94.08 0 0 X

1,373 1 40,069 7,429 18.54 0 0 X

1,367 2 40,038 5,870 14.66 0 0 X

1,356 3 40,250 5,565 13.83 3 3 100.00

1,292 4 42,303 5,348 12.64 27 27 100.00

833 5 39,320 5,399 13.73 181 168 92.82

832 6 39,431 4,884 12.39 293 275 93.86

825 7 39,469 4,050 10.26 454 402 88.55

815 8 39,082 3,153 8.0 7 593 467 78.75

818 9 39,013 2,002 5.13 1214 575 47.36

Source: MPC Prešov 2002

Altogether, about three to four percent of pupils repeat a grade within each school year in 
Slovakia. But when only children from SDE are taken into account, the proportion gets much higher, as 
shown in the Table 12 from the school year 2005/2006.

Table 12: Proportion of Pupils from SDE Repeating Grade in School Year 2005/2006

Total Repeating Grade (Total) Repeating grade (%)

Pupils 123,724 5,055 4.08

Pupils from SDE 27,028 4,421 16.36

% 21.90 87.46 x

Source: MPC Prešov, 2006

The 2006 survey also reveals that the most difficult grade for children from SDE is right at 
the entry to the primary education (the first grade) and then at their transition to the lower secondary 
education (second level of elementary school which starts with the fifth grade). The proportion of pupils 
from SDE repeating grades is the highest in these two years. Almost one-quarter of all first grade pupils 
from SDE (24.7%) have to repeat the grade. In the fifth grade, the proportion is only slightly lower 
(18.3%).
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Table 13: Pupils from SDE repeating the grade

Grade
Total SDE

All pupils Repeating grades % Total Repeating grades %

1 25,325 1,684 6.65 5,994 1,481 24.71

2 24,338 822 3.38 4,735 735 15.52

3 24,936 669 2.68 4,529 609 13.45

4 25,595 722 2.82 4,370 620 14.19

5 26,600 994 3.74 4,279 782 18.28

6 27,420 794 2.90 3,735 597 15.98

7 27,339 735 2.69 3,220 492 15.28

8 28,195 563 2.00 2,798 317 11.33

9 25,982 89 0.34 1,798 66 3.67

Source: MPC Prešov, 2006

Institute of Prognosis and Information in Education provides aggregate data for all schools 
in Slovakia, however, the data do not provide proportion of pupils from SDE. The statistics nonetheless 
point to the same pattern of much increased proportion of pupils repeating grade in the first (5.81%) 
and the fifth grade (3.65%) in comparison to the average ratio of repeated grades throughout the 
elementary schooling (2.55%).

These results point to the incapacity of the Slovak school system to integrate children from SDE. 
Transition from elementary to secondary school is a serious problem which stems from its precondition 
– completion of the elementary school. Most of those children who successfully complete elementary 
school do continue in their studies. In absolute numbers, out of 15,176 students who were accepted to 
the secondary school after completing the elementary schooling 1,430 children (9.42%) were from SDE.

Table 14: Proportion of SDE Pupils Accepted to Secondary Schools by Type of Schools, 2005

All Secondary Schools
Vocational Schools and 

Apprentice Training 
Centres

Secondary Specialised 
Schools

Secondary Grammar 
Schools

All 
pupils

Pupils 
from 
SDE

% of 
all 

pupils

All 
pupils

Pupils 
from 
SDE

% of 
all 

pupils

All 
pupils

Pupils 
from 
SDE

% of all 
pupils

All 
pupils

Pupils 
from 
SDE

% of 
all 

pupils

15,176 1,430 9.42 5,581 1,029 6.78 6,760 203 1.34 3,065 34 0.22

Adopted and modified from MPC Prešov 2006

Table 15: Distribution SDE Pupils among Different Types of Secondary Schools, 2005

All Secondary Schools Vocational and Apprentice 
Schools

Secondary Professional 
Schools

Secondary Grammar 
Schools

Pupils from SDE % Pupils from SDE % Pupils from SDE % Pupils from SDE % 

1,430 100 1.029 71.96 203 14.2 34 3.3

Adopted and modified from MPC Prešov 2006
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While the presented data do not provide information on the number of elementary school 
graduates or dropouts who do not want to or simply cannot pursue secondary education, it is still 
obvious that those students from SDE who do continue in their education constitute only a minor 
proportion of all accepted students. At the same time, from within the group of students from SDE, vast 
majority (almost 72%) opts for vocational training and only 3% pursue their education at secondary 
grammar schools.

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

4.1. Public Discourse and Representation

In the beginning of the transition period from the Communist regime to democracy, minority issues 
in general and the so-called Roma issues in particular were significantly reframed. Historical ethnic 
minorities, or so-called national minorities, were officially recognised by the Constitution and granted 
special rights, including those pertaining to the domain of public administration, education and 
cultural protection. Since 1989, and to an even greater degree after the split of Czechoslovakia and the 
establishment of the Slovak Republic in 1993, minority issues have prominently featured on the political 
agenda and the accompanying public discourse. This constant marker of the public debate follows from 
the fact that approximately 20% of Slovakia’s population are of non-Slovak ethnic origin. However, 
the proportion of people who do not declare themselves as Slovaks amounts to 14.22% of the total 
population.

According to the last census conducted in 2001, the population of Slovakia was 5,379,455 
individuals, out of which 88% declared Slovak ethnicity. The size of the largest, Hungarian minority 
amounted to 9.7% of the population and of the second largest, Roma minority to 1.7%. Thus, following 
the census data based on self-identification, there were 89.920 Roma in Slovakia. However, in the very 
same census, 99,488 citizens reported Romanes as their mother tongue, which is almost 10,000 more 
than the reported Roma ethnicity (Population and Housing Census 2001).

It is obvious from these statistical discrepancies that speakers of Romanes as a mother tongue do 
not automatically consider themselves to be Roma. If one follows ethnic data from the Communist period, 
when personal data protection was not an issue and censuses were based on external categorisations, 
the proportion of Roma population is much higher. Contemporary qualified demographic estimates 
based on these data and combined with current reproductive rates indicate that a realistic estimate 
of Roma population ranges from 320 to 400,000 (Vaňo 2004, 27). A very similar figure comes from the 
Sociographic Mapping of Roma Settlements where the units of analysis were Roma settlements, defined 
as a localized group of people who are perceived by the majority population as the Roma on the basis of 
their anthropological features, cultural affinity, and lifestyle (Sociographic Mapping, 2004).

Abandoning the Communist-regime strategy of forceful assimilation, the new policies targeting 
Roma population in Slovakia were framed around the magic word of integration, although the term has 
been used even before 1989. However, until nowadays, it is not settled what integration actually means, 
what it should bring about, whom precisely should be the target of it, let alone what should be the 
appropriate instruments to ensure such integration.

The discourse on the Roma integration policy in Slovakia evolves around the dispute between 
what can be simplistically called ‘ethnic versus civic’ principles. The former (ethnic) stance is based on the 
premise that the Roma are discriminated against because of their ethnicity and demands that support 
for the ethno-cultural minority should be facilitated by Government policies; the latter conceives the 
disadvantageous status of Roma largely as a socio-economic matter, connected to poverty and social 
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exclusion, and thus seeks remedies in the overall improvement of living conditions. When the dichotomy 
is applied to educational matters, the existing inequality of opportunities for Roma children in education 
may well be a result of ethnic discrimination but, at the same time, a consequence of poverty and social 
exclusion.

A large portion of the Roma lives in poverty, both relative and absolute, and therefore has 
unequal opportunities in the access to public services, including quality education, as do other poor 
people. At the same time, however, the Roma often experience additional obstacles in their individual 
advancement which is triggered by their ‘visible’ difference and materialized in the institutional and 
interpersonal discrimination. The overlap of poverty and ethnicity for a significant portion of Roma 
population is hardly negligible, but so are the needs of individuals who do not belong to one or the other 
group. It is crucial for the policy design, including the domain of education, to keep in mind that not all 
Roma are poor and not all poor are the Roma.

One of the side-effects of the Sociographic Mapping of Roma Settlements was the finding that 
out of 320 thousand people who were externally categorised as Roma, roughly 20% lives integrated 
and dispersed among the majority population, 50% is semi-integrated and lives concentrated within 
the municipalities and ‘only’ 30% is segregated from the majority population and suffers from all 
consequences of social exclusion (Sociographic Mapping 2004, 3).

From the perspective of integration policy-making the prominent group which should be 
targeted by various inclusionary and anti-discrimination instruments is the group of marginalized Roma 
who live segregated in the so-called Roma settlements. Complex problem called for complex solutions 
in all domains: education, employment, housing, health care, and others. Specific measures reflecting 
also specific cultural conditions have been developed to raise the social status of this group of people. 
However, to what extent is it possible to frame these inclusion-driven measures as social inclusion 
policies versus cultural minority policies?

This question has become prominent especially in the light of the parallel emancipation 
strategies of some Roma representatives, which is discursively based on ethno-cultural arguments. 
Even if not necessarily in conflict at the conceptual level, these social inclusion (redistribution) claims 
versus political emancipation (recognition) claims did clash in the Slovak context. While the ‘civic’ 
integration approach attempted to employ targeted measures for the socially marginalized whose 
cultural difference should at best be also taken into account, but should not and actually cannot serve 
as the basis of inclusion (if the main aim is to provide equal opportunities), the ethnic emancipation 
approach builds its claims precisely around distinctive features which should be at the core of policy-
making. What naturally follows is a differentiated perception of the actual target group of both types of 
policies: marginalized Roma settlement population versus the whole Roma ethnic group.

These underlying assumptions have not been thoroughly debated only until recently, when 
the social inclusion policies were, at least rhetorically, replaced by strong ethnic emancipation claims. 
This development marked the replacement of the second Dzurinda Government by the current Fico 
Government. The Deputy Prime Minister ňaploviň who is in charge of minority issues in general and 
Roma agenda in particular, shifted the balance much more towards the ethnic emancipation pole of the 
discourse (emphasizing ethno-cultural support over social inclusion policies).

These considerations need to be taken into account when approaching specifically educational 
measures for the Roma minority youth. Main questions can be phrased as following:

Should there be at all specific educational policies targeting the Roma youth differently from 1. 
the majority or other minority youth? If yes, should these be based on the recognition and 
protection of the Roma culture or on compensatory instruments which would alleviate all 
kinds of inherited social disadvantages and stigmata? Or should there be both educational 
policies of recognition and educational policies as a part of social inclusion programmes?
If differentiated educational measures are justifiable, who precisely should be the target of 2. 
such a policy? Should it be only the Roma youth coming from marginalized and spatially 
segregated Roma communities or individuals from the so-called socially disadvantaged 
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backgrounds (the category which does not apply to disadvantaged Roma only) or self-
declared Roma irrespective of their social status or all those individuals who are considered 
to be Roma? 

Unless these fundamental questions are answered both the educational policy and the 
accompanying public discourse will remain confusing and reproduce the conflation of social inclusion/
redistribution and recognition approaches, instruments and target groups. This is actually the case of the 
public discourse on Roma education in Slovakia as several partial disputes indicate. To list just two:

Disputes emerged around the question if teacher’s assistants should be exclusively from 1. 
Roma communities or if it is sufficient to require the mastering of Roma language (thus 
giving opportunity also to non-Roma assistants) or if the Roma language should be an issue 
at all.
What should be the basis of specific measures targeting at pupils with special educational 2. 
needs who, at the same time, happen to come from the segregated Roma settlements – 
is it their marginalized social status or their ethnic distinction which should inform the 
design of integration policies in education? Similarly, should the category ‘pupil from 
socially disadvantaged environment’ (commonly used as a politically correct term to denote 
marginalized Roma children) account for cultural distinctiveness at all?

4.2. Policy-making

The Slovak Government has repeatedly recognised the priority of addressing the broad issue of Roma 
integration in several documents focusing on virtually all spheres of public policy. The document Basic 
Positions of Slovak Government’s Roma Communities Integration Policy was adopted in 2002 and its 
main aim was to set out solutions and concrete steps that would translate the declared political will 
to integrate the Roma in Slovakia into real life. It recognised the generally disadvantaged status of the 
Slovak Roma. It also asserted that the protection of minority rights is necessary but insufficient for 
stable integration and therefore called for adoption of temporary affirmative action for disadvantaged 
groups in order to equalize their opportunities through the instrument of the so-called temporary 
levelling measures.

The document dedicated a significant part to the problem of education which was conceived as 
a key to solving various problems the Roma in Slovakia currently face. It urged to establish an integrated 
way of education which would reflect the multicultural composition of the society.

The most complex material, called the Conception of Integrated Education of Roma Children 
and Youth, Including Secondary Schools and University Education Development, was adopted in 2004. 
It is largely based on the Basic Positions mentioned above and besides the repetition of the well-
known problems it proposes some indicators for the measurement of progress in the integration of 
Roma children. These include such items as the number of implemented research projects; the number 
of issued textbooks; the numbers of enrolled Roma children (to be increased in regular schools and 
decreased in special ones) which over-quantifies the measurement of outcomes without accounting 
for the quality of activities. Almost identical objectives, goals and targets were specified in the Slovak 
National Action Plan for the Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015.
Integrated education was defined as:

“a well-balanced and stable opportunity of the ethnic group to take part in social 
and economic life of the country on the basis of equal opportunities without 
threatening their identity (language, cultural) that contributes to the cultural 
heritage of the society by its specificity” (Conception of Integrated Education 
2004, 61). 
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The document thus attempted to balance ethno-cultural and socio-economic aspects of 
integration.

The meaning of integration was further elaborated at various levels. Integrated education was 
envisioned as a part of the existing educational system and not as its parallel or alternative. Another 
aspect of integrated education highlighted its “internally differentiated system respecting personal, 
social and cultural particularities of individuals with no regard to their membership of majority or of 
minority.”  Finally, integrated education was also conceived as “ vertically ordered and complementary 
support system enabling reduction and elimination of social exclusion”(Ibid.).

Furthermore, the Conception of Integrated Education spelled out main causes of Roma children 
inequality of opportunities:

curricula and teaching methods mainly reflect the values and expectations of the majority 1. 
population thus failing to provide sufficient room for the development of the talents and 
capabilities of the Roma children;
teachers are not sufficiently prepared to cope with teaching in a multicultural class; and2. 
children are not sufficiently prepared to understand the teaching instructions given by 3. 
the teacher in the official language, they have poor motivation, they lack positive models 
oriented on education. (Basic Positions 2003, 5).

The document acknowledged high representation of Roma children in special schools and 
called for immediate action. It stated it is necessary to adopt measures in the field of school readiness 
testing, pre-school education, zero grades and the content of education in the sector of the Ministry of 
Education. The document also proposed concrete measures in the medium-term (2003-2006) and long-
term (by 2010) period, including:

education of Romani children in their mother tongue by 2010, •	
curricular transformation; introduction of education to human rights and multicultural •	
education,
elaboration of a comprehensive policy of Romani children integrated education,•	
tackling segregation and accessibility of education,•	
drafting a policy promoting enrolment in the secondary and university level of education,•	
establishment of a scholarship fund for Roma students and school aid to children from poor •	
families,
regular monitoring of successfulness and school attendance of Roma children, including the •	
introduction of financial incentives, and
implementation of alternative forms of pre-school education of children.•	

Common problems of all aforementioned documents include inherent immeasurability of many 
articulated goals and the lack of precisely defined follow-up activities which make the monitoring of 
progress extremely difficult. This does not necessarily point to their uselessness but, on the other hand, 
precludes efficient control of public expenditure and effective utilization of successful practises. (Salner 
2004, 16)

The main political backing of the minority issues in general and the Roma integration agenda 
in particular rests upon the Deputy Prime Minister (DPM) for European Affairs, Human Rights and 
Minorities. The DPM’s office is mainly a coordinating body which operates within the structure of 
the Government Office. This is mainly due to the very nature of the minority policy, which is placed 
in the intersection of various segmental policies adopted and implemented by other ministries. The 
Department for Human Rights and Minorities which is a part of the DPM’s office drafts and implements 
cross-cutting equal opportunity and antidiscrimination legislation which affects various policy domains 
(education, employment, justice, etc.).



34

The Office of the Plenipotentiary of the Slovak Government for Roma Communities operates 
under the auspices of the Deputy Prime Minister. The Plenipotentiary has a status of advisory body of 
the Government focused on the integration of Roma communities in Slovakia. Its main tasks include the 
drafting of systemic policies of integration, preparation and conduct of various programmes and pilot 
projects (social field work, complex developmental programme of Roma settlements). It coordinates 
activities of state bodies which are related to the integration of Roma communities.

The presented institutional arrangement has both positive and negative consequences. On the 
one hand, the establishment of bodies charged with the policy-making concentrated on Roma-related 
issues (which does not exist for any other ethnic minority) suggests there is an elementary political 
awareness about the specificities and depth of problems many Roma face in contrast to the members 
of other minorities. It can thus be seen as an institutional recognition of the problem which also sheds 
positive light abroad on the declared governmental efforts in the field of Roma integration.

On the other hand, such arrangement may well lead to the ‘institutional ghettoisation’, in 
which the created bodies do not have effective means or lack communication channels to assert their 
proposals within the mainstream institutional framework, often even within the institutions of which 
they are a part. Moreover, these ‘Roma units’ are often overburdened with a wide scope of problems but 
lack sufficient powers, human and financial resources and often also political support which are decisive 
for the achievement of real progress. More likely than not all ‘R-issues’ end up at these units irrespective 
of their nature, and for any problem with the implementation of integration policies there is always a 
body at hand to be blamed. Finally, once such units are created, other units or institutions do not feel 
obliged or do not even see the need to account for a possibly differentiated impact of their policies on 
the Roma (children). These tasks are simply delegated to the ‘Roma’ units.

Potential complications caused by the existing institutional setting are to certain extent 
inevitable. The broad objective of Roma integration is an inherently cross-cutting issue and besides 
education it comprises also social and employment policy, housing, health care, all being separate but 
mutually inter-dependent domains. As a result, the institutional arrangement developed to address the 
issues of Roma integration cannot be neatly demarcated according to the segmental policies. Therefore, 
the assessment of integration of Roma children in education must account for other inter-related 
issues which affect the development in the field. At the same time, horizontal or top-level institutional 
arrangement must be broadened by the vertical dimension, which gained much importance due to the 
devolution of state power, including the domain of education.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have played a crucial role in policy-making, monitoring, 
and experimental testing of new integration approaches and instruments. In fact, several educational 
policy measures have been included into the system only after being tested by NGOs active in the field 
of Roma education. The most obvious example is the experimental testing of zero grades and teachers’ 
assistants by the Wide Open School Foundation. Several reports of both domestic and international non-
governmental institutions triggered public discussion or even action on the part of the Government. The 
publication of reports on segregation of Roma children in special schools and classes is one of the issues 
which are most prominently on the political agenda.

The status of the Roma political representation is generally weak and its activities at best 
ambivalent. On the one hand, several Roma leaders are invited to several boards and committees in 
order to cooperate in drafting the legislation or monitoring its implementation. However, their real 
impact in terms of agenda-setting is negligible. This is partly due to the fragmentation of the Roma 
political scene itself and personal animosities between various leaders and, complementarily, due to 
the lack of political legitimacy based on the electoral support. No Roma political party has ever gained 
enough support to pass the electoral five percent threshold and be represented in the Parliament. In 
addition, political participation of Roma population is low and various politicians, especially at the local 
level, frequently use various economic incentives to ‘buy’ the votes of the Roma electorate during their 
campaign, without any significant changes being brought about to the life of this segment of voters 
after the candidate succeeds.



35

4.3. Equal Opportunities

In May 2004, the Slovak Parliament passed the Act on Equal Treatment in Certain Areas and Protection 
against Discrimination or the so-called Anti-discrimination Act after a sustained pressure from the 
European Union institutions and the resistance of the part of the Slovak ruling coalition. The newly 
adopted anti-discrimination legislation is compatible with the EU standards. To that date discrimination 
was banned by the Constitution but an Act that would materialize the principle of non-discrimination 
was missing despite several legislative initiatives.

The Act defines direct and indirect discrimination, harassment, victimization, instruction to 
discriminate and incitement to discrimination. Discrimination is banned on the grounds of sex, racial, 
national or ethnic origin in various explicitly delineated areas including education. The Act also stipulates 
that to determine whether discrimination has occurred or not, no account will be taken of whether the 
underlying reasons were based on facts or on erroneous assumptions.

Of special importance in relation to discrimination and segregation in education there is the 
definition of indirect discrimination. It is:

“an apparently neutral instruction, provision, decision or practise that would put 
a person at a disadvantage compared with other persons, unless such instruction, 
provision, decision or practise is objectively justified by a legitimate aim and the 
means of achieving that aim are appropriate and necessary” (Art. 2).

One instance of its potential use may be the delineation of school districts. As stated above, 
local authorities are in charge of delineating school districts within their municipality. If there is more 
than one school in a municipality and if there is a clear separation of Roma and non-Roma communities 
within its territory, as is often the case, delineation of school territories may be done in such a way as 
to reinforce the existing segregation. It can be implemented by an apparently neutral administrative 
decision which nonetheless maintains the de facto educational segregation of Roma children in the 
given locality.

Another potential instance may be the adoption of such rules in assigning children to classes, 
based on apparently neutral provision of school performance, which may also reinforce segregation, this 
time within a single school. There is anecdotal evidence that this is a common practise in many schools. 
However, possible violation of the principle of equal treatment in both possible cases cannot yet be 
determined as no such case has been brought to the court so far.

Importantly, the Act further stipulates some general conditions of admissible different 
treatment. One of them is directly taken from the Directive of the EC which states that with a view to 
ensuring full equality in practise and compliance with the principle of equal treatment, rebalancing 
measures to prevent disadvantages linked to racial or ethnic origin may be adopted. (Council Directive 
2000/43/EC) This stipulation became a highly contested issue of the new anti-discrimination legislation 
precisely in relation to discrimination of the Roma in general and particularly in the field of education.

Another important provision of the new legislation set out the conditions of legal protection 
and proceedings in matters concerning the violation of the principle of equal treatment. The Act 
introduced a measure which was unprecedented in the Slovak legal system – the reversed burden of 
proof – which simplifies the demonstrability of discrimination on the part of the victim in comparison 
to law-suits in other areas. In the concrete, every person who considers himself wronged as for his/her 
rights, freedoms or interests because of the breach of the principle of equal treatment may pursue their 
claims in a judicial process. Proceedings are initiated by petition from a plaintiff in which he or she is 
obliged to identify the person that has allegedly violated the principle of equal treatment and to submit 
some evidence which gives rise to a reasonable assumption that such a violation occurred.

After the admission of the petition by the court it is the defendant, not the plaintiff, who 
is required to prove that there was no unequal treatment. This unusual provision was adopted with 
the assumption that it is usually very difficult for the victims of discrimination to prove mistreatment 
which often makes them give up the initiation of any administrative or judicial proceedings. Given this 
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possibility, in the case of a law suit the defendant charged with proving equal treatment would be the 
municipality which decided on the delineation of school districts.

Even if discrimination of the Roma in relation to education (access, placements, diagnostics, 
treatment, etc.) does occur in Slovakia, as confirmed in several reports of the Slovak State School 
Inspection, there have not been any significant legal challenges in these matters so far. Therefore, the 
Slovak courts have not issued any verdict on these issues to date. Low legal awareness of the Roma, 
the absence of human rights organisations which would systematically monitor cases of discrimination, 
initiate testing and strategic litigation are usually cited as main causes of the current state. For this 
reason it is not possible to assess the practical impact of the new legislation and modify it according to 
the identified needs.

4.3.1 Dispute on Rebalancing Measures

The dispute evolved around the aforementioned provision of the Anti-Discrimination Act which allowed 
the adoption of specific measures aimed at the achievement of substantial equality for the disadvantaged 
due to their ethnic or racial origin. Interestingly, the provision was removed from the draft proposal 
during the Government session on the proposal of the then Deputy Prime Minister for Legislation and 
Minister of Justice, Daniel Lipšic. However, when discussed in the Parliament, the very same provision 
passed after the proposal of MP Klára Šarközy from the Hungarian Coalition Party which was part of 
the then ruling coalition.

In a response, the Minister of Justice successfully pushed for the adoption of an official appeal 
of the Government to the Slovak Constitutional Court for an opinion on the constitutionality of the 
provision with the Article 12 of the Constitution which stipulates:

“(2) Fundamental rights shall be guaranteed in the Slovak Republic to every person 
regardless of sex, race, colour, language, faith, religion, political affiliation or 
conviction, national or social origin, nationality or ethnic origin, property, birth or 
any other status, and no person shall be denied their legal rights, discriminated 
against or favoured on any of these grounds.”

The Minister appointed as the representative of the Government before the Court objected the 
violation of the ‘Equality’ Article 12 as, according to him, the provision of the Anti-discrimination Act, 
enables some persons to be ‘favoured on the ground of ethnic origin’. While there is no space here to 
engage into a more detailed discussion on the public debate triggered by this initiative, it is noteworthy, 
that the contention was based on conflicting understanding of discrimination, both positive (affirmative 
action) and negative. The proponents argued that affirmative action established by the rebalancing 
measures is a legitimate tool for achieving substantial equality and quoted several international human 
rights documents for its support. According to them, rebalancing measures are in compliance with the 
principle of equality and the right to non-discrimination if:

adopted with the approval of the persons belonging to the groups they concern;1. 
adopted on the basis of a sole objective, which is achieving equality;2. 
adopted on a temporary basis;3. 
suspended when the proclaimed goal has been achieved;4. 
are not consequences of maintaining unequal or different standards.5. 

The opponents maintained that any preferential treatment breaches the principle of equality 
despite the fact that the Slovak Government had in that time already implemented or supported several 
projects which could be regarded as preferential treatment, although not always explicitly based on 
ethnicity: zero grades, teacher assistants, reintegration of children from special schools to regular 
schools, new diagnostic testing, experimental verification of Roma curriculum, stipend programmes, 
and many others. Even on the institutional level, there have been institutions such as the Office of the 
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Plenipotentiary for Roma Communities, which may be, strictly speaking, regarded as the consequences 
of the preferential treatment based on ethnicity (there is no governmental representative, let alone an 
office, for any other ethnic minority).

In 2005, the Constitutional Court decided that the ‘specific positive actions’ are not in 
compliance with the Article 12 of the Slovak Constitution and they were thus invalidated. Paradoxically, 
no integration programmes or projects were banned as a consequence of the Court decision and all 
the policy instruments (zero grades, teacher assistants) which can be plausibly perceived as ‘temporary 
levelling measures’ remained in place. The whole dispute, however, pointed to the irreconcilable views 
on the notion of equality within the Slovak political representation.

4.4. Segregation/Integration

The patterns of segregation described in Subchapter 2.4 (Interethnic Relations in Schools)  point both 
to direct and indirect forms segregating Roma pupils to separate classes and schools with a specific 
example of special schools for mentally handicapped children. These forms of segregation may be 
legally framed as direct and indirect forms of discrimination, as defined by the Slovak antidiscrimination 
legislation. However, there is no precedent judicial decision on this issue as there has not even been an 
appeal submitted so far in the domain of education. The new School Act explicitly bans discrimination 
and segregation in education (Art 3d) but provides no sanctions or remedies for non-compliance with 
the principle of equal treatment.

School segregation is rarely recognised and rejected in the political discourse. Being coupled 
with sophisticated discriminatory and segregationist practises which are usually backed by seemingly 
harmless administrative decisions, it is plausible to assume that to gather sufficient evidence for 
a precedent trial may be a very difficult task with only flimsy prospects for success.

5. The State of the Art in Research on Minority Ethnic Youth in Education

Major research finding on the role of ethnicity in education have already been presented in previous 
chapters. One crucial aspect has not been mentioned yet: legal constraints imposed on personal data 
collection, which significantly affect both the research on ethnicity and policy-making targeting ethno-
cultural groups in Slovakia. Within the existing legal framework the only available ethnic data from 
censuses do not reflect the actual ethno-cultural composition of the society and are thus inadequate 
for drafting, implementing and evaluating policies which are aimed either at ethno-cultural protection 
and emancipation of certain ethnic groups or their social inclusion. Several substitutes have thus been 
developed to frame public policies and academic accounts. In the domain of integrated education and 
social inclusion policies, such a proxy has been labelled as socially disadvantaged environment or pupils/
students from SDE. It is disputable if this substitute hampers or facilitates the actual implementation 
of policies.

The most significant research findings concerning the role of ethnicity in education can be 
found in reports of domestic and international NGOs, such as European Roma Rights Centre, Open 
Society Institute, Amnesty International, Slovak Governance Institute, Centre for the Research of Ethnicity 
and Culture, and Milan Šimecka Foundation. Non-governmental institutions repeatedly document and 
condemn segregation practises in education, especially the overrepresentation of Roma pupils in special 
schools for mentally handicapped children.

Tomatová (2004) described various administrative procedures which enable placements and 
transfers of students from regular to special schools. Detailed field research has been provided by the 
Slovak Governance Institute under the series of Interface reports. These combine the analysis of concrete 
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legislative provisions with micro-level surveys of their implementation in practise. The most relevant 
reports analysed efficiency of social provisions for the increase of school attendance and performance of 
Roma children (Húšová 2006) and the analysis of transitive classes and other instruments of integrated 
education (teacher assistants, zero grades). Surveys of the state organisation MPC Prešov (2002, 2005) 
focused on the analysis of educational standing of pupils from SDE in comparison to regular students. 
Both surveys confirmed the generally lower attendance, performance and educational attainment and 
generally higher dropout rate of this category of school-age children, which can be seen as direct 
consequences of unequal opportunities these pupils have in the existing education system.

Under-investigated aspects of education include the specification of efficient desegregation 
measures which would avoid simple imposition of authoritative administrative or judicial decisions 
on local communities and would rather employ soft measures to minimize the risk of backlash from 
the majority communities. Long-term impacts of demographic changes on the minority schooling in 
general and education of Roma children in particular have also not featured on the mainstream research 
agenda. The same applies to longitudinal research of life strategies of people coming from different 
social and ethnic backgrounds which often brings about unequal opportunities also in the domain of 
education. Analysis of discursive strategies of ‘othering’ at all levels of social life, from the political and 
media discourse to everyday social interactions on the local level has not been thoroughly investigated 
either. Last but not least, the impact of the ongoing school reform also requires a deep analysis from the 
perspective of ethnic minority youth integration into the education system.
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DPM Deputy Prime Minister

ERRC European Roma Rights Centre
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ISCED International Standard Classification of Education

MoE Ministry of Education

MPC Methodical-Pedagogical Centre
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REF Roma Education Fund 

ROCEPO Roma Education Centre

ScEPs School Creation Educational Plan

SDE Socially Disadvantaged Environment

SEPs State Educational Plan

SGI Slovak Governance Institute

SO SR Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 

SSI State School Inspection 
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