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Introduction 
 

 

This Report gives an account of the major results of the Hungarian survey that was run in early 
2009 as part of the EDUMIGROM research project, a cross-country comparative endeavour to 
explore how schools and their environments shape young people’s life and future perspectives in 
ethnically diverse communities.  

In line with the agreed concepts, methodology, and procedures, the Hungarian survey aimed at 
revealing those conflicting drives and clashing interests in contemporary Hungarian society that 
materialise in a vast array of overt and covert processes of selection within and among schools in 
the early stage of education, and that ultimately conclude in marked ethnic divides and deep-going 
socio-ethnic inequalities all figuring out to the detriment of children of Hungary’s largest minority 
ethnic group, the Roma. In addition to investigating how intersecting social and ethnic divisions 
and the implied highly unequal power relations translate themselves into the daily working of 
schools that, in turn, formalise and thereby reinforce and deepen the involved ethnic distinctions, it 
was an important aim of the research to look at the imprints that partly informal and partly 
institutionally framed ethnic segmentations leave on the personal level. By exploring how the 
multi-layered processes of “othering” are reflected in particular patterns of identity formation and 
the ways how adolescents sense various forms of discrimination, the survey attempted at gaining 
insights into the shaping of inter-ethnic relations in remarkably differing school communities, and 
strived at revealing those frames of reference of recognition and misrecognition that are informed 
by departing early experiences on inclusion and exclusion.  

The dual aim of looking at structural forces and their personal reflections in their mutuality 
required a research design that made it feasible to apply both perspectives with one and the same 
momentum. This goal was neared by adopting a multi-step procedure to arrive at a sample that 
allows for meaningful analyses on all the four levels of individuals, the immediate class-settings 
beyond them, the hosting schools, and, finally, the communities that embed the latter. Hence, two 
multi-ethnic communities with relatively high proportions of Roma inhabitants, and additionally, 
with a wide range of industries and services, a full-fledged social structure, and, above all, a proper 
diversity of primary school arrangements were chosen in the first step1;  in the second, a well-
defined cohort of  adolescents in the phase of concluding the first stage of their educational career 
was approached by running the survey in all the finishing classes of all primary schools in the 
designated areas.2  

 

1 While the study concentrated on urban youth, the “urban picture” would have remained biased and unduly 
incomplete without looking at the rural surroundings of our selected two middle-size towns. Given  the prevailing 
patterns of massive outward move of the most disadvantaged groups toward the neighbouring villages where life is 
cheaper and perhaps more manageable (but still maintaining some ties with the urban centres), the case of these “re-
ruralised” communities makes an organic part of contemporary urban patterns in Hungary. 
2 A detailed account on the consideration driving our multi-step selection process is given in Chapters 1 and 2. 
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Full coverage of those on the 8th grade opened up some rare possibilities for our investigation. 
Given the chosen urban areas as lively entities with their internal social, economic, and power 
structures, this design rendered an opportunity to look at those deep-laying distinctions that are 
brought about by the varied conditionalities and diverse educational strategies of the involved 
schools, and further, it provided a compound frame of reference to follow aspirations, drives, and 
paths of students and their families within and beyond the given communities. The investigation of 
whole classes and their institutional embeddings made it possible to bring up the diverse impacts 
of shared experiences within the same school arrangements, and helped us to look at how students 
define their identities in the contextualisation of relations within the class settings that we see in 
their entireties beyond them.  

While we can be sure that this way our survey produced a set of insightful results that might 
enrich knowledge about the chosen communities and their primary school arrangements, it remains 
important to consider, how far can our findings be generalised, in other words, how far can they be 
perceived as ones that characterise ethnic relations in contemporary Hungarian society at large.  

In the statistical sense of the term, the representational power of the results is certainly limited. 
For sure, the two middle-sized towns and their rural surroundings do not reflect the full scale of 
geographic, social, and ethnic relations in the country, what is more, the surveyed cohorts do not 
represent the totality of the local communities either. Nevertheless, given that these cohorts were 
seen in their entirety, the statistical results comparing groups along a set of decisive social and 
ethnic breakdowns can be considered as rather accurate reflections of the corresponding relations 
in an all-societal perspective. In this regard, our findings on social and ethnic differences in school 
performance, strives at continuing beyond primary education, diverse patterns of inter-ethnic 
relations, experiences with discrimination and their manifestations in identity formation can be 
perceived as characteristic for 14-16 year old Hungarian youth even in a rigorous reading of group-
specific magnitudes and distributions.  

At the same time, the survey rendered a number of further important conclusions. In a broadened 
view of representation – where it is not the exact numeric extensions, but an insight into the 
factors and forces at play – the findings highlight a set of phenomena and workings that deserve 
attention for their general character and far-reaching implications on Hungary’s educational 
system. Our results powerfully show two interrelated processes of this kind: those driving selection 
among and within schools, and the ensuing patterns of sharp segregation along ethnic lines. As 
subsequent chapters of the Report will demonstrate it, the structural conditions set forth by 
cumulating processes of intra- and inter-school selection leave their imprint on all aspects of 
students’ experience with schooling: they frame the quality of instruction, deeply ingrain the 
contents of acquired knowledge and skills, have their immediate influence on the varied relations 
between the involved actors, and, above all, largely shape achievements, advancement, and also 
later opportunities with implications well into the adult lives.  

The crucial importance of these manifold implications of selection in inducing remarkably 
departing social and ethnic profiles in the settings where students live their daily lives, and the 
marked and lasting impacts that these differential settings carry on all aspects of schooling, drove 
us to put the issue on a central stage in the discussions that follow. Although we largely kept the 
initial structure that the ToR for Country Survey Reports outlines, it seemed important to insert a 
full chapter on the very working of the selective mechanisms and on introducing the sharply 
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diverging arrangements of schooling that they bring about. In later chapters, the key results of this 
analysis are taken as “independent variables”, that is, we aim at showing how ethnic-social 
selection starts to work on its own right, and how it accentuates otherwise known inequalities in 
status and power by giving a good deal of hardly confutative institutionalisation to them. The 
implications of segregation and ghettoisation as the most dramatic manifestations of 
institutionalised marginalisation are looked at with special attention. The ways how these 
emerging institutions of social-ethnic exclusion develop particular forms of group consciousness 
and how they start to work as self-referential frameworks and arrangements of self-defence 
defined in opposition to the exclusionary deals of the majority will be introduced in a discussion on 
the intersecting working of structurally shaped conditions and culturally framed personal reactions 
to them. 

The Report is built up from seven large chapters, with several sections in a number of them. 

The first part of Chapter 1 introduces the two communities where our quantitative survey took 
place and where the qualitative phase of the Hungarian research project is currently going on. This 
section provides a brief history, outlines the major social and economic changes that the post-1989 
developments of marketisation and economic transformation have induced, and maps the social 
compositions of the two sites at large. 

In the second part, the discussion is followed by the introduction of the 18 schools that hosted the 
survey. Based on compiling a range of school-specific and ethnographic information collected on 
the sites, this section gives insights into the highly diverse conditionalities that these schools 
operate on, shows some qualitative aspects of teaching in them, and puts in front of us the varied 
rationales that drive their managerial and pedagogical policies. 

Chapter 1/A3 discusses the working of the above-indicated processes of selection and 
demonstrates their interplay in shaping the class-formations on our sites. It brings up the socio-
geographical conditions that provide the embedding of the emerging selective formations, but also 
shows the strength of those moves that powerfully override these givens and ultimately sharpen 
the prevailing inequalities by giving rise to ethnically and socially highly segmented establishmen

Chapter 2 gives a detailed insight into the major characteristics of the sample by comparing its 
main features to those of the two communities. The discussion of ethnic relations, the most 
characteristic household formations, patterns of employment, sources of income, housing 
conditions, and some indicators of the social-ethnic variations of living helps us to see, how far 
data of the survey can be read with general implications on and beyond the two communities. 
Further, the presented analysis gives an introduction to the construction of the key variables 
measuring ethnic and social differences, thereby providing also a methodological backing to the 
analytical chapters that follow. 

The first part of Chapter 3 discusses the ways how the “metaphor” of grading performances is used 
by teachers and schools. It introduces the relativistic nature of grading as driven by undefined, 
though widely applied norms of “good” and “bad” achievements and as concurrently coloured by 

 
3 In order to keep conformity with the ToR and also with the structuring of the Survey Reports of the partner countries, 
this above indicated additional chapter was numbered with the insertion of the letter A that signals its independent 
status and given placement within the Hungarian Survey Report. 
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institutional cultures and concealed interests of the schools. Building on the preceding analysis of 
selections within and among schools, this section shows also the impact of the emerging diverse 
class arrangements on moulding the generally understood “metaphors” by adding a good deal of 
departing institutional framings and phrasings to them. 

The second part looks at the ways how grades start their independent life in justifying remarkable 
social and ethnic differences at the turning point when students have to decide about continuation 
on the secondary level. The considerations and aspirations that guide families and their children to 
make the involved crucial decisions with far-reaching impacts are contextualised amidst the 
prevailing institutional settings and the interests that they embody. In this framework, the long-
term impacts of early selection on varied ways of assessment, their justification by the differential 
ways how school results are handled by the receiving secondary level institutions, and the tacit 
confirmation of these inherent though invisible distinctions by the wider public are shown in their 
strong effects on accentuating and powerfully formalising ever stronger departures by social and 
ethnic backgrounds.   

Chapter 4 introduces the state of inter-ethnic relations in schools from a wide range of 
perspectives. Firstly, it looks at peer-relations that have outstanding importance in adolescent life. 
With particular emphasis on the variations by gender that are decisive for this age-group, the 
discussion shows how students from different social and ethnic backgrounds perceive the class 
communities; how they frame their daily routines and the ways of relating to each other; how they 
sense and interpret conflicts within these communities; and how they make friendships through 
defining commonalities and distinctions. A different angle is provided to the key dealings in school 
by looking at the ways how students see their teachers, whether they feel secure or insecure in 
their personal relations with them, and whether they experience support and/or injustices on the 
part of the powerful adult actors of their daily life. This discussion leads to a general overview of 
how students – again, from different social and ethnic backgrounds and belonging to different 
genders – sense of and respond to various manifestations of open or concealed discrimination. The 
analysis is conclusive also on the ways how young people conceptualise discrimination, how they 
arrive at refined distinctions among the varied manifestations of it, and how they make the 
phenomenon tolerated or fought back in their immediate relations. 

Chapter 5 discusses the ways and forms how young people approach their identities. Taking due 
note of the fact that identity formation is a never-ending process and that one’s identities are 
conditional and situated, the major issue here is to explore the importance and the personalised 
meanings of ethnicity in adolescent life. Putting different constituents of positive and negative 
identities into the context of diverse life experiences, the analysis brings up how feels about 
inclusion and exclusion gain their expression in strong as opposed to distressed perceptions of the 
self, how they influence varied degrees of self-esteem, and how they leave their stamps on trustful 
openness vs. defiant ethnic-social enclosure. 

Chapter 6 continues the preceding discussions by exploring how young people entering adulthood 
look at their future. By showing the clustering of their strongly conditioned desires and views on 
adult work and family, this analysis gives insights into aspirations on upward social mobility and 
also the early killing of such dreams. Elaboration on these issues allows us to put strong question-
marks to the widely shared views that lacking aspirations for betterment would be a distinctive 
feature of “Roma culture”. Instead, the analysis shows that desires and strivings fly high among 
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those few Roma girls and boys who have succeeded to escape segregation, while the latter potently 
obliterates the drives for advancement by the very fact of institutionalised degradation. In general, 
the findings demonstrate a strong imprint of social background on the variations of ideas about 
adult life, and point to the fact that in this context, ethnicity plays but the role of a mediating 
agent. 

Finally, the concluding chapter summarises the main results of the survey. In this discussion, 
particular attention is paid to the structural forces in their capacity to induce exceptionally sharp 
forms of selection that, in turn, institutionalise highly unequal conditions of schooling by social 
and ethnic belonging. Additionally, the manifold manifestations and the long-term devastating 
effects of segmentation are looked at in a condensed form by showing the destructive impacts on 
personality development, interpersonal relations, and further, on solidarity and social cohesion. On 
this ground, a few policy considerations are outlined that could and should be implanted within a 
short while even amidst the poor economic conditions of the country  – if not with the will to turn 
about the processes, but at least with the aim to slow down their damaging spiralling.  
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1.  Main characteristics of the selected communities and schools 
 

 

This chapter gives an overview of the two selected sites where the research has been conducted. 
Concerning the introduction of each urban area, the major historical, social, economic, and ethnic 
characteristics will be highlighted. In the second part, the discussion is followed by the 
introduction of the 18 schools and 35 classes that hosted the survey.  

In Hungary, two urban areas were selected for empirical investigation within the EDUMIGROM 
research project. The two chosen sites are situated in the Northern and South-Western parts of the 
country, respectively, and both are densely populated by Roma, the largest minority ethnic group 
within the boarders of the country. The first of the sites is Chemtown and its neighbourhood which 
involves five additional surrounding villages of the town, while the second site is called Coaltown 
together with one village in its proximity4. In order to give a thorough account on these 
communities and also to introduce their internal social structures, economic profiles, and power 
relations that condition the daily lives of the educational institutions in them, one should first look 
at each site at large. Data that later chapters will introduce on the situation of students, their 
families and the schools have to be looked at in such a broader context so that our results on the 
impacts of varied educational backgrounds, social positions, ethnic characteristics, living 
conditions, etc. can be properly seen in their socioeconomic and cultural embedding. Additionally, 
proper contextualisation is needed also for understanding personal reflections on the prevailing 
conditions: the internal relations that characterise the different types of settlements, the varied 
local economic situations and the characteristics of the local labour markets have to be taken into 
account as important explanatory factors for various forms of discrimination, inclusion and 
exclusion.  

This chapter intends drawing upon a rather ethnographic account on the sites along with 
complementary sets of statistical data.  

Taking into consideration some decisive features, the two main sites have much in common with 
respect to their size, their distance from the capital (200 km), their history, both ethnic and social 
composition of their population and, at some extent, their present economic status. Both of their 
urban centres are middle-sized towns with a population of 27,081 inhabitants in Coaltown and of 
32,356 inhabitants in Chemtown. Further, both experienced an economic boom around the 1950s 
and 1960s which meant, primarily, expansion of mining and extensive industrialisation (and an 
accompanying intense growth of the populations during these decades). However, the post-1989 
systemic transformation with strong emphases on economic adjustment has brought to the surface 
the hidden insecurities and in-built malfunctions of the local industries creating a critical 
economic situation in both towns from the early 1990s onwards. Today Coaltown and Chemtown 
are characterised by high unemployment rates (13.5% and 13.3%, respectively, in contrast to the 

 
4 To ensure anonymity of all those institutions and individuals who helped us to accomplish the research, we use 
pseudonyms throughout this Report. 
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national unemployment rate of 8.4 %5), growing and ever more ethnicised poverty, and the high 
prevalence of multiple social deprivation. (Coaltown News 2009, Municipality of Chemtown 2009) 
Despite strong indications of decline, both have maintained their leading position within their 
micro-regions in terms of schooling, public administration, health care provisions, and public 
services. 

Considering the differences, we shall mention two, decisive features of the selected sites which 
might affect the results of the analysis and shed light on important cleavages in the respective 
communities. On the one hand, one should take into account that, however, the proportion of the 
Roma population is around 10-12% among the inhabitants in both sites, as to their closer socio-
cultural belonging, the two Roma communities are distinct: in Chemtown, the majority are 
Romungro, whereas in Coaltown they are mainly Boyash.6 A further differentiating aspect relates 
to economic traditions: Coaltown’s economy was almost exclusively based on mining and a range 
of related plants, while industries in Chemtown used to be more diverse. The post-1989 
developments of economic transformation and marketisation have induced a shift from hard 
industry to service industry that resulted in the abandonment of these towns. Arising widespread 
hopelessness can be regarded as one of the explanations for desperate desires in Coaltown to make 
a living abroad (for further analysis, see Chapter 6). While the situation is not much better for 
people in the Chemtown area either, it seems that socio-economic status and ethnic background 
draw more rigid and blocked paths for various segments of the local society in Chemtown than in 
Coaltown. As will be shown, these limitations are reflected in plans and dreams of adolescents, 
determining their ambitions and chances for mobility (for further discussion, see Chapter 6). Finally, 
it is important to note that our research would not be complete without the study of local 
migration processes and of the educational strategies of families living on the edges of the towns. 
Hence, we involved some schools that are located in the nearby villages situated within 10 km 
away from the towns in the focus. However, the involved populations differ to a large extent: while 
the sole rural community, ‘Ma’ in the neighbourhood of Coaltown has succeeded to maintain some 
organic economic relationships with the town centre, many of the neighbouring villages around 
Chemtown have grown to highly deprived ghetto-settlements cut off from the local labour market.   

 

 

1.1 Introducing the selected communities 
 

Chemtown 

As a typical accompaniment of state-socialist extensive forced industrialisation, Chemtown as a 
local urban centre was brought into being by the administrative unification of two villages in 1948. 
The construction of the town and the establishment of local factories began around 1950 and were 

 
5 For details and long-term trends in unemployment, see: State Employment Service 2009. 
6 This difference has already been translated into economic and sociological terms by other researches, suggesting that 
the Romungro sub-group is rather assimilated and better-off than the Boyash. (Szuhay 2005)  
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carried out in accordance with a detailed long-term plan. Besides expanding heavy industry,7 the 
traditional local mining industry was modernised and extended in the subsequent two decades. A 
number of other factories related to the chemical and mining industries were established due to 
this boom. In parallel with industrial expansion, vast housing projects were established to meet the 
housing needs of the growing population. In response to these vast investments that promised 
guaranteed work and modern and comfortable homes, a massive migration of working age people 
seeking employment and secured living took place in the 1950ies and 1960ies. The newly settling 
groups of mostly unskilled or low-skilled workers, including many Roma, had migrated from all 
parts of the country. Their extensive and unstoppable inflow resulted in an immense population 
boom of the town. Between the years 1955 and 1960, the number of the population was doubled 
(from approximately 5,000 to 11,000). Furthermore, in the following period it increased by ten 
thousand each decade, reaching a peak in size with 37,000 inhabitants in the mid-1980s (see: 
Appendix: Table 1.1). After the collapse of the state-socialist regime, most of the once rapidly 
growing industries closed down or drastically reduced their capacities due to technological 
modernisation, rendering significant number of people – poorly qualified or unskilled workers 
primarily – unemployed. This process has induced growing poverty, that has affected 
undereducated Roma in the first place whose residential and school segregation has been 
continuously intensifying since the 1990’s. Despite the massive decline of the economy, the 
population of Chemtown has been decreasing only at a relatively slow pace (by only 10 per cent 
since its peak in 1980). 

 

Demographic characteristics of the population 

Despite the fact that the town used to be characterised by a very young population composition 
between 1950 and 1970 (77% of the local population was below the age of 40! in 1970?), by 
today, the gender and age composition of the settlement practically does not differ any more from 
that of the country at large. By now, Chemtown shows the typical picture of a slowly ageing 
locality (see:  Appendix: Table 1.2 ).  

The number of the 14-year old children (our target group) residing in Chemtown is 500.  

Our sample embraces all the students attending the 8th grade in the local primary schools. Hence, 
it is highly probable that its make-up by socio-economic status, ethnic background, parents’ 
employment, as well as its composition by the immediate neighbourhoods gives a rather good 
match of the respective features of the child-rearing population in the whole of the town. 
Nevertheless, some deviations might be recognised due to two important aspects. On the one hand, 
19 per cent of the students learning in one of the local schools commute from the villages where 
the listed characteristics of the population remarkably differ from those in Chemtown. On the other 
hand, some groups might be missing from our picture due to early leave for enjoying the 
opportunities that Hungary’s multi-layer educational system offers by 6-, or 8-year-long 
secondary-level schooling besides the traditional 4-year courses. However, Chemtown remains 
traditional in this latter regard, since 6-, and 8-year courses are rare and only available in a 

 
7 To mention a few of the local industries: the local chemical industry had been swiftly expanded, a power station had 
been founded, machine factories had been settled, and later, a Coke-producing firm was added to the scale . 
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distance. Thus, this second aspect might affect our sample only weakly. All in all, the first factor 
causes probable deviation downward, while the second induces some biases upward on the 
socioeconomic scale. It seems reasonable to assume that, in sum, their impacts more or less 
countervail each other and the concluding results can be considered representative for the 
mentioned segment of the urban community at large.    

Although one would welcome comparable town-wide data for families with children, the censuses 
do not provide such information: therefore, we have to rely on all-inclusive statistics concerning 
the major characteristics of household formation and housing. A more refined picture will be 
provided below for individual data on employment and education. 

According to data from the last population census in 2001, over half of the households in the town 
are constituted from members of a family among whom there are two or more adults. The 
relatively high ratio (28%) of single (non-family) households is due to the high proportion of 
widowed elderly women who often lost their husband because of early death upon occupational 
health damages or mining accidents (see data on household compositions in: Appendix: Table 1.3). 
According to the information provided by the head of the local welfare office, the municipality 
dedicates a substantial part of its welfare budget on subsidising these elderly widows of “socialist 
industrialisation, while another decisive portion of the towns’ social welfare revenue is spent on 
welfare assistance for the long term unemployed.   

Housing in town is determined by the earlier mentioned wide coverage of housing projects, 
including 8-16 storey blocks with 50-60 apartments built between 1950 and 1970. There are some 
differences in the quality of the buildings according to when they were built: the newer in age the 
more spacious they are. However, most of the houses are with full facility and equipped with 
central heating (and thus bring up a widely suffered controversy of comfortable daily living for 
extremely high costs). Due to socioeconomic and ethnic stratifications within the community, one 
can recognise polarisation as well as grasp substantial differences between the most and the least 
deprived even in spatial terms. High status residential areas with family houses are located in the 
suburbs on the edge of the town. Due to the high living expenses in the downtown, as well as the 
often unbearable costs of heating and other public utilities, many of the less well-to-do families 
have had to leave and move either to one of the nearby villages or to a cottage in the hills close to 
the town. These population shifts and spatial segregation have major implications on education 
and other social and health services, since weekend cottages have no public utilities, little or no 
connection to public transport, and are, due to weather conditions, impossible of approach. 
According to a survey, made in the town, approximately 300 families are directly affected by this 
process. (Zsolt 2007) 

  

Economic situation and employment in the town 

Economic activity of the town’s population mirrors its history: only one third of the total 
population is employed and, due to the closure of the heavy- and mining industry that used to be 
the landmark of the area, over half of the working age population is ousted from the official labour 
market (as inactive or long-term unemployed) (see: Appendix: Table 1.4). Since the end of the 
1980s, an increasing part of the working age population has lost gainful employment and many 
former employees have escaped through one or another early retirement scheme:  many decided 
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either to retire with a pre-age pension offered to workers in the heavy industry or to accept 
disability pension in case of demonstrated health problems. Those who had no access to such 
provisions became long-term unemployed. A few statistical indicators distinctly demonstrate the 
process. The proportion of employees has decreased from 51% in 1980 to 47% by 1990 and 34% 
by 2001, while the ratio of the economically inactive has tripled from 10% in 1980 to 30% in 2001. 
In the years after the millennium, the town has experienced a massive rise in the number of 
unemployed that has lifted their rate, as we have seen above, well above the national average. 
Clearly, the town was unable to generate more job opportunities for the masses of both unskilled 
and skilled workers.8   

Today the largest employer is the chemical plant which, despite the gradual dismissal of two-thirds 
of its former employees, still provides employment to some 1500-2000 workers. The local 
government and public services seek and employ, primarily, highly qualified staff in management 
and administration, schools, kindergartens, elderly homes, as well as in the hospitals. Some 
hundreds of people work in commercial units (such as shops and supermarkets); furthermore there 
are two textile factories which employ over 100 workers. A significant number of people found 
employment in the nearby city of Northcentre (30 km), where several multinational companies 
have settled down recently. In order to exploit the greater opportunities for making a living in this 
city, day after day, substantial numbers of both white- and blue-collar workers travel back and 
forth some two hours, though commuting makes them life rather expensive. The largest employer 
of low skilled workers is the Bosch assembly plant which is also located in Northcentre and hires 
many Roma commuters from Chemtown. 

 

Ethnic composition of the population 

There are no exact data available on the number of Roma living in the town. However, there are 
some estimates that can be depicted as approximations of the ethnic composition. According to 
the population census conveyed in 2001, the Roma compose only 1.2 per cent of the population in 
Chemtown. Since ethnic affiliation was recorded according to self-declaration, and since for deep-
rooted historical fear most Roma are not inclined to admit their background, a large (though 
unknown) proportion declared being “Hungarian”.  Hence, the numbers provided by the census are 
assumed to be severely underestimated. (Vajda – Dupcsik 2008) According to an estimation of the 
local Roma Minority Self-Government, the number of Roma in the town is around 4500, and this 
represents a ratio of 13% in the population. Researchers’ estimation offers an inbetween figure 
with a ratio of 6-7%. (Kertesi – Kézdi 1998) 

In terms of mapping the heterogeneity of the Roma population, which was a crucial point of 
consideration during the process of site selection, Chemtown appears to demonstrate this diversity 
effectively. The three larger groups inhabiting the town are the Romungro, Musician Roma (a 
subgroup of Romungro), and the Vlach Roma. Roma live in various, but fairly well identifiable, 
segregated spots of the town. Two subgroups, the Vlach and Musician Roma have been originally 

 
8 It is worth noting in this context that it is only 40% of the working-age population who have a degree from higher 
education. 
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present in this territory (before the 1950s), still the vast majority of Roma who currently live in the 
town have arrived here in the decades of extensive industrialisation in the 1950-1970s.  

Most of the Roma in Chemtown are concentrated in three distinct parts of the locality: along the 
so-called ‘GA’ street, in an inner-city slum, and in a peripheral ghetto-like settlement. Up until the 
1970s, the Vlach Roma originally used to live in hovels by the river S. outside the town, but this 
settlement was completely abolished by a flood in 1972 and thus Roma were forced to move into 
the town. Most of the families received low comfort social houses in G.A. street on the outer 
boundary of the town , where some of their descendants still live in an ethnically closed 
community formed by few (4-5) extended families. The second, distinctly Roma populated part of 
the town has evolved upon displaces that had been generated by a rapid decay of the inner-city 
districts. This downtown area (‘HK’ and the surrounding streets) that constitutes of blocks of high-
rise buildings each having 16 to 32 one-, or two-room apartments has become an ethnic and social 
slum zone. The third clearly identifiable part is another ghetto-like settlement which has evolved 
on the periphery of the town close to the former mining colony. It is inhabited by very poor people, 
among whom Roma are highly represented, who all live in small, wet and strongly decayed homes 
here. These shanty houses have one or two rooms, including the kitchen. There is neither any 
sewerage, nor a toilet, nor a bathroom and nor any running water inside. The respective ‘services’ 
are available just outside on the street. Due to the lack of surfaced streets and garbage collection, 
this area is hardly approachable and neglected.  

 

Villages on the periphery of Chemtown 

Our research included five villages that are situated within 10 km proximity of Chemtown, and 
that, from the point of view of schooling, can be identified as a micro-region. The bonds follow 
from rather recent developments: given parents’ historically new right to choose freely, families 
living in the villages can make a decision whether to enrol the child at a local school or opt for let 
the pupil commuting within a principally unrestricted distance. As it was already mentioned and 
will be discussed later at length, actually a substantial part of the families makes all efforts to 
reach out for the better schools in the town, and sacrifices remarkable efforts and funds to 
maintain strong ties to the urban centre. In these respects, the involved villages can be regarded as 
“extended arms” of Chemtown proper.  

Indicated by the initials of their names, the surrounding villages are: ‘S’, ‘Mu’, ‘K’, ‘B’ and ‘O’. As to 
their socioeconomic and ethnic profiles, these villages show a highly diverse picture.  

The smallest site is ‘B’ with 1000 inhabitants. It used to be an integral part of Chemtown until 
2006, and now it can be regarded as one of the most prosperous villages in the area. It hosts the 
chemical factory and the power plant. Due to the still favourable employment opportunities that 
these firms offer, the number of unemployed people is insignificant, and the village has a 
considerable income from local business taxes. These facets might explain why ‘B’ is called by the 
town-dwellers as ‘Little Kuwait’. The proportion of the Roma population is very low and, in 
comparison to the surrounding settlements or to the region, their socioeconomic situation is far 
more advantageous.  

The largest among the selected villages is ‘S’ with 3500 inhabitants. This settlement is important is 
of great importance for our research, since one of the poorest and most deprived Roma colony in 
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the country is situated here. The village is divided into two parts. The ethnic majority lives on the 
one side, whereas on the other side, there is a large Roma settlement. The latter looks like Latin 
American favellas do: it is set up by shabby, extremely crowded huts, lacking sewage, electricity, 
running water and road surface. Practically nobody has been in employment for decades. Income of 
the households is made up from varied social welfare benefits ranging from childcare grant 
through unemployment compensation to pensions for a few. These very low sums are then 
somehow supplemented by poor and irregular payments for non-registered day-labour and other 
semi- or non-legal activities (such as collection of wood and metal, communal waste etc) The 
other, “white” part of the village is a regular, north-east Hungarian settlement where most of the 
people have a permanent job in one of the neighbouring towns. Their children most probably 
commute to one of the schools in Chemtown, whereas the village school has been transforming 
into a classical ethnic-ghetto institution.  

‘K’ (1744 inhabitants), ‘Mu’ (3300 inhabitants) and ‘O’ (1824 inhabitants) are former mining 
villages with ethnically mixed populations. All can be characterised by a relatively high 
unemployment rate due to the closure of the mining industry after 1989. The poorest among these 
villages is ‘O’ with the largest Roma population, while the other two settlements have a rather 
multiethnic population. Considering the living standards as well as living conditions in rural areas, 
inhabitants of the villages live under much worse circumstances comparing to those in towns: the 
average income per capita as well as the quality of houses or access to services can hardly be 
measured and evaluated by the application of urbanised standards. As it has already been 
mentioned above, many of the villagers are those who have fled from the town in the past two 
decades for seeking for the opportunity to establish and maintain a better life at affordable costs.  

 

Coaltown 

Coaltown, the second largest town of a county in the South-West of Hungary, used to be a 
traditional coal mining town for over a century. Similarly to Chemtown, the town became a target 
of forced state-socialist industrialisation and thus experienced considerable growth in the 1950s 
and 60s. The locality used to be the centre of the coal mining industry that expanded rapidly 
between 1950 and 1980 and provided the country with raw material. Industrial firms in machinery, 
metal industry, and a range of newly established power plants were founded against this backing. 
Extensive industrialisation created an increased the demand for low-skilled and unskilled workers 
resulting in a massive flow of immigration from the 1960s until the mid-1980s. Upon the systemic 
changes that induced marketisation and swift privatisation in the economy and that led to the 
ultimate collapse of the state-socialist heavy industry, the demand for coal started to shrink 
triggering the closure of non-transferable mining units one by one until 2000, when the last was 
shut. 

 

Demographic composition, geographic segmentation 

The two towns that serve as our sites have a lot in common with regard to their demographic 
composition. The population of Coaltown grew between 1950 and 1960. It quintupled in 30 years 
from 5,800 inhabitants after World War II, to 23000 inhabitants in 1960 and to over 29,000 in 
1980 (see: Appendix: Table 1.1). Since the transition its population has been shrunken by 10% due 
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to a significant number of people leaving for better job opportunities. Furthermore, the industrial 
decline and recession had an unfavourable effect on the area causing high levels of unemployment. 
Like Chemtown, Coaltown also used to be a very young town in the 1960s, however its age 
composition resembles the all-Hungarian trend by now: an ageing society with an increasing 
number of elderly people and a decreasing number of child birth. The relatively high proportion of 
one parent household (one forth of households) is due to the large number of widows whose 
husbands died in severe occupational diseases and mining accident.  

The town was built on seven hills, crosscut by valleys; the central valley provides the space for the 
downtown where a huge power plant, an industrial park, shopping facilities and the municipal 
services are situated. There is a diverse mix of housing with estates built in different time periods, 
on various, distanced parts of the town. The site is composed of varied housing estates relatively 
far from each other, e.g., one part was built in the middle of an agricultural field in the 1980s, and 
it lays kilometres away from other parts that had been built before. Interestingly, the type of family 
house has not become the feature of the town. The only part of the town that hosts such homes 
(spacious individual houses with a garden) is on one of the peripheries and is regarded as a high 
status residential area.  

Similarly to Chemtown, a pressing problem in town is the high costs related to housing, especially 
to heating that is provided by the central power plant and delivered through energy-wasting pipes. 
The expenditures are very large, and thus many feel compelled to leave, because they are unable to 
pay the bills. These people move to weekend cottages without public utilities in the hills that are 
surrounding the town, or relocate themselves in one of the distanced villages. Thus, like in 
Chemtown, the process of ‘re-ruralisation’ has been taking place also in Coaltown, concluding in a 
massive outward move of the most disadvantaged groups towards rural areas hoping for a better 
and cheaper life.  

 

Economy and employment 

As mentioned above, Coaltown has been a coal-mining town since 1895. This means that mining 
and the related industries have been a determining sector of its economy for over a century. In its 
‘golden age’, between 1960 and 1970, mines alone provided job opportunities for over 6,000 
people, attracting a large population of both unskilled and skilled workers. Due to economic 
restructuring, the region had to cope with several waves of layoffs, however, mines were still 
employing over 2,000 people in the beginning of the 1990’s. The unstoppable process of shrinking 
has caused hardly reparable wounds in the economy and society of the town as well as in its local 
identity that was based on coal mining ever since. However, disintegration has been gradual giving 
thus time, at least 10 years, to the local society to adjust to the new economic environment. The 
majority of the former mine workers managed to obtain certain regular allowances such as 
provisions under the early retirement schemes or benefits in compensation for occupational health 
damages.  

Data on the change in the composition economic activity clearly show this process: computed for 
the entire population, the rate of employment has fallen from 49% in 1980 to 31% by 2000, while 
the proportion of the economically inactive groups has grown by 250 per cent within the same 
period, from 14 to 37 per cent (see: Appendix: Table 1.4.a). Considering the working age population, 
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in 2008, 13.5 per cent was unemployed, and out of this group a third has been on the doll for 
years, thus qualified as long-term unemployed. 

In the present, the town has a significant light industry that, capitalising on the major subsidies 
coming from centrally administered labour market funds, gives employment to people with physical 
disabilities, among whom former miners are heavily represented. With respect to the number of 
employees, the following factory complexes and industries have a leading role in the region: 
quarry; textile factory; heat power station; engine factory; shoe factory; furniture factory, and a 
range of public service units.  

 

Ethnic composition of the population, history of Roma 

Two minority ethnic groups live in Coaltown: the Germans and the Roma. The Germans have been 
living here since the 18th century. The arrival of the Roma is undocumented, however, it is 
assumed, that they have been residents for at least a century. The size of the two groups remains 
uncertain for a range of historical experiences still affecting free acknowledgement of ethnic 
identity9. (Vajda – Dupcsik 2008)  According to the last census, only 419 inhabitants with declared 
Roma identity and 289 inhabitants with acknowledged German identity lived in the town in 2001. 
However, the true numbers are certainly much higher: over 3,000 votes went to the local German 
Minority Self-government, while 1,400 people voted for the local Roma Minority Self-government. 
Furthermore, there are three kindergartens and two primary schools run under  German 
programme, and these numbers indicate a significant proportion of German inhabitants among the 
town-dwellers; whereas the number of Roma can be approached by expert estimations that state a 
minority population of approximately 2,000  and 2,500-3,000 inhabitants, respectively (Kertesi – 
Kézdi 1998; oral communication of a local Roma minority activists).  

As indicated earlier, Roma in Coaltown belong – with few exceptions – to the Boyash sub-group, 
an originally nomadic community (their name if translated directly to “tent-inhabiting Roma”). The 
Boyash speak an archaic version of Romanian. They used to live in a settlement’s proximity in the 
forest, and dealt with goods provided by the environment: collecting and selling wood, berries, or 
mushrooms, and manufacturing wooden utensils. Many Roma benefited from the opening of the 
mines around the turn of the 19th century by selling wood for utilisation in mine-constructions. 
They used to live in their tents until the 1960s when permanent Roma colonies evolved next to the 
opened excavations. These mining colonies (7 in 1975) emerged in the immediate neighbourhood 
of the mineshafts, far away from the town proper. Most of these mining colonies were divided into 
two parts: a distinct segment hosting the Roma in crowded huts without basic infrastructure, and 
another area accommodating workers of the ethnic majority in 4-story houses with a higher level 
of comfort. Due to urban planning and new regulations concerning hygiene as well as urban 
‘aesthetics’, Roma colonies were abolished from the second half of the 1980s onward, the last (‘B-
colony’) being eradicated in 1999. Inhabitants were forced to move out from their homes and were 
offered low-quality apartments in the inner town. By now, two ethnic and social enclaves can be 
identified: one is in the downtown (“K” street and its neighbourhood), and the other (named ‘S-

 
9 Germans as members of a ‘sinful nation’ were displaced and persecuted after World War II, while Roma have suffered 
repeated pogroms and continuous insults throughout their history. 
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valley’) is laid close to the centre. The majority of Roma live in the latter area, while others live on 
the outskirts, in crowded houses (barracks) which accommodate 2 to 6 families. Due to the 
depressed labour market situation, prevailing outright discrimination and low educational 
attainments of the adult members of the community, the vast majority of the Roma (some 70 per 
cent of those in their working age) are long-term unemployed who provide living for their families 
from varied low-standard welfare provisions, modest earnings from temporarily available public 
work, and from the highly fluctuating income of occasionally available day-labour. Their traditional 
networks and relationships have dissolved: despite of century’s long peaceful and functional 
coexistence within the local multiethnic society, by now, Roma have become a disintegrated part of 
the local community.  

Our research included ‘Ma’, a village 5 km away from Coaltown. Due to its proximity to Coaltown, 
it appears as an alternative for living and, as for children, for schooling. It has a traditionally 
multiethnic heritage, due to its German past and Roma present. The majority of its population 
works in the agricultural sector or commutes for industrial and service work into Coaltown.  

 

 

1.2 Introducing the selected schools 
The second section of this chapter focuses on the schools that took part in the survey. The reason 
why we regard it relevant to dedicate a detailed discussion to the introduction of schools is not 
just to assist the reader to better visualise the sites of the research. The underlying cause is more 
complex. We argue that educational policies are shaped by national as well as sub-national levels 
and are markers of differences whether they pursue ethnically biased, colour-blind, or consciously 
anti-discriminatory policies. Hence, local schools, with the adopted policies, can be seen as 
microcosms of the community that forecast and demonstrate trends, serve the aim of either social 
exclusion or inclusion as well as can shed light on trends and important cleavages of the society at 
large.  

 

Schools in Chemtown 

The local school system was reorganised a couple of years ago. Until 2002, the town had a 
separate, de facto, 'Roma-only school' that was closed down, and its students as well as teachers 
were repositioned into a larger school (School 9). As a result of recently ongoing processes of 
rationalisation, since 2008, there have been two central primary schools operating in the town. One 
has two, and the other has three affiliated schools10, and one among the latter is situated in a 
nearby village. Since the affiliated schools are geographically separated, further, each has its own 
student and teacher body, the study will discuss 7 school-units as individual entities.  

 
10 Affiliated schools are drawn under joint administration and financial management, but the respective units maintain 
some independence in defining their pedagogical orientation and are usually operated under distinct policies 
concerning recruitment and certain elements of the teaching programme. 
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The schools differ with regard to their size, geographical placement, student composition and level 
of performance. The most important facts about individual schools – the number of parallel classes, 
the proportions of socially disadvantaged and overaged students and the ratios of  students 
attending the units from outside of it administratively defined catchment area – are provided in 
Table 1.5 in the Appendix. In addition, two further tables show the ethnic and socioeconomic 
composition of the schools’ student body (Table 1.6 in the Appendix), and, respectively, render 
certain indicators of social and ethnic segregation within each of the institutions (Table 1.7 in the 
Appendix). 

As the figures in the mentioned tables demonstrate, Chemtown’s school system is rather 
segmented, and most importantly, maps a socially and ethnically divided community of the urban 
area. Two of the schools (School 6 and School 12) are designed primarily for the local elite, children 
coming from the most affluent families. There are some schools for mostly middle class children 
with a more heterogeneous student population, and yet other schools represent pronounced 
segregation along ethnic and social backgrounds. Finally, there is a truly low-prestige school 
(School 9) at the end of the scale that is attended mostly by socially deprived and Roma children 
residing in the nearby social and ethnic inner-town slum.  

 

Elite schools 

School 6, a genuinely “elite” institution enjoys evidently the highest prestige in town. It is located 
in a massive building in the very centre of the town, near the public offices and municipal 
infrastructure. It accommodates a small number of children coming from socially disadvantaged 
families and there are no students among the attendees who would live in deep poverty in 
destitute conditions. Very few Roma children attend this school – in the sample, there were only 
two who identified themselves as partly Roma (see: Appendix: Tables 1.5 and 1.6). As to their social 
composition, a slight difference can be recorded between the two parallel classes on the 8th grade: 
class ‘B’ seems to comprise students from the highest strata of the community, while class ‘A’ 
admits students of slightly lower though still relatively well-positioned backgrounds.  

Since it is located on the crossroads of two ‘separate worlds’, the catchment area of School 12 is 
heterogeneous. Apart from the included territories inhabiting families with upper-middle class 
background, the designated district of the school comprises also the two extremes of the socio-
economic axis: children are entitled to attend as well from the peripheral social and ethnic ghetto 
as from the top elite residential area, the so-called “Rose hill”. However, looking at the actual social 
and ethnic composition of the classes on the 8th grade, these extremes hardly can be recognised. 
As the data suggest, the most deprived children, living in the peripheral slum, do not show up in 
this school at all, instead, they usually attend the least prestigious school of the community. As a 
result of the deep residential inequalities and the moves induced by them, children of poor families, 
and especially, those with Roma background simply “disappear” from the school’s sight, whereby 
the majority in the school’s student body comes to represent middle and upper-middle class 
families, and the proportion of Roma is only 10-15% among them. Furthermore, there is a visible 
separation within the school along social and ethnic lines: classes ‘A’ and ‘B’ include children of the 
top economic and social elite of the town, while class ‘C’ collects lower middle-class and Roma 
children.   
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Average schools 

There are three schools in Chemtown that belong to this category: School 7, School 10 and School 
11. These schools are situated in various points of the downtown. Most typically, their student 
population consists of children coming from middle-class backgrounds. 

School 7 is a medium-size school that is located close to the centre, and is surrounded by council 
houses on the one hand, and by a residential area, on the other. Its student population comes from 
the immediate neighbourhood that is inhabited mostly by middle-class families, but also a few 
socially disadvantaged and Roma children are recorded among the attendees. The school runs an 
intensive English language teaching programme, further it offers extra-curricular sport and cultural 
activities, too. Its two parallel classes on the 8th grade are very similar in their ethnic and social 
composition. The school seems to be successful in terms of organising classes according to the 
principle of integration and, to this end, it deliberately maintains both the social and ethnic mixing 
of the students.  

School 10 and School 11 are affiliated units of the same administrative complex led by School 10. 
Both institutions are located in the public housing areas of the city. According to the statistics, 
School 10 has students from both middle- and lower-middle backgrounds, however, children from 
the deprived strata and/or with learning difficulties living in the inner-city slums are explicitly 
segregated. According to the school’s homepage: “Besides teaching, our school deals with the 
education of special need students both in integrated and in segregated ways. Classes educated in a 
segregated way are situated in the head school (School 10).” Looking at the data indicating social 
and ethnic segregation between classes (see: Appendix: Table 1.7), one can recognise that there is a 
remarkable gap between the average social situation of the students in class ‘C’ and the other two 
classes. While class ‘A’ and ‘B’ accommodate students of middle-class families with a few Roma 
children in addition, class ‘C’ collects children from lower social positions belonging to the ethnic 
majority.11 Students in class ‘C’ are mostly with learning difficulties that not only involves them 
being situated in a segregated setting, but they are also spatially separated from their 
‘unproblematic’ peers. That is to say, that hey have their own corridor that is cut off from the other 
parts of the school by a closed door, furthermore, they use the canteen and other school facilities 
separately. (EURON 2007, p. 18) During the field visits, among the attendees of this class, we met a 
substantial proportion of students from the adjoining peripheral social and ethnic slum. As to the 
data originating from the student questionnaires, they show a somewhat different picture: only a 
third of the students on the 8th grade come from the schools catchment area, while in the 
segregated class (class ‘C’), there is only one student who lives in this very district.  

In contrast, School 11 carefully mixes children from different social backgrounds. It is apparent that 
students from varied social backgrounds are distributed evenly in the three classes running parallel 
to each other on the 8th grade. Despite the low presence of Roma children in the school, the policy 
of ethnic mixing is, however, lacking: almost all Roma students (with one single exception) attend 

 
11 However, according to our research, these students are identified as Roma by the majority which invokes on the one 
hand the dilemma of determining Roma ethnicity, on the other hand, calls attention to ‘minoritisation’ on ethnic 
grounds.  

 18



 

 

the same class, while the other two classes are inhabited exclusively by students from the ethnic 
majority. 

 

Low-prestige schools 

School 9 is situated on the boundary of the inner-town ethnic-social ghetto and a middle class 
residential area. Historically, it used to provide education for middle-class children belonging to the 
ethnic majority, up until 2002, when its merge with the de facto ‘Roma school’ took place. By now, 
there seems to be a common agreement on School 9 regarding it as the ‘lowest prestige school’ of 
the town. The merge triggered an intense white flight and led to a rapid decrease in the school’s 
reputation. The school failed to integrate the newcomers but kept both the Roma children and their 
teachers in a separate class. This called forth deep divides in the school’s community that manifest 
themselves in widespread abomination, sharp conflicts, and reciprocal hostility. Due to external 
pressure, admission policy has changed recently and by now, the directorate as well as the 
municipal administration make serious efforts to transform the school into a multiethnic 
institution serving for socially heterogeneous populations. As a result of efforts to make it 
ethnically and socially diverse and capable of implementing integrative education, these days, 
School 9 receives children from both the inner-town slums and the nearby middle-class residential 
area. This recent turn might explain why indicators of social composition and the performance of 
students as signalled by the survey are on an average level, though prior investigations forecasted 
poor results due to the extremely high proportion of socially disadvantaged and Roma students 
who were known to make up the student body.  

 

Village schools 

Village schools – with one exception – have one single class on the 8th grade, with only 10-13 
students in them. The villages differ from one another to a substantial degree, though it is true in 
general that children living in the nearby rural area usually experience poorer material 
circumstances than their peers in the towns. This general statement holds even more for the 8- 
graders of our sample than for the involved populations at large. Talented and/or well situated 
families have escaped the involved village schools several years before in seeking a school in one of 
the neighbouring towns that is higher in standard and promises better perspectives for further 
education of their child. There are six village schools in the sub-sample of the Chemtown area.  

School 8 administratively belongs to the town’s educational portfolio, but is in fact located in one 
of the nearby villages (‘Sz’). The building of the school is brand new and modern, but concerning 
the quality of education, the institution is an average village school with no special services on 
offer. The majority of the students are coming from middle-class background, with an additional 20 
per cent ratio of those from socially deprived milieu, further, with the low representation of Roma 
who make up just 10% of the 8-grader attendees. According to our survey data, commuting 
students come from a lower social status than the locals.  

School 17 in ‘K’ offers education for students of its catchment area together with adolescents 
living in a state foster care institution situated in the village. The latter fact explains the 
outstanding proportions of overaged students and of those from outside the immediate 

 19



 

 

neighbourhood. Students are from very low-status backgrounds, though they mostly belong to the 
ethnic majority. The ratio of minority ethnic students is well below the rural average: only less than 
one fifth of the 8-graders identify themselves as Roma in this school. 

The primary school of ‘S’ (School 13) has practically become a ‘Roma-only school’ – given that local 
students of the ethnic majority have left and commute to one or another of the inner-town 
institutions of Chemtown. All the available data suggest that the situation of youth is desperate in 
this unit. The institution provides a clear case of a ghetto-school where, in proper reflection of the 
increased residential segregation of the marginalised population, the majority of the students 
belong to the most deprived segment of the Roma community. What is more, the school manages 
to adopt a policy of sharp internal segregation: the few remaining students with ethnic majority 
background, together with some of the less disadvantaged Roma, are kept apart in class ‘A’, while 
those arriving from the ethnic colony where families live amidst deeply destitute conditions are 
organised into the troubled parallel class ‘B’.  Dropout rates, truancy and the ratio of overaged 
students are very high here. All in all, School 13 is an exceedingly low prestige establishment that 
serves as a “last resort” for its students to comply with the regulations on compulsory education 
and fulfil their schooling obligation. On this account, it has to be added that there is very limited 
chance for the attendees to proceed toward a secondary school. The only one of this type that 
admits youth from ‘S’ is the religious charity school called ‘DB’ in Chemtown whose explicit mission 
is to prevent the untimely falling out of adolescents from marginalised families from the 
educational system. The hopeless situation of School 13 is well characterised by parents and 
teachers in Chemtown often blackmailing poorly performing children to transfer them into the 
infamous institution of ‘S’.  

Like in ‘S’, students in School 15 come from poor backgrounds. However, Roma children do not form 
a majority here, their performance is not that bad, dropout rates and the ratio of overaged students 
is not high.  

Among all the above-mentioned institutions, School 16 in ‘B’ appears to be an exception with the 
least diverging ethnic and social profile. It is a very small school maintained by the rich village. 
Most of the children come from affluent, higher-middle class families and there are just a very few 
Roma students among the attendees.  

An important result of our analysis is that, despite the counteracting legal regulations, a number of 
schools do practice social and ethnic segregation within their walls. However, the two axes of 
separation do not always meet. Both School 10 and School 12 run parallel classes selecting 
students on the basis of socioeconomic status. One of their classes is comprised of students from 
affluent families, while the other one collects students from disadvantaged backgrounds. In School 
10, separation of socially disadvantaged children with learning difficulties does not coincide with 
ethnic selection, however, in School 12 social and ethnic differentiation go hand in hand. That is to 
say that two classes admit children of the local elite, while the third class hosts “problematic” 
students most of whom come from deprived families.  

 

Schools in Coaltown 

The number of educational units in Coaltown is below that in Chemtown. The town has four 
primary schools and an additional affiliated unit that provide the institutional framework of 
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standard primary education for nearly 1900 students. In addition, a special primary school for 
children with mental disorders is located in the town, however, it does not exclusively serve the 
urban area but meets the needs of the entire region.  

Similarly to Chemtown, due to both the decrease in the number of students and the shrinking of 
the available financial resources, the schooling system of the town has undergone several waves of 
restructuring during the last couple of years. Thus, upon repeated rationalisations, several shifts 
and merges took place in the years 2000 and 2005 that have resulted in the current arrangement 
of four schools in five buildings. Each local school bears different prestige, though all of them have 
to deal with the increasing number of disadvantaged children. Since they do not draw up a clear 
scale similar to that in Chemtown, the institutions are listed below without any further 
categorisation.  

The most important facts about individual schools – number of parallel classes, proportions of 
socially disadvantaged and overaged students, ratio of attendees from outside the unit’s catchment 
area – are provided in Table 1.8 in the Appendix. Two additional tables show the ethnic and 
socioeconomic composition of the schools (Table 1.9 in the Appendix) and some indicators of 
within-school social and ethnic selection (Table 1.10 in the Appendix), respectively. 

School 1, the largest primary school has stood in the centre of the above-mentioned 
reorganisations. First a smaller unit had been drawn under the directorate of a larger one in town, 
then, in 1999-2000, the entire complex was moved to its current location in an outer district. The 
merger as well as the move was forced, the participating schools did not welcome the decision of 
the municipality. Five years later this school was merged again – first only administratively, and 
from 2007 on also in fact – with yet another smaller unit experiencing shrinking student 
population. The last class attending the institution shut by now was moved in 2008 to School 1 
and it is currently accomplishing the concluding 8th grade. Earlier, School 1 was running a special 
programme for students with dyslexia (that affected 15 students in class “C”) but due to changes in 
governmental policies and altered financial incentives supporting integration, these students have 
been re-positioned into the parallel standard classes.  

This school is an average school that serves a large, socially and ethnically mixed, student 
population. Most of the attendees come from middle- or lower-middle class blue-collar families. 
Further, the institution accommodates a small but growing number of Roma students who 
currently represent some 10 per cent of its student body. School 1 follows a deliberately colour-
blind policy in admission and organisation, and explicitly regards it a mission to educate and 
integrate socially disadvantaged children irrespective of their ethnic background. In order to 
achieve this aim, the school puts a special emphasis on sports (education and competition) that 
induces its students accomplish the best sports result in the region. Data on the social and ethnic 
composition of the parallel classes on the 8th grade show no great differences, though in class ‘D’ 
the number of Roma and socially disadvantaged pupils is somewhat higher than in the other three 
classes. This follows from the merge two years ago: when their original school in ‘D’ had been shut, 
students were kept together in this class for the remaining two years of their studies.  

In contrast, School 2 is an institution consciously following multiethnic principles and considering 
its explicit mission to raise ethnic awareness and to promote ethnic diversity in classes. The school 
provides an elitist German ethnic minority programme with very intensive language teaching and a 
highly competitive curriculum that stands apart and in sharp contrast to the running of standard 
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education. With regard to recruitment, the school’s catchment area comprises the town’s social 
and ethnic slum and involves also three public foster-care homes. Hence, the composition of its 
student population invokes all the problems that may occur, such as: large number of attendees 
from socially deprived backgrounds, truancy, high dropout rates, high proportion of overaged 
students, and the prevalence of juvenile delinquency. The two parallel classes are organised 
according to performance, and although there is considerable difference between the average 
socioeconomic situation of the students, according to our field experience, there is a considerable 
number of Roma and socially deprived students in the high-performing class, while there are a 
number of attendees from ethnic majority background  in the standard, lower performing setting.  

The school has a well trained and pedagogically progressive teaching staff, with several teachers 
speaking Romani and being knowledgeable about the culture of the ethnic minority. We shall note 
that perhaps the greatest achievement of the school can be identified in its capability of 
maintaining a balance between keeping the most deprived and problematic children at school and 
simultaneously providing high-standard competitive teaching for its best-performing students – a 
rare configuration in contemporary Hungarian education, indeed.  

The remaining three schools, with different portfolios, are considered to be average according to 
their performance and the policies they implement in order to deal with ethnic diversity as well as 
social deprivation.  

School 4, located in the downtown, is a school with a deeply embedded tradition of music 
education. It has been organising a prestigious international chore competition every second year. 
The circumstances would suggest that this school is enjoys the highest reputation in town due to 
its decade-long traditions, leading role in recruiting and educating talented students, favourable 
geographic position, attractive building and garden, good infrastructure and fair selection 
mechanisms based exclusively on the pupils’ talent in music. Our collected data indirectly support 
the latter, since the school’s student population proves to be mixed both ethnically (24% of the 
students on the 8th grade are from Roma background) and with regard to the social backgrounds 
(a quarter of its students come from poor families).  

School 3 is located in a middle-class area that is reflected in its composition: the majority of 
students are from rather well-situated families, with a few socially disadvantaged attendees among 
them. One of the factors that fuels and maintains within-school ethnic and social selection is the 
intensive English language programme that is run in only one of the classes and appears to attract 
well-situated families in the first place. As a result, Roma and students from the lower strata of the 
society are concentrated in class ‘A’, whereas class ‘B’ is favoured by families from the upper or 
upper-middle classes.  

School 18 is an affiliated unit of School 3. This is a small school situated in one of the residential 
areas of the town. Its student population is rather homogenous, consists of children from upper-
middle class families.  

School 5 is the school of a nearby village, Ma. The village has a significant, but decreasing number 
of German ethnic minority, and a growing Roma population. School 5 is a small primary school 
with only 147 students (there are 17 attendees on the 8th grade). Due to extensive ‘white flight’, 
the majority of the pupils belong to the ethnic minority; moreover, children are from poor families, 
among whom those in severely deprived position have a high representation (30%). The majority of 
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the students identify themselves as Roma or partly Roma, and interestingly, the class teacher’s 
estimation of their number remains under that based on self-declaration. This suggests that the 
school provides a friendly and secure atmosphere that encourages ethnic awareness. The school 
runs both a German and a Roma ethnic minority programme. The German programme provides 
intensive German language classes (5 times a week), while the Roma minority programme offers 
classes on Roma culture and tradition (20 hours/week) integrated into the standard subjects.  

A further institution that has an important role in the schooling of Roma children is the ‘Learnery’, 
an extracurricular after-school programme organised by the Roma community. Roma children aged 
6 to 18 may take part in activities offered by the Learnery. The key aim of that institution is to 
assist children in their efforts to finish primary school successfully and proceed to the secondary 
level. It is achieved by providing them with an environment that they often lack at home, and 
activities that can compensate for social deprivation. The Learnery renders various services, 
including activities enhancing positive ethnic identity (clubs, summer camps, cultural programmes 
etc.) or the mentoring of children. The Learnery has established meaningful relations to schools, 
especially to School 2. The two institutions consult and continuously inform each other about 
arising problems and achieved developments.  

The above overview of the 18 educational units hosting our research probably convinced the 
reader: though the complexity of the outer conditions greatly determines the scope of 
manoeuvring for the schools, still, a lot depends on their internal culture, driving values, and policy 
considerations. Some are committed to ethnic and social integration, while others are confident 
about the usefulness of sharp selection; some attempt to achieve the reduction of inequalities in 
performance and advancement through investments into quality education, whereas others are 
dedicated to the principles of competition and the accompanying strategies of selecting by 
performance among the classes. At any rate, whether looked at from the angle of achievements or 
from that of future opportunities, students from disadvantaged social milieus, and especially, from 
Roma background seem to remain toward the lower ends of the scale. As it will be shown in the 
subsequent discussions, this recurrent fact is following from the interplay of a number of highly 
potent structural forces that individual institutions are hardly able to overcome.   

Below we turn to their closer exploration through looking at the factors that induce ever more 
intense ethnic and social selection among and within the schools providing primary education. 

 

 

1/A Selection among and within schools 
Hungarian primary schools are known to be ranked among the most selective ones within the 
group of the OECD-countries. As the consecutive PISA-surveys have unanimously shown, students’ 
performance scores are highly correlated with their social background, and the strong association 
is mediated by the sharply differing social and ethnic profiles of the schools. (OECD 2007, Balázsi – 
Ostorics – Szalay 2007, Csapó 2008, Kertesi and Kézdi 2009) Additionally, later opportunities in 
education and beyond accentuate divergences in performance: sharply departing admission rates to 
the various types of secondary schools indicate a very strong influence of social and ethnic 
belonging. As recent studies have amply documented with detailed data, young people from highly 
educated and well-positioned parental background are concentrated in schools offering a path 

 23



 

 

                                               

toward higher education, while similarly high rates of concentration of those from poorly educated 
and lowly positioned background are experienced in vocational training with gloomy outlook for 
satisfactory and rewarding job opportunities (Lannert 2004, Liskó 2008). The divergences show 
cast-like differences if data are decomposed by ethnicity: taking the probability of successful 
secondary-level graduation, the multiplier is close to 50 between 8th-graders from ethnic majority 
and Roma backgrounds (Kertesi 2005). Further, some two-thirds of Roma in vocational training 
leave schooling before accomplishing studies, even on this lowest level of the hierarchy (Liskó 
2002).  

These worrying outcomes follow from the interplay of a number of factors all pointing toward the 
same direction. Firstly, residence plays an important role through geographical selection: due to the 
markedly different social composition of urban and rural Hungary that has been sharpened by 
massive intra-city segmentation and the moving out of large impoverished strata toward the 
villages during the last two decades, strongly departing social and ethnic makeup are a given 
reality for the schools, depending on their location. However, due to less visible moves in the 
background, these givens have only a partial effect. Out of the additional forces at play, it is 
parents’ unrestricted right for choosing the school for their child that has to be mentioned as a 
second strong factor that has remarkably accentuated the initial geographical differences and has 
concluded in intense “white flight” in recent decades. Thirdly, schools have means at hand for a 
great deal of manoeuvring to influence their internal composition by “streaming”: institutional 
practices of setting up classes that provide extra teaching as separated from those left for 
“standard” education, and especially from those for students with “special education needs” are 
techniques producing highly differential within-school compositions along the lines of social class 
and ethnicity. In the daily working of schools, the aggregated impact of residential and 
institutional selections is then reinforced by converting it into professional assessment. Due to 
long-established traditions and routines, Hungarian primary education heavily builds on the 
knowledge that students are supposed to bring from home, and schools hardly ever consider it their 
task to even out the differences. Instead, they transpose them into “good” and “bad” results that 
then justify and reinforce selection, and make look it professionally necessary or even efficient.12  

All in all, selection by social and ethnic background is a primary feature of contemporary public 
education that strongly influences achievements, advancement, and later career options. Therefore, 

 
12 Multiple selection as a key problem of primary education has come to the forefront of political discourse, and in 
consequence, serious governmental attempts have been made in recent years with the aim to halt, or at least, to slow 
down the involved processes. Just to mention the most important ones among them: several regulations have been 
introduced to reduce the scope of inter-school selection by making it mandatory for primary schools to take all 
applications within their catchment area and accept outer applications only with regard to their surplus places; a 
complex program has been launched to assist integrated schooling and to provide incentives and professional help for 
local educational authorities and schools to move toward desegregation; a scheme of extra payments for teachers 
working mostly with disadvantaged students has been established, etc. Despite their clear intentions, these new 
regulations can at best induce piecemeal changes on the short run. They certainly cannot turn around the powerful 
processes of residential selection; further, they seem rather weak vis-à-vis the massive demand of well-positioned 
families who, in the name of claiming good-quality education for their children, press the institutions’ management for 
internal social and ethnic selection, or, by calling upon their right for free choice, simply leave the undesired school for 
a desirable one. Hence, there is a high probability that the rather dramatic picture drawn below will remain in place for 
quite a period to come. 
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we consider it of great importance to map the intensity of the involved processes in our sample, 
and draw a picture about our 18 schools and 35 classes accordingly. Such a mapping on these 
introductory pages seems all the more important, because practically none of the phenomena 
discussed in this report remain untouched by how schools and classes are constituted. As later 
chapters will demonstrate, differences in the quality of teaching, variations in school performance, 
and divergences in opportunities for further education are all highly influenced by prior 
institutional selection, and what is more, personal traits like self-esteem or aspirations for adult life 
are also deeply affected by experiences about being downgraded or praised by the very nature of 
institutional background for concluding the decisive first eight years of schooling. 

As it will be demonstrated in this chapter, the mentioned three main routes of selection – socio-
geographic “givens”, inter-school moves driven by the freedom of choice, and within-school 
“streaming” led by a mixture of professional and parental considerations – work as if they would be 
designed to build a pyramid. Although in theory they could countervail each other’s effects 
concluding in reduced social and ethnic inequalities, the trends are just the opposite in reality. 
Moves along the three routes strengthen each other’s selective impact and ultimately conclude in 
strong segregation: socially and ethnically “cleared” enclaves emerge at the two ends of the social 
hierarchy that function as if they were situated in worlds far apart. In order to see how these 
dramatic developments come about, we have to proceed one by one and assess the contribution of 
each of the three logics of selection in shaping the ultimate picture. 

Let us first examine the impact of geographical selection as produced by variations in locality. 

Data on students’ residence, together with information about the location of each school make it 
feasible for us to go somewhat deeper than just distinguish between urban and rural schools by 
taking also into account whether the former are on the prestigious outskirts of Coaltown and 
Chemtown, respectively, or belong to the inner-city segments of the two localities. Looking at the 
data of those attending the school where they belong to by their home address13, we can infer on 
departures in geographic composition. Since the survey provides detailed information only about 
the 8-graders, the exact proportions have to be read with caution. Nevertheless, it can be assumed 
that younger cohorts within each school have similar compositions, hence, we can consider our 
data as robust indications of the diverging social and ethnic profiles that characterise the schools 
due to their very location.   

The first block (first three rows) in Table 1/A.1 below brings up a few telling findings. As can be 
seen, the demarcation-line lays between the two towns and the surrounding villages, though 
remarkable differences appear also on the urban stage. In true reflection of the long-term 
geographical trends and recent moves that were briefly discussed in the first part of this chapter, 
today the included villages provide residence mostly for the most deprived strata. Due to a 
significant drop in the number of better-educated and better-positioned families who have left for 
more fortunate conditions several years ago, and the simultaneous intense inflow of poor Roma, 
these local societies are characterised by a skewed social structure. As an outcome of the two 

 
13 Catchment areas of the schools are defined by the local educational authorities. The designated school districts 
comprise the neighbouring streets for the most part. Nevertheless, the authorities of the two towns have made some 
attempts for improving the social-ethnic composition of the most troublesome districts by modifying (extending) the 
borders of them. Our analysis relies on data about the most recent divisions.   
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adverse moves, the proportion of students from families where neither of the parents continued 
education beyond the primary level is as high as 28 per cent (which rate is exactly the double of 
the 14 per cent average for the sample as a whole); further, in contrast to the overall average of 20 
per cent in the sample, students from Roma background represent 30 per cent of the schools’ 
residential surrounding here.  

As if they were not only a few miles away, but beyond several borders, the social profile on the 
outskirts of our two towns is utterly different with their 43 per cent concentration of students 
from highly educated background and a somewhat lower though still remarkably high ratio of 31 
per cent of those belonging to the top segment of the hierarchy by their overall social status. It is 
only the 16 proportion of Roma that seem surprising in this context. However, the picture is 
somewhat misleading: due to the fact that there is a populous destitute Roma settlement that 
makes up one of the outskirts of Chemtown, Roma appear in relatively great numbers in the 
school-community here. However, it is perhaps needless to say that they never mix with students 
from the genuinely suburban communities and their schools, though concerning the outer-city 
location of the institutions they attend, both groups are classified in the same category below.  

Finally, inner-city schools occupy a middle-position, though apparently closer to the outskirts than 
to the neighbouring villages. The proportion of those unemployed, undereducated and poor families 
who make up the low-status segment of the local society is nearly as low here as in the outskirts 
(7 per cent in contrast to 5), though it is not the highest-ranking but the mediocre strata that give 
up the decisive majority: children coming from highly positioned families represent just half of the 
respective group in the outskirts (16 per cent), while most of them come from a parental 
background where not a degree but secondary graduation represents the highest parental 
achievement. It is mainly this somewhat more modest educational attainment that, in comparison 
to the outskirts, lowers also the ratio of high-status families in the respective schools whose 
children represent 16 per cent of the involved inhabitants.  

Taken together, these indicators point toward the same direction: shaped by the socio-geographic 
conditions in their neighbourhood, schools in the suburban outskirts enjoy all the cumulated 
advantages that a social milieu can offer; in sharp contrast to them, village-schools suffer the 
impact of multiple disadvantages; finally, the profile of the inner-city institutions reflects a high 
degree of intra-town residential segmentation. However, the massive outflow of low-educated 
Roma and the poorest groups of the ethnic majority toward the villages lowers the probability of 
them becoming ethnic ghetto-schools. 
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Table 1/A.1: Some indicators of schools in urban sub-regions and the villages 
Proportion of students by (%) 

Status1 Parents’ level of education Groupings 
Highest Lowest High 2 Low3 

Roma 
background4 

Town, inner area 16 7 20 11 12 
Town, outskirt 31 5 43 2 16 Residential profile 
Village 12 21 14 28 30 
Town, inner area 17 9 19 14 15 
Town, outskirt 22 5 28 5 16 Actual school profile 
Village 8 25 8 34 38 

Those crossing district border 18 8 21 11 14 
1 Status is approached by a compound indicator that is based on educational accomplishment and occupational 
positions of parents, together with certain indices of the household’s level of living. 
2 At least one of the parents holds a degree in higher education. 
3 Parents at best have completed primary education. 
4 Self-reported Roma identity and/or Roma origin among the parents. 

 

The above brief discussion of the varied residential profiles served to show the magnitude of 
geographic selection that works as a “given” in determining the pool of the neighbourhood schools. 
As we saw, this is a most powerful process concluding in sharply differing profiles by location that 
is brought about for the most part by high concentration of the elites on the outskirts and a 
similarly high assiduity of the most deprived Roma groups in the villages.  

Nevertheless, residence is a limited factor in shaping the schools’ actual social and ethnic profiles. 
Although each primary school has a designated catchment area, the district borders have a very 
low regulatory role: students are free to cross them. Freedom of choice for where to study is 
guaranteed by the Constitution, and recent attempts at limiting the devastating impacts for sharp 
social selection by restricting the schools’ freedom to respond to the extensive parental pressure 
have proven weak against the massive demands. To assess the extent of cross-bordering practices, 
it is enough to point to one of the shocking findings of our survey:  it is only slightly more than 
half of the students who attend the school where they belong to, while in the other near to half of 
the cases, parents enrol their child elsewhere, and/or change institution during the course of 
primary education14.  

The second block of Table 1/A.1 (4-6. rows) demonstrates the cumulated impact of the two 
processes as they manifest themselves in the schools’ actual social and ethnic profiles. The data 
show a rather complex picture. While departures from the villages toward the educational units of 
the neighbouring urban centre (affecting no less than a third (!) of the children who live here) 
further lower the composition of the rural schools, crossing the borders seems to even out the 
differences within the two clusters of schools in the two towns. As it comes up from a look at the 
background details, moves toward the urban schools of students of the better-off ethnic majority 

                                                
14 The exact proportions have to be read with some caution. Due to the already mentioned re-shuffling of a number of 
the inner-city districts in both towns, it might be the case that though a student actually did not change school, still, 
s/he appears now in the moving group, and vice versa, earlier change between two neighbouring schools now comes up 
as remaining within the same institution.   
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families leave behind the schools in the villages with a further drop from 12 to 8 per cent of the 
local elite among their students, additionally, this massive “white flight” concludes in the 
shockingly high average rate of 38 per cent of Roma students – a ratio that signals the formation 
of ethnic ghetto-schools in these rural neighbourhoods. Border-crossing within the two towns is 
initiated in 21 per cent of the cases by the move of children from the inner-city districts toward 
schools on the outskirt, and given that it is mostly parents with secondary education who induct 
these actions, the ultimate outcome is a substantial fall in the ratio of highly educated parents 
from 43 to 28 per cent and a corresponding drop in the proportion of students from the high-
status groups (from 31 to 22 per cent). However, these moves affect only the better-off groups of 
the local society – the proportion of the lowly educated, lowly positioned groups remain largely 
unchanged, and there are no important changes in the proportions of Roma students either.  

In the light of these findings, one can conclude that border-crossing serves mainly the upward 
aspiring middle-ranked social groups among the ethnic majority who attempt to achieve better 
position for their children by sending them to schools that are known as “elite” schools by their 
social profile. While this tendency certainly holds – as the few indicators in the last row of the 1/A 
1 signal it –, the involved initiations affect only half of the cases. For the aggregated data hide the 
fact that 49 per cent of the border-crossing moves come about within the same sub-regions of the 
two towns, thus the respective proportions in the table are the outcome of strong inter-school 
selections within their boundaries. However, a decomposition of the data shows that this latter 
half of the moves does not change the patterns: it is mostly students from middle-ranked 
background with pronounced move toward schools with relatively low proportion of Roma and 
high proportion of children of the local elite among their students.  

The ultimate impact of all the moves manifests itself in a rather remarkable alteration of the 
distribution of students among the schools as compared to the picture drawn from the data for the 
residential students (i.e. those attending the unit where they administratively belong to). Table 
1/A.2 shows the intensity of the background process concluding in a marked shift of the student 
population by ethnic composition. As it can be seen, district borders have a weak regulatory role 
indeed: after all, the massive claims for free choice override even the best intentions of the local 
administration and conclude in a widespread practice motivated by fleeing from schools where 
Roma are present in relatively large numbers. These attempts are successful in a large part: no less 
than 49 per cent of those moving within the city, and an even higher 62 per cent proportion of the 
commuters end up in schools where the presence of Roma students is known to be low. This large-
scale inflow produces an outcome much in line with the desires: taking the final result, it raises by 
7 per cent the proportion of students in urban schools where Roma are a miniscule minority, and 
this takes place in an exchange for lowering the proportion with 9 per cent in those schools where 
Roma make up at least third of the student body. This “exchange” produces, however, a dramatic 
segmentation: no less than 51 per cent of the students from ethnic Hungarian background study in 
schools where they practically do not meet Roma, while 38 per cent of the Roma students are 
confined to spend their days in a surrounding where the prospects for integration are strongly 
blockaded by the very fact that even the minimal conditions for inter-ethnic encounters are 
lacking. If one adds to these depressing findings the indicators that the last row of the table shows 
with a 49 per cent concentration of students in the village schools where Roma make up a genuine 
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majority, then it is not an overstatement to speak about the alarmingly early ghettoisation of 
children of Hungary’s largest minority.15   

 

Table 1/A.2: Indicators of ethnic segmentation 
Distribution of students among schools characterised by 

Low Medium-level High 
Locality Groups 

presence of Roma1 
Among resident students 41 40 19 
Among those enrolling out of their 
district 

51 43 6 

Among all students 62 31 7 

In towns 

Among commuters 47 40 13 
In villages 10 41 49 
1 Presence of Roma is classified according to their proportion among the 8-graders. It is categorised as “low” if the 
ratio remains below 10 pc, as “medium-level” if it falls between 10 and 30 pc, and it is considered “high” if the 
proportion is more than 30 pc.                                        

 

While fleeing from the proximity of Roma is a truly strong motive behind enrolling in a distanced 
school, socio-cultural considerations also play an important role in the decisions. Parents often 
assume that the companionship of those from “good” social background guarantees a safe and 
motivating surrounding: the child will acquire a set of desirable social and cultural skills by mixing 
with mates from the better-positioned echelons of society, and in addition, s/he will be protected 
against the daily conflicts that many of the schools dominated by students from socially 
disadvantaged background16 are accounted for in the community. These considerations are 
especially important for upward aspiring lower middle-class parents who put strong emphasis on 
securing their child’s later admittance into the best secondary schools by choosing an “elite” 
primary school early on time. Their decisive weight among the “district-leavers” then works as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy that induces further remarkable segmentation among the schools along 
their socioeconomic profile. Comparing again the “initial” and the “ultimate” compositions, the 
data indicate that moves among schools raise the proportion of children from mediocre social 
background from 42 to 48 per cent in the “top” schools of the two towns, while their presence in 
the socially “disadvantaged” institutions drops from 15 to 7 per cent.17 This “trade-off” is largely 

                                                
15 It is enough to call on a simple pair of indicators to demonstrate the alerting high intensity of ethnic ghettoisation: 
it is no less than 54 per cent of the Roma students who attend schools where Roma represent the majority with an 
average of 52 per cent in their student body. It is perhaps useful to recall here that those from Roma background make 
up only 20 per cent of our sample.  
16 It is worth adding that ethnic and social considerations go hand in hand for the most part. Public opinion tends to 
make an equation between Roma and the poor. Although the majority of those living in deep and chronic poverty 
belong to the ethnic majority, they are considered as “Roma-like” people, and are stigmatised accordingly. 
(Fundamentum Collective 2009) 
17 ”Top” schools are the ones where students from well-positioned families represent the majority. In contrast, ”socially 
disadvantaged” schools are dominated by students coming from families of the low-situated social classes.  
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due to the successful attempts of families ranked in the lower positions within the group18: the 
initial proportion of 32 per cent of their children in the “top” schools jumps to 43 per cent, while 
the respective ratios in the “disadvantaged” schools demonstrate a remarkable drop from 25 to 12 
per cent. Since the moves rather accentuate than countervail the impact of geographical divisions, 
the ultimate result is a clear strengthening of segmentation among the schools by social profile: 64 
per cent of children coming from well-positioned families end up in “top” schools, while only a 
negligible 3 per cent of them remains in a “disadvantaged” institution. The picture shows clear 
signs of social profiling (though less powerful segmentation) downwards as well: although 20 per 
cent of the children of lower-ranked families can preserve positions in “top” schools, it is the 
remarkably high proportion of 28 per cent among them who are confined to attend the 
“disadvantaged” institutions. However, these results hide the background sharp geographical 
division: it is only the children of the better-situated urban lower class who have a chance to mix, 
and they make up only half of the group; the other half – those having no chance to move out of 
the villages – faces an utterly different situation with a 47 per cent rate of concentration in 
schools where children of better-situated families do not show up at all. 

All in all, segmentation due to cross-bordering is perhaps somewhat less pronounced by social class 
than by ethnicity. However, the implications are still severe. For it is alarming that the decisive 
majority of better-positioned students spend their days in a surrounding where they hardly ever 
meet poverty, unemployment and everyday struggles for survival; at the same time, segmentation 
entails similarly powerful closure at the other end of the social hierarchy meaning that close to a 
third of children coming from families where mere daily survival is an achievement in itself have 
not even a chance to gain social and cultural experiences outside their destitute circles. The 
consequences of such a high degree of social separation are manifold. One hardly has to argue that 
it favours mutual fears and distrust, feeds prejudices, and turns socially diverse experiences about 
the surrounding community into cultural divisions where the differences are read as “habitual” 
ones that carry “inherited” and thus “inescapable” traits. In the immediate context of schooling, 
segmentation works against the most committed and best pedagogical attempts at evening out 
differences in knowledge, attitudes, and performance. Further, patterns become fixed and socially 
bound: motivations for good results and advancement seem “givens” by social class and so do the 
lack of them. Amid these conditions, schools depart from one another also in professional terms: 
“top” institutions appear as the best-performing units, while “disadvantaged” schools seem to be 
the collectors of pedagogical failures. Through this conversion, selection justifies itself: nothing can 
halt the spiral forces for further separation.  

Despite all these troublesome implications of inter-school selection, so far we have told but just 
half of the story. For the drives toward separation do not stop at the gate of the school: there are 
strong interests at play to ascertain that class communities are set up by the highest possible 
degree of homogeneity in social and ethnic profiles. Given the long established traditions of 

 
18 In these families, none of the parents have graduated on the secondary level, but at least one of them holds a 
certificate in vocational training. Against many of their contemporaries who have lost their jobs during the past years 
and decades, it is safe regular employment that secures decent living and an esteemed mediocre position within the 
local community. The deeply felt threat of unemployment and of falling into poverty and suffering social downgrading 
works as a strong motive for making all attempts at providing good education for the children by all available means 
within reach. 
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schooling, decisions on class formation carry high stakes for all the involved parties. For, unlike in 
many countries with a great deal of flexibility in setting up different classes for different subjects, 
students in Hungary study within a fixed framework. It is not the pupils visiting a teacher’s class 
but teachers moving around classes they are assigned to work with that are recognised as the 
schools’ most important and firmly functioning, closed entities. Furthermore, it is not only teaching 
and learning, but also a wide range of extracurricular and leisure activities that are organised on 
the basis of class. What follows is felt and practiced by all parties: while the school itself provides a 
background with preferable or less desirable potentials, it is ultimately the class that matters. This 
will be the unit attracting stronger or weaker teaching staff; this will be the primary framework of 
socialisation with better or worse potentials for acquiring learning skills, knowledge, and culture; 
this will provide the primary pool for friendships and a whole range of interpersonal encounters; 
and this will give the prime frame to learn about social relations, the nature of life of others, and 
the difficulties and conflicts that are involved.  

Due to these manifold implications, the ultimate formation of school classes is the outcome of a 
complex process of negotiations that often do not lack a hint of mutual blackmailing. Selection 
among the enrolled students toward the “desirable” directions is perhaps the greatest issue at stake 
– and all parties would have a say here. 

First, it is again parents who put huge pressure on the directorate of the institution. Even if they 
did not succeed to enrol in a “top” school or in one where Roma hardly show up, they would claim 
“good education” for their child by loudly repeating the conventional wisdom that lower-class 
children deteriorate the level of teaching, and that remarkable differences in knowledge and skills 
would hinder talented and motivated students to advance properly. If they want to avoid day-to-
day conflicts within their walls, school principals rarely can ignore these claims. And today they 
can say “no” even less than before: the threat of losing additional students for refusal might 
endanger the very existence of many of the institutions amid the unstoppable demographic decline. 
Further, there are serious financial incentives behind making efforts to keep each and every child 
by making favour to their parents: those enrolled value precious state-funding that hardly can be 
substituted for from alternative sources. In addition to all these motivations, parental claims for 
“clearing” internal profiles often meet pedagogical convictions and aspirations. Similar to parents, 
teachers and principals also find the clue to smooth advancement in “homogenising” the groups 
that study together. Additionally, profiling often takes place under powerful professional cover. In a 
sharp competition with each other, attempts at setting up classes with extra curriculum and 
special training in language, music, or maths might increase the reputation and attraction of the 
entire institution – provided such extra classes are recruited from the truly best-performing 
students. Amid these drives, marked “streaming” by social and ethnic background seems as an 
incidental but inescapable corollary of honest professional efforts. On top of all the above, social 
and ethnic profiling often gets confirmation from the side of lower-class and Roma parents as well. 
Frequent experiences about discrimination, stigmatisation, and exclusion warn them against the 
potential dangers of mixing: many would find it safe and quieting to know that their child spends 
the day among peers within the same grouping where s/he belongs.  

As a result of the indicated desires and attempts, intense selection takes place within the walls of 
the schools: in institutions where parallel classes are organised due to their size, it is no less than 
49 per cent of the students who attend classes with remarkable deviations in social and ethnic 
composition. Before looking at their characteristics in details, it is important to make a note on the 
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other half of the cases where parallel classes are organised with similar composition. At a closer 
scrutiny, it becomes clear that a lack of inward selection characterises mainly those schools that 
had become “profiled” by the earlier described processes of geographic and inter-school selections 
and ended up either as “top” schools serving the upper and upward-striving strata or as 
“disadvantaged” institutions dominated by children of impoverished lower strata with a high 
proportion of Roma in their student body. Amidst these institutional conditions, keeping balance is 
simply a matter of mathematics: there remain too few students from the opposing end to “stream” 
between them. However, deliberate policies for integration also play a role here. If a school 
succeeds in offering highly appreciated skills and knowledge that keep well-educated and highly 
positioned families interested enough, then these families will stick with the school against all the 
widespread counterarguments on social and ethnic mixing. If the special services are unique within 
reach, then the school has a great deal of strength to maintain internal integration – provided its 
staff is committed enough.19 The implications are twofold. Firstly, such cases show that efforts to 
countervail popular pressures are not confined to death, if something precious is on offer in an 
exchange; secondly they also indicate that amid the prevailing social conditions and dominant 
attitudes against, any policies for integration require well-designed and properly facilitated 
professional efforts. In lack of both conditions, it is nothing but a matter of adaptation that, for the 
most part, schools simply serve the strongly and extensively expressed parental needs, and thus 
fulfil all desires on separation.   

Table 1/A 3 shows the resulting landscape that intra-school selection by ethnicity and social 
background leave behind.20  

 

Table 1/A.3: Impact of intra-school selection among parallel classes 

 

 a) Selection by ethnicity 

Proportion of students in ethnically different class-settings1 (%) Ethnic background 
Selected “Roma” class Selected “non-Roma” class Mixed class in non-

selecting school 
Roma 49 24 27 
Ethnic majority 5 42 53 
     Together 13 39 48 

 

                                                
19 A clear example of the described constellation is provided by School 4 in Coaltown. As it was discussed in details 
above, this is a rather sizeable special music school whose staff is strongly committed to keep social and ethnic 
balance within the institution. It is perhaps not incidental that it is the given particular service on offer – music – that 
opens the door also for Roma: out of the 8 Roma students who, despite living in a village, succeeded to enrol in an 
urban school, 6 attend this institution.  
20 Cases of those small village schools where there is only one class on each grade are left out from this table. As it has 
been pointed out in the preceding chapter, these are those ghetto-schools in socially highly degraded villages where 
children of severely disadvantaged Roma and the poorest uneducated, unemployed families with ethnic majority 
background are concentrated. We return to them later. 
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 b) Selection by social background and parents’ education 

Proportion of students in socially differing class-settings2 (%) 
Upper-mediocre 

domination in class 
Low-status class 

 
 
Social characteristics 
 
 

Selected  class, with 
upper-mediocre 

domination 

Selected low-
status class 

in non-selecting school 

Upper  57 4 35 4 
Mediocre  43 6 38 13 

Family’s social 
position 

Lower  25 11 23 41 
           Together 45 6 34 15 

Low 19 8 20 53 Parents’ level 
of education High 58 – 41 1 
1 Classes were first categorised by comparing their ethnic composition to that of the school (as approached by the 
ethnic distribution on the 8th grade). If the difference was more than 5% in ether direction, then the class was 
categorised as “selected”. In the next step, classes were clustered according to the ultimate proportion of Roma. If this 
proportion turned out to be higher than 30%, the class was called “selected Roma class”, while a selected class with a 
proportion of Roma below 30% was considered as a “selected non-Roma class.”   
2 As in case of ethnic selection, classes were categorised as “selected” vs. “non-selected” in comparison to the 
aggregate social composition of all students on the 8th grade. Again, the applied threshold was a 5% departure. In the 
second step, classes were clustered according to the proportion of students from low-status family background. If the 
proportion remained below 30%, the class was considered as dominated by children from mediocre and highly 
positioned background. If the proportion of students from low-status background exceeded 30%, the class fell into the 
“low status” category.  

 

The results are truly shocking. If looking first at the ethnic aspect, the data in section A) signal 
cast-like departures: 49 per cent of Roma students are squeezed into classes where the average 
ratio of Roma students is 66 (!) per cent, while at the same time, 42 per cent of ethnic Hungarians 
end up in classes “just for them”, as their average ratio of 82 per cent clearly indicates. All this 
happens in a surrounding where, in principle, the school itself could facilitate healthy mixing. 
However, the above described interests override all such theoretical possibilities. It is only the tiny 
minority of 27 per cent of Roma students attending these spacious and populous institutions who 
end up in a class that matches the school’s mixed composition, and who thus have a chance for 
enjoying the best and most balanced conditions for getting integrated by maintaining close 
relations with students from their own community and concomitantly gaining day-to-day 
experiences also about others. Seemingly, such healthy multicultural coexistence is a scarce reward 
in the few desegregated classes that they attend. The picture looks better from a majority 
perspective given that 53 per cent of students of the group study in such balanced formations. It is 
a different matter whether they like it or not, but at least from the point of potentials for mutual 
learning, the institutional conditions still exist.  

The case of the selected “non-Roma” classes is different. Here Roma students show up according to 
a scattered pattern: there is only one or two from the community who are accepted to attend. The 
high number of such classes raises the overall proportion to 24 per cent, but their situation 
remarkably differs from the previous group: ethnic “solitude” among the ethnic majority 
strengthens aspirations for assimilation, but carries the message that successful integration 
requires departure from one’s own community. From the angle of students of the ethnic majority, 
selection into “non-Roma” classes is for the most part considered as the most favourable path 
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toward successful advancement – a popular wisdom that is powerfully underscored and confirmed 
by the fact that children of the most educated parents are clearly overrepresented in the class 
communities here.21   

The picture is hardly more quieting if looked at from the perspective of the emerging social profiles. 
The distributions in section B)  show the strength of the above discussed prior forces in the first 
place: due to the cumulated impact of the geographical processes and the frequent inter-school 
moves, nearly half of the students land in schools with  “socially cleaned” profiles where parallel 
classes are organised then in an “evened” way. However, evenness is not a deliberate choice but a 
given. As a result of the marked profiles, there remains little scope for selection: all the classes in 
these institutions are either skewed upward on the social scale or end up as enclaves of the 
disadvantaged groups. These forces work with extra strength for the latter: in these sizeable urban 
schools, no less than 41 per cent of students from low-status families find themselves squeezed 
into classes where – in sharp contrast to 22 per cent for the overall sample – their ratio is as high 
as 54 per cent on the average.  

The pattern is though repeated for the other half of the students as well. However, this time 
selection favours students from upper-class families in the first place: 57 per cent of them attend 
those deliberately selected settings that carry a clear upper-middle class profile. These are the 
formations where students from the highest echelons of the local societies are concentrated: in 
contrast to the 15 per cent ratio of children from this background, they represent 25 per cent of 
the class communities here. Additionally, the data indicate a repetition of the earlier described 
pattern that less educated but upward aspiring families attempt to follow. It is clear from the 
background details that the high proportion of a 43 per cent representation of middle-class 
children in these classes comes about as an outcome of the strong and successful drives of parents 
with secondary level education half of whose children attend such highly selected units. 

The last rows of the table show the consequences of intra-school selection from an angle with 
unmediated and immediate implications for schooling. For it hardly has to be argued at length that 
parents’ education plays perhaps an even more important role in implanting motivations for 
schooling than their social background as such. In families where studying has been a tradition for 
generations, it is not verbal arguments but the pattern itself that makes education important and 
that makes day-to-day school attendance and learning an evidently followed way of life. As 
pedagogical experience has amply demonstrated, such patterns are easily dispersed amidst the 
daily life of class collectives – provided the classes remain mixed and open enough. However, this 
potential of socialisation is certainly a dead-end street if classes become enclaves in the social 
sense of the term. As we can see, this is the case to a large degree. The majority of students from 
poor educational background are concentrated in classes where children of highly educated parents 
do not even show up, and vice versa, 58 per cent of children of the latter group attend classes 
where only the exceptionally gifted tiny 6 per cent of children from poor educational background 
represent the chance for fruitful mixing and the related results in mutual socialisation.  

 
21 In contrast to their 17 per cent presence in the overall sample, students from families where at least one of the 
parents holds a degree make up 22 per cent of the communities of selected “non-Roma” classes. 

 34



 

 

And this is the point to return to the small village schools where these potentials are lost to the 
extreme. Recalling the high concentration of students from Roma and ethnic majority poor 
background, it is a cumulated outcome of all types of selections here that 63 per cent of the 
children of the single class on the 8th grade come from families where at best old-fashioned 
vocational certificate of otherwise unemployed parents represents the pattern that can be 
disseminated through togetherness. The narrow stratum of the better educated is weak to call for a 
balance: it is often personal tragedies, serious disease, the breaking of family ties that forced them 
to stay, and these are all rather dramatic experiences to induce frustration and negligence instead 
of providing motivations all around.    

The picture is now complete. Climbing through the steep steps of selection, nothing else remains 
but to draw an overall balance-sheet in conclusion. As we have seen, all the three major paths of 
selection are powerful on their own. Geographical conditions largely conclude in sharply differing 
neighbourhoods, and thereby create socially and ethnically diverse pools for the schools in the 
surrounding; by capitalising on the right for free choice, massive moves outside these surroundings 
accentuate the initial marked differences partly by the socially departing opportunities for change, 
and partly by their direction toward schools that promise desirable social composition; finally, 
“profiling” and “streaming” within schools bring about sharp distinctions by social class and 
ethnicity even in institutions where the student body would remain mixed otherwise. It is clear 
that these three potent courses of conduct work into the same direction. Instead of countervailing 
each other’s strength, their cumulating concludes in shockingly sharp segmentation with 
ghettoised segregation toward the lower classes, and especially, toward the Roma. In an ultimate 
sum, the picture is as follows: 51 per cent of Roma students spend their daily school-life in classes 
where Roma represent an absolute majority. In contrast, 50 per cent of children of the ethnic 
Hungarian majority attend classes where they hardly ever see Roma mates. In close correlation 
with this sharp segmentation, 64 per cent of the children of uneducated parents attend classes 
where it is offspring of the poor lower strata who dominate the scene and where students from 
highly educated background do not even enter, while oppositely, an equal ratio of 64 per cent of 
children from highly educated background do not mix with others in classes where students from 
well-positioned families represent the absolute majority.  

In the light of these dramatic figures, it seems justified to characterise Hungarian primary 
education as deeply divided and as one that is inclined for segmentation and exclusion by the very 
power of its structural constellations. It will be the task of the following chapters to outline the 
consequences. Nevertheless, it can be stated in advance that such a state of affairs hardly can be 
compensated by sole pedagogical methods and barely can be overcome by personal efforts either. 
Then it remains one of the key tasks of this report to show the efforts that parents, teachers, and 
children make for at least partial success in their struggles over the gloomy givens.  
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2. The Sample: Main features in a comparative perspective 
 

 

As the first chapter has demonstrated, social and ethnic profiles of the schools are shaped not just 
by residence, but also by parental as well as institutional aspirations concluding in varied degrees 
of selection with a clear polarisation toward the emergence of ethnically and socially homogenised 
enclaves at the two ends of the social hierarchy. On the bases of earlier studies and  accounts of 
students, parents, teachers and social workers (Liskó 2002, Havas"Liskó, 2005), one could strongly 
assume that the emerging diverse institutional settings with their varied social and ethnic 
compositions may highly influence achievements, advancement and induce imposingly departing 
careers and later opportunities. In the light of this key hypothesis of the study, the discussion of 
the findings of our survey is organised along two principal dimensions in the subsequent chapters: 
the analyses intend to explore the influence of social and ethnic background of students on their 
present situation and future perspectives. Thus, a key aim is to reveal from different angles how 
these two fundamental aspects and their intersections affect the position of students on the 8th 
grade at school and how they figure out in performance and advancement, together with a number 
of personal traits that leave their marks on adolescents’ future life chances and career goals.  

As an introduction to all what follows later, this chapter presents the major socio-ethnic features 
of our sample and examines how they characterise Hungarian reality in the involved matters. The 
following sections introduce the most important qualities of the survey alongside the two 
mentioned dimensions of ethnicity and social status, and aim to provide some comparative 
national as well as regional data that help to situate our respondents amidst the respective larger 
communities. Additionally, the discussion below offers also a methodological insight in order to 
better understand the construction of the key variables, the applied research techniques, and some 
of the background considerations that drive the topical chapters that follow.  

 

The Sample: Participants and absentees 

Our sample includes 611 students on the 8th grade, out of whom 121 declared themselves coming 
from partial or full Roma ethnic background. The gender composition is balanced: 49 per cent of 
the respondents are girl. According to the class registers, the total number of students in the 
participating classes exceeds that in the actual sample: altogether 729 attend these units, meaning 
that 16 per cent of the enrolled 8-graders are not included in the ultimate sample. The composition 
of absent students is unknown, though various cross-tabulations suggest that missing data due to 
absence might just weakly influence the social and ethnic composition of our sample. When the 
distribution of absent students by school and class is controlled for, it turns out that, interestingly 
enough, high absenteeism is characteristic for schools and classes that host students from average 
or affluent backgrounds22, while from classes where deprived and Roma children are concentrated 
only a few children were away when the questionnaires were filled in. (for details, see Table 2.1 in 

 
22 The most affected units are: School 4, School 6, School 11, and School 12. 
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the Appendix). It is also conspicuous that in schools where the research found inner school 
segregation the number of absent children was higher exactly in the upward selected classes 
characterised by a high socioeconomic composition. We identified a significantly higher number of 
absent students in urban than in village schools that makes our sample somewhat biased toward 
the lower-ranked rural population.23  

 

Ethnicity   

Our research approached the concept of ethnicity from both personal and structural perspectives. 
In the context of structures, we intended to examine how actors of the educational system 
recognise ethnicity and how they build on the emerging notions in their daily workings. Through 
this lens, the research attempted to explore how schools, given their ethnically diverse student 
body, operate in their capacities as socialising agents and key actors of knowledge distribution. 
Additionally, we approached ethnicity also from a personal perspective placing the individual 
student into the focus. This way we aimed to reveal that, depending on varied ethnic belongings, 
how adolescents experience their close environment, how do they sense their own personality, and 
how do they assess self-esteem and self-respect in the course of everyday exchanges in education. 
In this context, schools are viewed as key institutional locations where identity formation, 
community ties, and career aspirations are developed.  

In order to operationalise the indicated two-way approach to ethnicity, we had to take into 
consideration two distinct perspectives: the way ethnicity is reinforced by the institution and the 
(often multiple) ethnic self-identifications provided by the students. As to the first aspect, data 
about the ethnic composition of the school and the classes on the 8th grade, respectively, further, 
information on staff-parent relations, arising internal conflicts and efforts at inter-ethnic 
cooperation provide some insights into how the institutions’ management and teachers perceive 
the role of ethnicity within the educational environment. At the same time, the ‘measuring’ of 
individuals’ ethnic background has been one of the greatest challenges of the research. Several 
problems had to be coped with. Firstly and most importantly, ethnic identification is not an 
objective feature, it is both situative and multiple. By situative we mean that students may identify 
themselves differently in various situations, while multiple suggests that a person simultaneously 
might have several ethnic identities (i.e. might consider him-/herself both Roma and Hungarian). 
The latter seems obvious, however, official statistics such as the national census recognise only 
single identities. The survey was most probably incapable of measuring the influence of the 
situative nature of identity. The filling in of the questionnaires took place in one of the classrooms 
after or during classes of instruction. Amidst the given conditions, students could not always 
overcome the feeling of discomfort caused by the school environment. It is very likely that some 
students who in other circumstances would have identified themselves as Roma did not do so in 

 
23 An in-depth analysis of the deviations that uneven distribution of the absentees induced in the data will follow in a 
later phase of the research. 
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this particular situation.24 Interviews that will be conducted in the course of the qualitative phase 
of the research will provide more insights into this phenomenon. 

A further aspect that had to be taken into consideration is the ethnic heterogeneity of the Roma 
population manifesting itself also in our two sites. Although the majority society identifies Roma as 
an undivided ethnic unity, those inside acknowledge strong ethnic divisions within the group 
labelled as “Roma”. Further, Roma children often live in ethnically mixed families, where only one 
of the parents is Roma (or partly Roma), hence, they most probably bear on multiple identities. In 
recognition of the possible implications, the research approached students’ ethnic identification 
and their ethnic background from a number of angles: the questionnaire asked about (1) their own 
identity offering the possibility of multiple as well as dual identities, (2)  the parents’ ethnic 
background; and (3) the language(s) spoken at home. Language as an indicator of ethnic identity 
could hardly be used in our domestic context, as 96 per cent of students indicated that their 
dominant language was Hungarian, and only 21 students (3 per cent of the sample) mentioned 
that they were bilingual. In addition, with the idea in mind that there might be a correlation 
between the overestimated number of Roma or lower-class students and the adoption of 
segregated policies, the research collected data on how the students were identified by their 
environment. Hence, class teachers, who are assumed to know the class best, were asked to provide 
estimation about the number of Roma students in the setting under their supervision.25 

 

Table 2.1: Ethnic characteristic of students (%) 
Ethnic group Self -

identification 
Father’s ethnic 

origin 
Mother’s ethnic 

origin 
Ethnic 

background* 
Teachers’ 
estimate** 

Majority 80 83 84 80 77 
Romungro 6 6 5 
Vlach Roma 2 2 2 
Boyash Roma 3 3 3 

 
12 

Mixed (majority-
minority) 

 
6 

 
2 

 
2 

Dual 2 – 1 

 
8 

 
 

23 

Other 1 2 2 –  
‘I don’t know’, or 
missing 

 
1 

 
2 

 
2 

 
– 

 
– 

 * The categorisation is based on self-identification and information about parents’ ethnic belonging. 
** Average of estimations on the proportion of Roma in the class, given by head-teachers. 

                                                
24 A telling indication of this phenomenon is the difference between the observations made during the fieldwork and 
the data provided by the survey: in classes where colleagues participated in regular classes making classroom 
observations registered a much higher proportion of Roma students than was recorded on the ground of the 
questionnaires. Interestingly, in schools that are explicitly and consciously multiethnic institutions, more students 
identified themselves as Roma, while in schools identified by the research as units following colour-blind policy in 
organisation and teaching, a significantly smaller proportion of students marked that they belonged to the minority 
ethnic group than information of the participant observations would suggest.  
25 The differences between the distributions arising from students’ self-identification and their class teachers’ 
estimations on the number of Roma students are presented in Tables 1.6 and 1.9 in the Appendix.  
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In the light of the above, and taking into consideration the parents’ ethnic background as well as 
dual and multiple identities, 20 per cent of the student sample can be considered as Roma. In both 
of our sites their presence in the sample is alike: 22 per cent in the Coaltown area and 19 per cent 
in that in Chemtown. If looking at the data of those residing in the two towns, 19 per cent of the 
students acknowledged Roma background in Coaltown, while in Chemtown this proportion was 
substantially smaller, only 13 per cent.26 Compared to the national data, the Roma population is 
considerably overrepresented in both of our sites: their proportion is estimated to be around 6-7 
per cent in the country and having it as a point of reference, the county where Chemtown is 
positioned enumerates a 13 per cent Roma population and the respective figure for the county 
where Coaltown is situated is 7 per cent. Thus, the sites show a higher proportion of Roma not just 
in comparison to the national data, but also to the county and to the smaller urban settings27. This 
is only partly due to the higher proportion of Roma within the child population. Another reason 
behind the difference might be identified in the already indicated selective mechanisms within the 
Hungarian educational system that drive children of the elite toward 6 and 8 class gymnasiums at 
a younger age (at the ages of 10 and 12, respectively).(Molnár – Dupcsik 2008)  

As to ethnic identity of the students, Table 2.2 provides the most important information for the 
Roma sub-sample of our research. 

 

Table 2.2: Ethnic self-identification of students with Roma background in the two sites (%) 
Distribution (%) in the sub-sample with Roma background Self-declared ethnic identity 

Coaltown site Chemtown site Together 
Hungarian 2 8 6 
Romungro 9 45 31 
Vlach Roma 2 15 10 
Boyash Roma 39 1 16 
Hungarian – Roma mixed identity  

39 
 

24 
 

30 
Dual  9 7 7 
Number of respondents 46 75 121 

 

                                                
26 It is worth adding that the composition of  the urban schools shows some further remarkable differences between 
the two sites. While Roma students attending schools in Coaltown are all urban dwellers, and the proportion of 
commuters is rather low also among those from majority background (6 per cent), geographic moves play a much 
greater role in the case of Chemtown: no less than 26 per cent of the Roma students attending one of the schools of 
the town are daily commuters from the villages in the proximity, and the respective ratio is still rather high (18 per 
cent) among students of the majority. 
27 National data come from the 2003 Roma survey. It has to be noted, however, that its sample was not representative 
on the level of counties and their subdivisions. 
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Over half of the Roma students identified themselves as Roma, and 30 per cent indicated Roma 
and Hungarian mixed identity28. There were only 9 students who declared dual identity as being 
Hungarian and Roma in the same time. More than half of those with undivided Roma identity 
qualified themselves as Romungro, while there was a relatively small proportion of Vlach Roma in 
our sample. There is a clear difference with regard to ethnic identity of Roma students between our 
two sites, and as it was briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, with respect to socioeconomic factors, 
there is remarkable difference between Romany sub-groups that has an impact, in turn, on a range 
of institutional and individual traits of the involved communities.  

The two sub-samples nicely represent the ethnic composition of Roma in our two sites. In 
Coaltown, the majority of students identified themselves as Hungarian and Roma, or as Boyash, the 
latter being the traditional Roma population in the area. Chemtown’s Roma population is more 
diverse, in consistence with the town’s history (see Chapter 1). Most of the Roma students are 
Romungro Roma, although there is also a noteworthy group of Vlach Roma within our sample.  

In spite of being well aware of the introduced heterogeneity of the Roma population, the small 
number of students who identified themselves as belonging to one or another group does not 
permit a more sophisticated decomposition of the Roma minority. Hence, in the subsequent 
analyses, the three sub-groups (Romungro, Boyash and Vlach) will be aggregated under the 
category named “Roma”. Besides, we also assume that most of the students did not make a 
difference between dual and mixed identity which can be the result of the fact that in Hungarian 
there is just a slight distinction between the two expressions. Therefore, it seemed justified to 
merge these two categories under the heading of “mixed identity”. 

The residential composition of our Roma respondents is very uneven with comparison to the ethnic 
majority sub-sample. Roma students are significantly overrepresented among the rural population: 
in contrast to 26 per cent of those from majority background, 46 per cent of the Roma students 
live in the rural area. Further, 38 per cent of the Roma students attend a school in the villages, in 
contrast to 15 per cent of their majority peers. This also signifies that, as has been discussed in the 
context of geographical selections in Chapter 1/A, majority students living in villages are much 
more likely to commute to urban schools than their Roma coevals. 

Roma students in our sample come mostly from low status families (see: Appendix: Table 2.3).  29 
per cent of them are from socially deprived backgrounds, and additional 26 per cent belongs to 
lower-class families. The proportion of Roma students who characterised their home conditions as 
“affluent” is only 10 per cent in contrast to 50 per cent respective ratio among ethnic majority 
students. Village resident Roma students are in somewhat, but not significantly worse situation 
than their peers living in urban areas. There is an important difference between our two sites: as to 
their social background, the group of Roma students in Chemtown is more heterogeneous than in 
Coaltown. This is reflected in the significantly higher number of Roma coming from backgrounds 
characterised as ‘average’ in Coaltown (42 per cent) than in Chemtown (30 %), together with the 

 
28 As we return to the problem below, the relatively high proportion reflects two distinct traits: on the one hand, many 
of the children in this category might be born into mixed marriages, on the other hand, they indicated this way 
considering themselves Roma and Hungarian at the same time. Due to the latter, a certain proportion of ‘dual 
identities’ might have appeared as ‘mixed’.  
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fact that there are but only 2 “affluent” Roma student in Coaltown in contrast with a respective 12 
per cent in Chemtown.  

Family and household type is a further aspect that we expected to vary significantly by ethnicity.  
This expectation was just partly proved to be true (see: Appendix: Table 2.7). The vast majority of 
our respondents live in a classical two-parent family raising one or two children. Furthermore, 
there is practically no difference with regard to the types of household, on the basis of ethnicity. In 
contrast to our expectations, extended families do not characterise the Roma group more than that 
of the ethnic Hungarians: this family formation represents 15 per cent in both cases. Additionally, 
the prevalence of single-parent families proved to be also close to equal: their ratios were 14 and 
16 per cent, respectively. Comparing these data with the national average, our sample shows that 
the rate of one-parent families is smaller, whereas the proportion of extended families is a slightly 
higher. On a national scale, the proportion of one-parent families is 25 per cent, and the ratio of 
large families is 6 per cent 29 (see: Appendix: Table 2.7). This suggests that the composition of 
Roma families in Hungary does not differ significantly from what our sample has brought up. On 
the ground of their country-wide study of the Roma population in 2003, the research collective led 
by István Kemény estimated a 12 per cent of one-parent families, and approximately 20 per cent of 
extended families among the household formations of the minority. (Kemény – Janky – Lengyel 
2004) 

However, there is no agreement upon the meaning of ‘one-parent family’. 16 per cent of the 
students (both Roma and majority) mentioned that their parents divorced and 6 per cent indicated 
the death of one of the parents within the past 5 years (the proportion was 5 per cent among 
students with majority ethnic background, and 7 per cent among the Roma). As it can be 
suggested, not all these children live in a one-parent family: since the time of the troubled event in 
the family’s life, the once divorced or widowed parent might have remarried or, by today, shares 
parentage with a new partner. 

The only significant difference we found between families of Roma and majority students is the 
number of children sharing one household: the average number of children 2 in the families of 
ethnic majority students, whereas it is three children in the Roma households.Regarding the 
differences between the two sites: Roma students in Coaltown live in significantly smaller families 
(2.38 children/family), in comparison to their Chemtown peers (where the indicator is 3.44 
children/family). The difference might not be explained by the significant weight of villages in the 
sub-sample Chemtown since the above disparity remains in effect if looked at only the two towns. 
As the details reveal, students living in the inner-town slums in Chemtown come from larger 
families (3.58 children per family) than those inhabiting the respective area in Coaltown.  

 

Social background and living conditions  

Another sensible but crucial background variable in our study is the socioeconomic status of 
students and their families. We shall note that it is delicate to measure this aspect of life of 
adolescents, and it is especially difficult to arrive at reliable data via a survey run in their 

 
29 The ratio is calculated for families with children only.  
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“workplace”, the school. Multiple interrelated problems hinder the composition of a clear enough 
picture, primarily because teenage students are very sensitive to the involved issues. Adolescents in 
this age try to construct a positive self-identity in which material wealth, or at least the lack of 
poverty, is essential. Besides the psychological phenomenon of praising good position (and hiding 
indications of low status), their inadequate knowledge about certain facets that, in principle, could 
provide objective constituents of social status - i.e. education and qualification of parents; their de 
jure and de facto positions in employment; supplementary sources of income; parameters of 
housing – limits the reliability of our estimates. The following part of the chapter scrutinises 
various aspects of social status and aims to provide a thorough description of the sample in a 
comparative way, applying variables that together make up families’ positions in the social world 
around them as well as depict the socioeconomic composition of the surveyed populations at our 
sites. 

 

Residence 

As it was demonstrated in Chapter 1, due to the immediate implications of free choice of schooling 
on ethnic and social relations in urban areas, our sample included both urban and village schools, 
not equally distributed between the two sites.30 Due to socio-geographical differences, Chemtown 
included altogether six villages, while in Coaltown there is only one village school in our sample. 
This difference of the two sub-samples should be kept in mind throughout the entire analysis, as 
well as the possibility that the departures in school compositions in urban and rural settings might 
carry important implications for all aspects of the discussion. In order to give here only a hint of 
the involved magnitudes, it is perhaps enough to introduce some basic indicators: 24 per cent of 
our students in Chemtown attend a village school, but 40 per cent live in fact in one of the 
villages. The remarkable difference is due to commuting of children to urban schools, however – as 
it was discussed in details in Chapter 1/A – it triggers the process of early selection on the basis of 
residence, and offers rather for the upward-aspiring middle-ranked social groups an opportunity to 
break out. (The detailed discussion on this process is in chapter I/A.) The respective divergences are 
substantially smaller in the Coaltown site where 12 per cent live in a nearby village and only 8 per 
cent of the students attend the school of the village.  

 

Educational attainment of parents 

As already mentioned, the Hungarian educational system is first in the ranking of the OECD 
countries in amplifying social advantages/disadvantages inherited from the family, therefore 
educational attainment of parents is an important indicator of the students’ socioeconomic status 
and a decisive factor of opportunities in and after primary education. Data on parents’ educational 
background are somewhat unreliable in our sample as over one fifth of the students (22 per cent 
for fathers’ and 15 per cent for mothers’ education) did or could not answer the question. Looking 
at the distributions of missing responses, it can be concluded that the occurrences were below the 

 
30 For details, see also Molnár – Dupcsik 2008.   
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average among students from upper-middle class background and village inhabitants, further, no 
significant differences could be experienced by gender or ethnicity.  

The educational attainment of mothers is somewhat higher than that of the fathers (see Table 2.2 
in the Appendix): one of the explanations could be the unique socioeconomic and historical 
background of both of our sites. Having an economy based on heavy industry, creates the demand 
for blue-collar work, and at the same time, keeps women in the public sector. Hence, men 
benefited more from vocational qualifications, whereas women needed, at least, a high school 
diploma to find a job. Over 46 per cent of the fathers31 have vocational qualification without 
additional graduation and only 36 per cent have graduated or hold a degree from higher education. 
For a comparison, 50 per cent of the mothers have a diploma of graduation or a degree from higher 
education.  

Comparing our data on parents’ educational attainment to the respective figures of the male and 
female population in the last census of 2001, on an aggregate level, we do not find significant 
differences. The only deviation that is worth to mention is the relatively lower proportion of men 
with higher education and a higher ratio of men with primary or vocational training in Coaltown as 
compared to the whole of the larger region, ‘B’ county. One could argue that this difference stems 
from the need for skilled or semi-skilled mine workers in our immediate area.  

Moreover, there is a robust difference in the education of parents with regard to the type of the 
settlement where the family lives. Both men and women residing in villages have considerably 
lower education compared to the urban population. Significantly more parents completed 
secondary education in urban than in rural areas (37 per cent of women in the towns in contrast to 
the 24 per cent in the villages) and the trend is similar with regard to higher education. The 
number of men who terminated schooling by the 8th grade is close to three times higher in the 
villages than in towns (33 per cent compared to 12 per cent). As it has been recurrently confirmed 
by research, mothers’ educational background substantially influences the educational attainment 
and career aspiration of their children. (Lannert 2004) Thus, it is an important fact with far-
reaching implications that our two sites considerable differ in this regard: controlling for the type 
of the settlement, it can be recognised that the educational level of both men and women in 
Chemtown is higher than in Coaltown, furthermore, the difference is more significant among 
mothers than among fathers. Almost twice as many mothers in Chemtown were reported to have a 
degree from higher education than in Coaltown where the majority finished vocational school 
without a degree (see Table 2.2.2 in the Appendix). The other important fact is the high number of 
parents without accomplished primary education among the village residents in Chemtown among 
whom the residents of the extremely poor Roma settlement of ‘S’ represents a substantial 
proportion (for details on this very village, see Chapter 1).  

When compared to national data the trends are similar (All in all, one can conclude that), the 
larger the settlement is, the higher is the educational level that its population attains. On the 
average of the towns32, 37 per cent of men and 42 per cent of women have graduated on the  

 
31 Those fathers are included in our sample whose schooling history we have received. 
32 Nationwide averages for Hungary’s towns are computed by leaving apart data for the capital and for the 19 regional 
centres of the country. 
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secondary level, while the numbers sharply fall to the poor values in the rural area: to 25 per cent 
for men and to 30 per cent for women.. As for the lowest end of the educational axis, 6 per cent of 
men and 11 per cent of women living in urban areas and 8 per cent of men and 16 per cent of 
women in villages have not completed primary education in Hungary. It is worth noting that, when 
comparing our sample to the national average, there is a smaller number of people without 
finishing primary education. This might be the product of strong geographical differences in the 
country in general: both of our sites are situated in an economically and socially deprived area, 
where, on the whole, the educational level is lower than the average, but at the same time, local 
industrialisation has required a certain minimum degree of schooling from all seeking employment 
here.  

The most remarkable differences in parents’ educational attainment manifest themselves along 
ethnicity (see Table 2.3 in the Appendix). Though the number of missing data is high, it is rather 
evenly distributed33 among the students from Roma and ethnic majority backgrounds, thus, the 
data allow for fair comparison. 60 per cent of the mothers of Roma students have no more but 
accomplished primary education in contrast to the respective 14 per cent figure of ethnic majority 
parents. Secondary level graduation makes a real difference with regard to labour market 
opportunities in Hungary, and if we have a look at the data in regard, the gap between Roma and 
ethnic majority students’ family background proves to be enormous. This is clearly reflected by the 
multipliers in opportunities by ethnicity which give the respective figures of 9 for fathers and 6 for 
mothers. That is to say that, while 61 per cent of mothers from the ethnic majority attain 
secondary-level graduation, the respective proportion is only 10 per cent in the case of Roma 
mothers. There is an even wider gap between fathers of different ethnicities: a 45 per cent 
proportion for the ethnic majority stands in contrast to the 5 per cent for Roma. Parents’ low 
educational attainment is most probably the sole most important factors behind the severely 
disadvantaged educational careers and prospects of Roma students in Hungary. Taking the national 
scale as a frame of reference (Kemény – Janky – Lengyel 2004),  and see in appendix: Table 2.4), in 
comparative terms, our targeted communities have a much higher proportion of parents, especially 
mothers with a less than 8-year schooling history and, at the same time, also a much higher 
proportion of parents with vocational training and secondary-level graduation. We do not exactly 
know the reason of these departures. It can be asked: do the differences lie in departing histories of 
Roma in our site and the rest of the Roma community in the country? Or: is the bias an artefact 
produced by the inaccurate knowledge of 14-15 year old children about their parents’ life history, 
schooling included? There might be several attempts to answer these questions. First, a probable 
reason behind a considerably high number of Roma having vocational training in our sites might be 
identified in the history of extensive industrialisation and the need for skilled and semi-skilled 
labour. Secondly, it might well be also the case that students do not exactly know the actual 
details of their parents’ educational certificate: they only know that the parent works as a skilled or 
semi-skilled worker and somewhat vaguely infer from this very fact.  

 

 
33 Rather interestingly, the proportion of missing responses was in fact somewhat lower among Roma students than 
among their mates from the majority. 
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Economic activity; employment situation of parents 

Indicators of economic activity, employment situation and, in particular, of parents’ occupational 
status are rather unreliable data in our survey. One of the reasons behind is the uncertainty of the 
responses that students gave to the respective questions in the questionnaire: simply, they are 
often unaware of the details and circumstances of their parents’ work. Further, many of them are 
reluctant to admit if their parents are ousted from the labour market. Additionally, one has to 
count with certain features of the Hungarian labour market policy: long-term unemployed people 
receive welfare assistance and are categorised in the statistics as economically inactive, however, 
they are required to regularly participate in public work programmes upon the call of the local 
authorities. When fulfilling the call, they actually are in “work”. This makes it understandable that 
children of the unemployed often identify their parents as full-time employees, because they 
experience them going out to work on a daily basis. This is a rather important feature of both of 
our sites, where – as pointed out earlier – significant numbers of those once employed in heavy 
industry and the local mines were laid off several years if not decades ago, and are thus drawn 
under the respective municipal schemes. Furthermore, the widespread phenomenon of unreported, 
informal employment should be mentioned: while they are formally recorded as welfare recipients, 
due to the very low level of benefits and allowances, a significant number of people are confined to 
seek additional sources of income that they find in varied forms of work in the country’s extended 
grey and black economy. In proper reflection of the reality, their children will identify them as 
“being in employment”, however, in terms of statistical recording they are accounted for as 
unemployed or inactive. In sum, responses suggested by the student questionnaires and data in the 
statistics do not coincide with each other: our findings are possibly closer to meaningful reality 
(though probably still provide an overestimation with regard to actual work), however, they can 
hardly be compared to the official categorisations of labour market participation (that apply the 
dichotomies of “formal – informal”, “reported – unreported” work that is practiced on the “primary 
– secondary”, “legal – illegal” labour market).  

As shown by the data of those students who responded, 75 per cent of the fathers and 59 per cent 
of the mothers are in full-time employment, and a further 7 per cent of the fathers and 6 per cent 
of the mothers have a part-time or irregular job (see: Appendix: Table 2.5) Only 18 per cent of the 
fathers and 28 per cent of the mothers receive some kind of welfare provisions (child care grant, 
disability pension or unemployment benefit). In comparison to the national data, the differences 
are negligible: 76 per cent of men and 72 per cent of women in the age group 40-49 are employed 
full or part-time according to the 2001 census. 

However there is some difference between the two sites with respect to the employment situation. 
The number of employed fathers is 10 per cent higher in Chemtown than in Coaltown. There is an 
even greater difference along the type of settlement: in the towns, the ratio of full-time employed 
women is significantly higher than respective ratio in the villages (65 per cent in contrast to 43 per 
cent). In case of the fathers, the picture is more balanced: 66 per cent of students in villages 
reported that their fathers work full time, as opposed to the 78 per cent in the towns. The survey 
tried to map the job position of the parents, but over 40 per cent of the students did or could not 
give a closer job description. Available data show a massive dominance of blue-collar work among 
both fathers (90 per cent) and mothers (73 per cent).  
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The sharpest difference in parents’ economic activity is drawn by ethnic background (see: 
Appendix: Table 2.4.a). Occurrence of “empty information” (meaning missing response or 
declaration of lack of knowledge) was higher among the Roma students than among their peers of 
the ethnic majority (22 per cent in contrast to 14 per cent). 80 per cent of the ethnic majority 
students reported that their father had a full-time job, while the respective ratio was only 56 per 
cent among their Roma mates. The departure was even more substantial in the case of women: 66 
per cent of the mothers of students belonging to the ethnic majority were reported to work full 
time (and an additional 6 per cent part time), while the corresponding ratio in case of Roma 
students was only 28 per cent (and further 9 per cent for mothers in part-time work). The 
difference cannot be explained by invoking the common belief that Roma mothers are excessively 
“inclined” to live on child-care benefit, since, as the data suggest, it is only 18 per cent of the 
Roma mothers who receive this provision in comparison to a corresponding 8 per cent among the 
ethnic majority. The gap can rather be explained by Roma women – facing multiple (ethnic and 
gender) discrimination – being the prime victims of being ousted from the labour market. 

In comparison to the findings of the already mentioned country-wide survey of the Roma 
population (Kemény – Janky – Lengyel 2004), our students reported a much higher employment 
rate for their parents: according to the 2003-survey, only 35 per cent of Roma men and 24 per 
cent of Roma women in the respective age group (40-49) had some kind of regular work. On the 
one hand, the difference may be attributed to problems related to measuring (and categorising) 
irregular and informal work that is most typical for low-qualified Roma, and the two researches 
departed from each other in some methodological details. On the other hand, there might be a 
psychological reason in the background: social status including regular employment of the parents 
is a very strong social norm and as such, a decisive component of an adolescent’s self-esteem. 
Hence, students coming from deprived families are most probably reluctant to tell that their 
parents are ousted from the labour market resulting that either they do not answer the question at 
all, or they report a somewhat “rosy” picture that reflects just part of the reality. 

The variable of regular monthly income, irrespective to the source of the income, should also be 
understood as a factor that, on the whole, gives a better look than one would expect on the ground 
of earlier research. 11 per cent of the students live in a family having no regular monthly income at 
all, and the proportion of these students is four times higher among the Roma than among their 
peers of the ethnic majority, additionally, the poorest 30 per cent of the Roma families face severe 
uncertainties in daily subsistence. The lack of regular income in the family is more frequent in 
villages and in inner-as well as outer-city slums. This fact has strong implications on students’ 
school attendance and their performance: we experienced during our qualitative fieldwork, that 
children of the most disadvantaged families without any regular income are frequently absent from 
school, especially in the spring and autumn, since they simply must to contribute to the family 
budget by participating in the available seasonal work these times on its peak in agriculture.  

 

Housing conditions 

Besides the economic status of parents and the resultant regularity and level of income in the 
students’ families, the survey also attempted to map their households’ material circumstances with 
questions about the housing conditions and the possession of certain durables (car, expensive 
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equipment) on the one hand, and the lack of basic comfort and indications of neediness, on the 
other.  

First, regarding the type of the dwelling: 45 per cent of the students in our sample live in a family 
house, 38 per cent reside in an apartment in a condominium, 15 per cent are dwellers on a housing 
estate, and 2 per cent of the sample did not answer the question. Of course, there is a substantial 
difference in the formations between the urban and rural environments: in the latter, individually 
owned houses give the majority with their 85 per cent share, while in urban settings, the most 
frequent arrangement with a 52 per cent proportion is residing in a condominium. There is also 
some departure between our two sites: twice as many children live in housing blocks in Chemtown 
than in Coaltown (20 per cent in contrast to 10 per cent). Ethnicity does not bring in any 
dissimilarity in the distributions.   

Second, the vast majority of homes are owned by the family, however, the figures show some slight 
difference by ethnicity: family ownership was reported only by 60 per cent of the Roma students in 
contrast to the high proportion of 90 per cent among students of the ethnic majority.  

The third aspect of housing measured by the research is density: on the average of the sample, 1.8 
persons share a room (the respective indices are 1.7 for the two towns and 2.0 for the villages). 
This figure is higher than in the census and the difference can be approached from two sides. On 
the one hand, it might be due to the lack of one-person households in our sample, that otherwise 
would make up a significant part of the towns’ society and balance out the data. On the other 
hand, the majority of Roma children live in sizeable families in crowded homes. The difference 
between Roma and ethnic majority students in both sites is 1 person/room: while majority students 
live in homes where the indicator of density is 1.5 on the average, the respective figure for Roma 
students’ homes is 2.6. Extreme crowdedness holds especially for Roma students in the villages 
where 3 persons share a room on the average. Comparing the findings to the national data, the 
picture is rather typical: considering Roma households by the type of the settlement, 25 per cent in 
the villages and 40 per cent in the towns live in crowded homes with a 10 m2/person difference in 
the available space to the detriment of the latter. 

For an indication of the quality of the accommodation, a compound variable – quality of housing – 
was constructed from the following factors: density; bathroom and toilet inside or outside the 
house; and the type of heating. Measured by this variable, the quality of housing is much higher in 
towns than in villages: one forth of urban homes is of high quality, while it is only 7 per cent in 
villages (see Table 2.8 in the Appendix). There are also some differences between the sites in this 
respect: housing quality in Chemtown is more heterogeneous with massive proportions of students 
living amidst good (24 per cent) and poor (35 per cent) housing conditions, respectively, while in 
Coaltown, most of the students have standard housing conditions. Destitute conditions – 
circumstances where inhabitants lack some essential comfort, indispensable for healthy life - are 
not rare in our sites: the occurrences made up an equal ratio of 8 per cent in both of the cases. 5 
per cent of our respondents reported the lack of toilet and/or bathroom in their home, 3 per cent 
does not have an own bed, 5 per cent does not have an own desk and 7 per cent of them reside in 
dwellings without any heating in the winter. The situation is even worse in the villages than in the 
towns: exceeding the averages, 15 per cent of the students live under severely deprived conditions 
there. Comparing ours to the national data, it turns out that the housing situation is somewhat 
better in our case than the national average. The latter claim that 12 per cent of the urban and 19 
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per cent of the rural population live in houses below the basic level of accommodation. (Census 
2001).  

Looking at the variable of the quality of housing along the lines of ethnicity, we should claim that, 
irrespective of the site and the type of settlement, it is rather Roma students who reside in severely 
deprived circumstances. 45 per cent of the Roma children in the towns live amidst poor housing 
conditions and the situation is truly desperate for a further 22 per cent of them. The situation of 
the Roma students in the villages is even worse: 43 per cent of them live amidst poor, and 28 per 
cent amidst destitute conditions. The housing conditions of the Roma in our sample can be 
assessed against the national data. According to the findings of the 2003 survey, 42 per cent of 
Roma live in houses where there is no bathroom, and in half of them the toilet is missing. (Kemény 
–  Janky – Lengyel 2004) 

 

Compound variables on socioeconomic status  

Using the above described variables, a few complex variables have been constructed that will serve 
as key background indicators for analyses in the subsequent chapters. Parents’ social status 
combines the educational position and the economic activity of both parents. A variable on 
material conditions of the family includes information on the housing conditions (density, the level 
of comfort), on the equipments available in the household (car, computer), and the subjective 
judgment of the student about the overall economic situation of the family. The variable of the 
family’s socioeconomic status establishes associations between the aforementioned two aspects 
and adds a third: it incorporates indicators of the status of the parents and the material conditions 
of the family, together with information on whether the family has regular monthly income at all. 
This compound variable will be extensively used in the analysis, since it reflects various aspects of 
socioeconomic status and as such it is expected to be a good indicator of conditions that students 
experience at home.  

Finally, let us give a brief summary on the basis of the above discussed variables and provide some 
insights into the trends indicated by the distributions of the families’ socioeconomic status by 
residence and ethnicity (see the details in Table 2.5 in the Appendix). As it was demonstrated 
above, there are no substantial differences between our two sites, however, the dividing line is 
marked between the rural and urban areas: students in rural setting are rather of lower 
socioeconomic status while the families of their urban peers occupy higher positions in the 
hierarchy. This difference can primarily be attributed to the process of spatial segregation and, as a 
result, a high number of Roma inhabitants in the villages. It is worth adding in this context that 
the socioeconomic position of the ethnic majority students in villages is only slightly lower than 
their peers’ in town. The scene cannot be misinterpreted: the ethnic background of the students 
creates a significant gap, and as a consequence, more than half of the Roma students are of 
disadvantaged or multiply disadvantaged backgrounds, while the majority of students maintain 
higher living standards. Further, Roma are in similar positions in the two sites. At the same time, 
the gap between the two ethnicities in socioeconomic respect is larger, while the proportion of 
better-positioned children of the ethnic majority is higher in Chemtown than in Coaltown. 
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3. School achievements: Plans for further studies 
 

 

This chapter will be devoted to issues in the heart of education: we focus on how schools shape 
their students’ academic advancement and how they reflect on their achievements, further, what 
are the factors in the immediate and broader social environment that influence how young people 
at the junction of childhood and adulthood perform in school and gradually plan their future 
career. Are there differences by social and ethnic background in the involved interactions between 
schools and students, and if there are, how are they translated into the main “metaphors” that 
schools use for appreciation and punishment, namely into the language of grades that are then 
taken as important “objective” criteria for progression? How far are choices concerning future 
educational career bound to one’s earlier history in schooling, or, for that matter, how far are they 
moulded by tradition, culture, and certain broader views and aspirations on the achievable social 
positions that families envision for their next generation? Further, given the state of earlier seen 
deep divisions in primary education, how do processes of institutional selection support or hinder 
families’ aspirations by the very nature of diverging conditions along the lines of social class and 
ethnicity?  In brief, what are the factors within and around education that contour performance, 
and what is the role, in turn, of acknowledged good vs. bad school results in choices for later life?  

Though achievement and advancement are certainly related, there are a number of important 
reasons to look at the involved issues first separately, and then to turn to the discussion of their 
interplay. For the ways how teachers assess students’ performance reveal the varied degrees of 
recognition of certain knowledge and skills and thus highlight the role of the schools in positioning 
credited and discredited cultures by attaching socially understood evaluations to them. At the same 
time, plans and efforts for after-school advancement reflect families’ aspirations with strong 
implications on later occupational and social positions. In this context, the role of the school is 
that of a conditioning agent that supports and/or hinders certain strives. True, assessment by 
performance is a powerful means at hands to send out the intended message, but certainly not the 
only one at the disposal of teachers and schools to influence the concluding results. Further, given 
the right for free choice of schooling, it remains an important question, how do families and 
schools compromise their often conflicting views on what is best for the child, and how do hidden 
interests mould the ultimate decisions.  

Along these considerations, we will proceed in concentric circles. First we will explore the processes 
that configure in the ways of attaching powerful “metaphors” to performance by grading and look 
at the involved norms and rules amidst the highly conditioned internal relations of the schools. 
Then the perspective of the discussion will be broadened by exploring the outer world where these 
“metaphors” start to live their own lives. We will look at the ways, how grading informs agents of 
the next stage of schooling and how secondary level institutions build their selective routines on 
those open and hidden messages that the concluding school results from highly diverse primary 
schools carry for them. With equal importance, we will inquire also into the considerations of the 
applicants by analysing how far does the stamp on good or bad performance orient parents and 
children in their choice and what is the scope left for exhibiting their free will in making decisions. 
In the concluding part, we will attempt to outline a balance-sheet by weighing the potentials of 
the involved actors and factors and draw a map on the social and ethnic implications of the multi-
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step selective processes behind grading that make the resulting outcomes work as strong 
justifications amidst the highly unequal interests and powers that leave their marked imprints on 
them.  

 

 

3.1 School performance and grading 
Before attempting to show variations in school performance in the light of our empirical findings, 
let us make a few comments on the applied methodological tools. 

Measuring school performance by grades – as our survey did – is not self-evident. After all, grades 
do not only reflect knowledge and achievement: as socially interpreted and widely utilised symbols 
embodying judgements that are, in turn, sanctioned by incontestable professionalism, they are the 
condensed expressions of a number of other factors at play. Firstly, since there are no unanimous 
definitions to determine the exact content of what “excellence” or unacceptable “failure” mean, 
these contents are largely shaped by institutional routines and pedagogical traditions of any given 
school, thus making understanding of the school marks highly relativistic. Secondly, primary 
schools have vested interest in grading, especially in case of their last-year students. Since 
secondary schools apply the applicants’ former results as one of the important factors for selecting 
among them, and, in turn, high rates of admission into “good” vs. “bad” secondary schools rank the 
local primary schools as important quality indicators, the latter adjust their grading routines 
accordingly. As a consequence, good and bad marks do not simply measure individual performance, 
but are shaped by strongly structured institutional aspirations in the background, and thus 
inevitably involve also one’s positioning on the invisible market of the next educational stage. 
Having good marks from a poorly performing school can sometimes conclude in worse ranking on 
this “market” than somewhat lower grades originating from the community’s strongest institution. 
Thirdly and also importantly, school marks reflect a number of behavioural traits. As it is widely 
discussed in the pedagogical literature34, when classifying their students by performance, teachers 
take into account their attitudes and efforts.  Those showing diligence and interest might end up 
with better results despite poorer academic production than those who show neglect or openly 
obstruct the teacher’s investment – though strictly speaking, the level of knowledge and 
competence of the latter group might even be better than that of the former. In this sense, the 
“metaphors” work as means of rewarding and disciplining, quite apart from the academic content 
behind.  

Due to such built-in implications, the interpretation of grades as indicators of performance calls for 
a good deal of caution. Instead of reading and comparing them in strictly academic terms,35 we 

 
34 For a summary of the vast debate on the domestic stage, see: Rajnai 2003. For a recent account in an international 
context, see: Dalbert, Schneidemind, Saalbach 2007. 
35 It is not incidental that, instead of comparing performance according to an international scale of grading, interest in 
students’ academic capabilities has invoked the new toolkit of measuring competence in a range of skills. Their ever 
more extensive usage in comparative research (especially, in the repeated PISA-surveys) is rooted in recognising the 
fact that grading as a social procedure cannot be cleaned from its multi-layered contents, thus, school-marks cannot 
be taken as exact and comparable measures of competence and capabilities.   
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should take them as instruments in the hands of schools to execute their power and justify their 
selections and ranking. However, these are the very processes in the focus of our research. After all, 
we intend to reveal those factors at play that drive teachers and schools partly by intentions and 
partly in a rather unconscious way when making distinctions among students, and especially, when 
capitalising on the powerful means of grading in diverging ways by social, cultural, gender, and 
ethnic characteristics. In brief, comparing performance as expressed in grades that are applied all 
over the place makes it feasible for our research collective to reveal the exact constellations of 
those multifaceted determinants that give the feedback to society about the “value” of students’ 
achievements, but do arrive at this uniform language in rather varied and complex ways. 

In addition to the above, some specific reflections have to be made on school marking in our 
domestic context. The questionnaire that the participating students were asked to fill in raised a 
series of questions about their grades at the end of the previous school-year, i.e. when finishing the 
7th grade. However, it was a recurrent experience of the fieldwork that students complained about 
forgetting those school results: as many of them stated, those were wiped out of their memories by 
the grades of the term that they had accomplished just a few weeks prior to our investigation. 
Learning about these reiterated complaints, the Hungarian research team decided to offer the 
interviewees a choice: they were free to fill in the respective questions either with regard to the 
final grades in the preceding year, or concerning their fresh marks that they had collected in the 
middle of the 8th grade. We do not know the exact proportions of their choice, however, our 
assistants in the field reported the majority opting for the 8th-grade results. All the more so, 
because they were aware of the already briefly mentioned fact that we also have to consider when 
interpreting the data: it is an unwritten custom in Hungarian schools that teachers give relatively 
favourable marks in the final grade, this way supporting their students in access to the schools that 
they intend to attend in the following year. These “pulling-up” actions of teachers affect all 
students who have succeeded that far – the “good” and the “bad” alike. And although teachers still 
differentiate among them, they apply a narrower scale than earlier: students rarely receive marks 
worse than 3. As a consequence, though differences appear in the data, they show up in a 
substantially smaller range than the case would have been by taking the grades of earlier years 
when the teachers’ focus had been on rewarding and disciplining through strongly differentiating 
among individually assessed performances. Although, as will be shown below in details, teachers’ 
assessments are still imbued by a number of other considerations than those on performance per 
se, their joint efforts to assist 8-graders toward the next phase of schooling (together with their 
face-saving actions driven by a consented self-interest for improving their school’s reputation with 
preferable accession-rates) limits the potentials to reveal these covert motives and factors in a 
fully fledged way.   

With these reservations in mind, let us now turn to what the data reveal on the above-outlined 
processes in our schools. 

In the light of the accumulated vast literature on school achievements, it does not come as a 
surprise that our findings confirm the general trends: students from well-positioned social 
background enjoy better results in school than their mates from the lower echelons of society; 
further, students of the ethnic majority are better assessed than those from a minority background, 
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and girls’ performance proves better than that of boys.36 The background “determinisms” in 
question are acknowledged also by public wisdom: for the most part, it is taken as a self-explaining 
fact that the better are one’s home conditions the more honourable are also his/her school results. 
Additionally, the media continuously reinforces this widely shared conviction by demonstrating 
excellence in the context of outstanding social embedding, while good performance of a lower-
class student, especially if from Roma origin, is loudly celebrated as a rare exemption to the rule. 
Amidst such a broad consensus, there is very little pressure on schools to induce change in the 
“customary” patterns, and even less are they inspired to override the associations by extra inputs 
on compensation and on experimenting with radically reshaped ways of teaching and assessing. 
Instead, they produce what is expected: reward with good marks favourable backgrounds and 
gendered ways of adaptation, while devalue with low grades social and ethnic disadvantages and 
“boyish” ways of non-adjustment.  

It is then understandable indeed that our survey-data brought up with strength what one had 
anticipated and yet again confirm all the well-known trends. However, while the tendencies are 
surely not surprising, the magnitude of differences and the factors that shape them are worth 
discussing. All the more so, because the numeric values attached to one’s school achievement work 
in two important ways: they function as personal qualifications of success and failure, further, they 
wield a good deal of influence on longer-term educational careers by potently orienting toward 
diverse paths those who certify to perform well as opposed to those showing weaker results. In this 
sense, even relatively modest differences in numeric grades carry severe implications. Taking 
entailments on personality development, they might have lasting impact on interest in schooling 
and might powerfully influence one’s self-esteem and recognition in the community. As to the 
diverging career opportunities, school results work as strong justifications for selection and thereby 
benevolently hinder the background social, ethnic, and power relations at play. Thus, the actual 
magnitudes matter – be they strong or weak, they have to be put into the context of the indicated 
far-reaching implications.  

Table 3. 1 shows a few indicators by social background, ethnic belonging, and gender. As the data 
indicate, more than half of those from favourable home settings enjoy excellent marks that raise 
the overall average of the group to a high level of 1.65.37 In contrast, excellence is relatively rare 
(20 per cent) among those from low-positioned families, and the rather high (44 per cent) ratio of 
poorly performing students among them concludes in a poor average result of 2.30 for the group as 
a whole. These numeric differences have severe implications. As it will be discussed from a number 
of perspectives below, admission to good secondary schools requires a final certificate with 
exclusively good results (grades 1 and 2), while having grade 3 or worse from the core subjects 
confines one only to a lower-esteemed institution of the system. Hence, we can say that simply by 

 
36 These associations have been repeatedly demonstrated by a great number of domestic surveys, what is more, they 
have been confirmed by international comparative studies as well. In the Hungarian context, see a comprehensive 
account in: Báthory 1992.  For a fresh international comparative analysis on the data-base of 109 countries, see: 
Dardaroni, Modica, and Pennsi 2009.  
37 Although Hungarian schools apply an inverse ranking by grading excellence with 5 and expressing failure with the 
numeric value of 1, we recoded students’ grades according to the international rules as they are laid down in the ECTS 
Guide for School Assessment. Thus, excellence carries the value of 1, good result equals to 2, etc, and ultimate failure is 
expressed by 5.  
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their grading, some 85 per cent of those coming from good social background would qualify for 
considering to continue in good secondary schools, and – having an average in the core subjects 
below 1.50 – 51 per cent of them could do so without hesitation. At the same time, the 
corresponding ratios become as modest as 56 and 20 per cent, respectively, in case of those 
coming from lower-ranked strata. The differentials are perhaps even sharper by ethnicity: along the 
averages of 1.82 and 2.46, respectively, no less than 42 per cent of students of the ethnic majority 
are classified as “excellent”, while the corresponding ratio is the shockingly poor proportion of only 
12 per cent among the Roma. Inversely, it is only 22 per cent of students from the ethnic majority, 
while 53 per cent of those from Roma background who are practically deprived from continuing in 
good secondary schools if nothing else were taken into consideration38 but their results. Finally, 
though they work also to the anticipated direction, differences according to gender are milder than 
the socio-ethnic ones. As the data show, girls achieve an average of 1.83, while boys perform 
somewhat worse with their 2.06 overall result. These differentials are produced by a 42 per cent 
proportion of “excellent” pupils among girls in contrast to only 29 per cent among boys, together 
with the respective inverse ratios of 24 and 33 per cent of the poorly performing ones.  

In the context of factors shaping students’ performance, the second section of the table on 
parental educational backgrounds deserves special attention and distinguished discussion. Though 
the tendencies of the data presented here neatly correspond to those indicated by the families’ 
social positions, the slope along the educational hierarchy is much steeper than the one by 
socioeconomic divides: the group-specific averages sharply fall and the distributions of excellent 
vs. poor results are more uneven than differing positions would suggest. Further, the picture is 
parted by a clear demarcation line that is drawn between students coming from better-educated 
families where it is at least secondary-level graduation that indicates the cultural background and 
those whose parents departed from schooling at best by completing vocational training. Excellence 
is apparently a derivative of parental educational attainment: while 59 per cent of students from 
highly educated background are rewarded with the best available result, the respective ratio is only 
19 per cent among children of poorly educated parents. And the inverse ratios are equally telling: 
while it is close to half of the latter group who fare poorly by school results, this hardly happens to 
the former group where the proportion of such an assessment is only 10 per cent. These sharp 
divisions imply that it is no less than 90 per cent of students from highly qualified educational 
background whose predictable path leads to the best track in secondary education, while similar 
prospects remain open only to 50 per cent among students of poorly educated parents – provided 
that selection takes place according to school results. These findings confirm that, among the 
multifaceted processes at play, in an ultimate account, it is parents’ education that is perhaps the 
strongest factor in shaping educational careers of the next generation. (OECD 2007, Balázsi – 
Ostorics – Szalay 2007) And, unlike in the case of social and ethnic divisions, intergenerational 
transferral of the educational advancement of parents seems natural, what is more, even useful. 
Schools openly admit or even proudly support the involved associations: given the construction of 
the curriculum and the deeply ingrained traditions of primary-level teaching, they strongly build on 
the cultural input from home and take parents’ educational level as an indication of the required 

 
38 Obviously, school results are just one among the components that influence attendance to the different secondary 
schools. As will be discussed in details, besides personal aspirations and considerations, a great number of often hidden 
selective processes are at play here. We will return to elaborate on them later in this chapter. 
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potential or the lack of it. However, it is not difficult to see that such an equation between 
“cultural aptitude” and educational attainment carries a strong ethnic momentum: given that close 
to two-thirds of the least educated parents are Roma, while their presence is only 1 per cent in the 
highly educated group, it is easy to conclude that their children are the least qualified to fare in 
school, whereby their exclusion from good-quality secondary education comes as a “natural rule”. 
And such reasoning seems as a crystal-clear professional statement: after all, it is impartial 
assessment of performance that is taken into account. The consequence is then clear: since it is 
educational background and the associated cultural traits that schools openly recognise as 
irreplaceable prerequisites of teaching and efficient performance, the deeply ethnicised patterns of 
primary schooling remain concealed. In this sense, it is not only the direct capitalising on parent’s 
“school-friendly” knowledge and abilities in assisting teachers’ work, but perhaps even more 
importantly, it is the acknowledged, utilised and thereby justified importance of the certificates39 
that parents hold about their predictable capabilities that ultimately hides all other social and 
ethnic implications. 

   

Table 3.1: Performance in school, according to social background, parental education, ethnicity, 
and gender 

Proportion  of those qualified as Indicator Average 
grade “excellent”* “poor performing”** 

Upper 1.65 51 15 

Mediocre 2.01 31 31 
Family’s socio-
economic status 

Lower 2.30 20 44 
Degree in higher education 1.50 59 10 
At best: secondary graduation 1.73 45 17 
At best: vocational certificate 2.18 23 37 

Parents’ 
educational 
attainment 

Neither more than primary education 2.36 19 49 
Ethnic majority 1.82 42 22 Ethnic 

background Roma minority 2.46 12 53 
Girl 1.83 42 24 Gender 
Boy 2.06 29 33 

Together 1.95 36 28 
*   Average of grades in all subjects: 1-1.49 
** Average of grades in all subjects: 2.51-5 

 

All in all, one can conclude that grading in primary schools is certainly deeply influenced by the 
complexity of social, ethnic, and gender factors. Since there is no ground to assume the biased 
distribution of abilities and skills along these lines, the sharp differences in school results suggest 
that it is the selective routines of grading that convert them into markedly departing looks of 
giftedness, diligence, and performance. There are well-known constituents of these conversions: 
schools acknowledge certain skills and knowledge that students from well-positioned families bring 

                                                
39 It is symbolic and, at the same time, deeply practical from the schools’ perspective that, in addition to the student’s 
home address, it is nothing else but parents’ formal educational certificate that schools keep in their records.  
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from home, while downplay some others that are the characteristic inputs of children from lower 
classes; cultural differences are hierarchically ordered in education, praising high lexical knowledge 
and ignoring or even punishing mutual support and solidarity, thereby constructing strong ethnic 
divides; poor home conditions are not countervailed by services at school but penalised by lowered 
grading; diverse expressions of interest in schooling are translated into behavioural traits that 
influence gendered results in turn; etc.40   

While these components certainly play important roles in shaping the routines of Hungarian 
primary schools, they do not account for all the experienced differences in acknowledged school 
performance. Just to mention one of the unexplained puzzles, it is enough to point to the fact that 
ethnicity apparently overrides the importance of gender by downgrading Roma girls and boys alike. 
This is potently shown by the average results: while this indicator is 1.68 for girls and 1.95 for boys 
from a majority background, they sharply fall to the poor values of 2.38 and 2.54 respectively, and 
thereby not only wipe out otherwise known gender differences, but demonstrate an even stiffer 
relative “devaluation” of Roma girls than boys in comparison to mates in the same sex. A similarly 
puzzling finding is the one on the interplay of social class and ethnicity. If looked at only for the 
ethnic majority, the general trends hold: the ordering of the group-specific average results firmly 
follows the social hierarchy. However, ethnicity seemingly overrides the implied associations: 
measured by socioeconomic position, the best indicator of Roma students from relatively preferable 
background (2.28) clearly falls short of the worst result of students from lowly positioned ethnic 
Hungarian background, for whom the average is 2.04.  

These and similar examples indicate that the different factors do not have the same weight in 
inducing departures: in a number of direct and indirect ways, it is ethnicity that seems to hold the 
lead in dividing students to high as opposed to low degrees of appreciation and that concludes in 
justifying why those of the ethnic majority are “entitled” for better treat and better opportunities 
of advancement than their Roma mates. This state of affairs raises a set of questions of utmost 
importance. For not only the explanations, but also the involved policy implications depend a lot on 
whether one explains the experienced ethnic biases by popular prejudices that schools and teachers 
cannot escape from, or seeks for structural arrangements that – independent from prejudiced or 
supportive attitudes on the part of the school personnel – largely determine the scope for teachers’ 
actions when assessing their students’ results. 

Amid the conflicts surrounding widely experienced discrimination and devaluation of minority 
ethnic children in education, teachers’ ideas and attitudes informed by notions on ethnicity have 
come to the forefront of heated public debate. True, recent studies have arrived at the unanimous 
conclusion that the great majority of teachers hold rather massive negative views on Roma, 
undervalue their culture, sense them non-adaptive to the prevailing behavioural and social norms, 
and see them disinterested in schooling. (Bordács 2001, Ligeti – Márton 2002) While these 
attitudes are of importance in their contribution to the atmosphere at schools, and might 
contribute to alienate Roma students with weak ties to their institution, it would be unjustified to 
state that they directly influence the core of pedagogical work by inducing clear injustices to the 
detriment of ethnic minority children. The nature of prejudices seems more complex than this. As 
experienced in a great number of human service professions – and teaching is certainly included –, 

 
40 For a detailed discussion of these biases, see the cited works in footnote 32, together with their rich references. 
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while prejudices strongly influence general attitudes, they have a secondary role in face to face 
relations. What is more, sometimes they give justification to extra support and attention within the 
given personal framework – though do it in a rather paternalistic way. The logic behind is well-
known: it is often a matter of self-assurance to demonstrate that “despite all, I go along and help”. 
Such mechanisms seem to prevail at our scenes as well. This is indirectly indicated by the fact that 
our data show no difference at all in how students from the majority and the minority sense their 
teachers’ relating to them (more than half of each group feels safe about having teachers who 
definitely like them); or by the findings that give insight into teachers’ extensive assistance to their 
Roma students in picking out the appropriate school for the next stage in education.41 Of course, 
these data speak as much about students’ perceptions as about the actual state of teacher-student 
relations. Nevertheless, they are perhaps telling enough to conclude that prejudices do not turn to 
clear hostility for the most part. In a mixture of negative general feels and benevolent relating in 
personal contacts, we can assume that teachers follow a similar pattern in grading, that is, they try 
to refrain from translating ideas about “the Roma” to assessments in any given case. Instead, they 
make attempts at maintaining justice and fairness, and thus tend to place personal evaluation into 
the general context of “good” and “bad” performance that they then translate into comparative 
endeavours within the class and in the school community. If this is the case, then it is the 
structural arrangements among and within schools where we should seek for explanations behind 
the above shown dramatic ethnic and social differences in assessment.  

Table 3. 2 strongly confirms the relevance of such an approach. As can be seen, depending on the 
structural position of the class that they attend, there are remarkable variations in both the 
average results and the distribution of “excellent” and “poor” marks for the different groups. 
Within-school selection proves to have a very strong impact, indeed. As section A) shows, more 
than two-thirds of the Roma students in segregated Roma classes end up with poor results, and 
practically none of them have a chance to qualify for excellence. Their case is similar in schools 
where separation is an outcome of earlier described socio-geographic processes, that is, in the 
ghettoised schools of the villages. However, the picture is very different for those few among the 
Roma who succeed to enrol in selected classes with a decisive domination of ethnic Hungarians. In 
these settings, Roma performance indicates an equal pattern to that of the majority: the 
proportion of those enjoying excellent marks jumps to 39 per cent, while the ratio of poorly 
performing students falls to 30 per cent (with very similar distribution among students from ethnic 
Hungarian background, for whom the respective ratios are 37 and 25 per cent). Finally, in schools 
where the student body is shaped by geographic processes and intense moves between institutions 
but where the directorate refrains from further internal selection, Roma students are clearly 
lagging behind their mates from the majority, though the gap remains decent: while excellence is 
rare, the majority among them still ends up with fairly good results.  

The landscape is similar, if we look at the effects of selection by social class (section B). Again, it is 
segregated arrangements that fare worst: near to two-thirds of students from lower status families 
are graded as “poor”, and it is just a little better for coevals in non-segregated schools with a 
domination of lower-class students, among whom the respective group represents 54 per cent. At 

 
41 In comparison to 27 per cent among students from majority background, 45 per cent of our Roma interviewees gave 
account about such help. 
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the same time, peers with a very similar social background perform significantly better in 
arrangements where children from well-positioned strata represent the majority. In cases of 
upward selection (be they the outcome of within-school “streaming”, inter-school moves or socio-
geographic givens), the results of lower-class students suddenly improve to a substantial rate: 
though they make out worse than their mates from the upper echelons of the community, 23-25 
per cent compete well enough with the cultural advantage of the latter, and end with “excellent” 
grades, while the proportions of those with poor marking fall to 27 and 38 per cent, respectively.  

It is worth underlining that correspondingly sharp jump and fall in proportions cannot be 
established for the better-positioned groups, be they looked at either by ethnicity or by social class. 
It seems that selection affects the least protected strata in the first place, while only mildly 
influences the school results of the advantaged groups. This is shown by both looking at the 
averages and the distribution of outstanding and downgrading marking. Apparently, overall school 
results for students from majority background remain within a relatively narrow range of 0.33 
points difference according to variations in selection, while the comparable figure for Roma 
students stretches to 0.65 points. The difference in the effects of selection is even sharper along 
the socioeconomic parameters: while the respective range is 0.28 points for students from well-
positioned background, it is 0.56 points for those from lower-positioned families. As to the 
distributions, though the chance for qualifying for the best school marks substantially decreases 
also for students from majority background in a segregated class, the drop is still milder than for 
their Roma mates, and the differences practically disappear among all the other arrangements. The 
results are confirmed if one looks at the impact of selection by social class: coming from 
favourable backgrounds, the chances for being qualified as “poor performing” do not vary by 
arrangements, and neither do the high probabilities of ending up with excellent marks.42     

 

Table 3.2: Indicators of performance in different class-formations1 

 

 a) Indicators by ethnicity 

Proportion of students qualified as Average result of 
students from “Excellent” “Poor performing” 

Ethnic 
majority 

Roma Ethnic 
majority 

Roma Ethnic 
majority 

Roma Class-formation 

background background (%) 
Selected “Roma” class 2.09 2.69 26 2 35 69 
Selected “non-Roma” class 1.91 2.04 37 39 25 30 
Mixed class in non-selecting school 1.74 2.32 46 8 19 40 
Only one class on the 8th grade  1.76 2.58 44 8 19 58 
Together 1.82 2.46 42 12 22 53 

                                                
42 An exception to the rule is represented by the few students who, despite their favourable family background, perform 
somewhat less well (dominantly end up with “good” qualification) than their mates from the same status-group. As the 
detailed analysis reveals, the departure in career and in results is owed to severe home-situations in these cases: the 
questionnaires bring up loss of job, parents’ illness, recent death in the family, and divorce. It seems that attendance in 
low-qualified schools and decline in school achievements are strongly related to these events.   
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 b) Indicators by socioeconomic status 
Proportion of students qualified as Average result of 

students from “excellent” “poor performing” 
upper lower upper lower upper lower 

 
 
 
Class-formation positioned families positioned families (%) 
Selected low-status class 1.50* 2.64 50* 9 0* 64 
Selected upper-status 
class2   1.63 2.08 53 23 15 27 

Low-status class in non-selecting school 1.78* 2.44 33* 15 11* 54 
Upper-status class in non-selecting school2 1.63 2.21 51 25 13 38 
Only one class on the 8th grade  1.76 2.27 48 24 24 46 
Together 1.65 2.21 51 20 15 44 

1 For the content of the categories in the table, see notes to tables in Chapter 1.3 and above to Table 3.1. 
2 Class dominated by students from upper-mediocre positioned families.  
* Due to the very low number of cases, the results should be read with caution. 

 

The findings in Table 3.2 offer a few important conclusions. Firstly, they profoundly question the 
outstanding role that is owed to teachers’ prejudices in downgrading Roma at school. Unless 
assuming the very unlikely state of affairs that “prejudiced” teachers teach in segregated classes, 
while it is only their colour-blind colleagues who engage in good and elite units, one hardly can 
provide an explanation for the highly uneven distribution of school results by owing them to 
personal attitudes. As we have seen, good or bad performance of Roma students depends to a great 
deal on the actual arrangements: if they are separated in a ghettoised way against highly praised 
“top” classes within the same institution, then their performance will be very poor, while suddenly 
extensively improves in conditions of healthy ethnic and social mixing. Of course, it still might be 
hypothesised that differences in social background play a role here. However, the detailed analysis 
falsifies this: given the general state of Roma minority, it is mostly children from poorly educated 
and disadvantaged social background who populate the different types of classes, be they selected 
or mixed. Thus, it is not social and educational background per se, but a set or more subtle 
attitudinal and behavioural aspects that have to be considered here. On the one hand, Roma 
families with strong strives for upward mobility and assimilationist aspirations make tremendous 
efforts to escape their child from devastating segregated arrangements, and the school seemingly 
rewards them with good results. On the other hand, poor performance indicators in segregated 
classes follow from coincidental downward selections: early failure resulting in class repetition 
apparently never will be forgotten and classifies 56 per cent of the affected Roma students to be 
closed into these most discriminated quarters of primary education.43  

                                                
43 Such a high proportion originates from multi-step sharp selections pointing toward the same direction. While it is 
only a narrow 4 per cent of students from ethnic Hungarian background who were kept behind for academic reasons at 
a point of their school career, the respective ratio is 21 per cent among Roma. Or put differently, 60 per cent of those 
ever kept behind are Roma, thereby imbuing the path with a strong ethnic accent. Repetition is then taken as an 
indicator of everlasting failure that justifies segmentation in segregated classes where no less than 20 per cent of the 
students share the same stigmatising career-history. This two-tiered concealed selection is all the more dramatic both 
in its reasoning and longer-term consequences, because it often turns rather tragic life-events into foundations of 
stigmatisation. As our data show, no less than a quarter of Roma students suffering some shocking events (parent’s 
death, unemployment, sudden worsening of the family’s living conditions, etc.) with probable impact on regular 

 58



 

 

                                                                                                                                                      

The second set of conclusions relates to the very foundation of selection. As described earlier, 
widespread “white flight” is often reasoned by protecting children’s good advancement this way. 
However, the data show that well-positioned parents have little cause for worry: quite 
independently from the arrangement that their children attend, the majority of them end up with 
good performance results anyway. At the same time, a lot depends on the actual class-formations 
for Roma and lower-class children. If they are excluded, then nothing helps them from falling 
behind, while at the same time, even a marginal effort for inclusion wipes out the differences that 
are otherwise thought to be decisive along ethnic and social lines. In the light of these 
associations, the strong selective drives in Hungarian primary education seem to lose their 
pedagogical foundation. Instead, it is deeply felt and powerfully maintained divisions by ethnicity 
and social class in society at large that find their expression in departing formations for schooling. 
The spur of segmentation works like this: given the rights for free choice and the potentials to 
influence internal structures of the educational units, upper-class families make all efforts to cut a 
slice from the system exclusively for themselves; under the pressure from vast groups somewhat 
below them but still striving upward, the slice is further divided by segmenting the truly elite and 
closed institutions and the fairly good ones for the rewarding majority; it is then the concerted 
efforts of the upper and mediocre strata to keep “their” institutions under “protection”, and clearly 
separate them from those below. These struggles further divide the scale downward: it is the 
“white” lower-middle and lower classes that gain energy and justification from sharply cutting off 
the poorest, and especially the Roma. The lowest segment of poorly performing segregated schools 
and classes is thus emptied out from better-positioned students and remains a true ghetto for 
those who are regarded “hopeless” and confined to fail. As we have seen, for the most part, these 
processes of dividing and separating take place prior to any say of the school personnel. Amid these 
conditions, principals and teachers have little scope for changing the status quo: their pedagogical 
means at hand are at best confirming it by distributing grades accordingly. However, this way 
school results are allotted according to social positions and tell little about performance, and even 
less about knowledge and skills as its foundations. Thereby schools and teachers, irrespective of 
whether they are aware of it or not, play an indecent role: using the power of grading, they 
distribute honour and disgrace by social class and ethnicity, and thus become gatekeepers of 
further selection accordingly. All this means that Hungarian primary schools do not only fail to 
countervail inequalities due to diverse social and cultural backgrounds, but become active agents 
of pronounced social and ethnic segmentation, and underscore these externally driven processes by 
the power of professional justification. Thereby grading becomes high at stake, and it looks as if it 
were teachers who decide about their students’ future, and fairness and justice were the only traits 
to conduct their actions toward the visibly huge departures. 

Looking now at advancement upon completing the primary stage, we will see the outcome of these 
workings as they reach out for shaping students’ future.  

  

 

 

attendance and school performance have been referred to class repetition, while the respective ratio among  children 
from ethnic Hungarian background remains below 5 percent. 
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3.2 Advancement toward the secondary level 
The last term of the 8th grade of primary schooling signals an important turning point in students’ 
life. For the most part44, this is the timing when they have to decide about where to study next, 
but together with this, they also opt for longer-term paths of careers. For the tracks that are on 
choice lead to markedly different directions and they do so without offering move across. On the 
top of the hierarchy, one finds the comprehensive secondary (gymnasium) that provide rather high-
level training in academic knowledge, and orient students toward higher education. Second in rank 
and potentials are the secondary technical schools that offer graduation and the acquisition of a 
vocation. Although this way they also remain open to furthering on the higher level, the actual 
content of the curriculum with severe cuts in academic subjects puts limits for students to 
compete with their peers from the gymnasiums. The third large track comprises a wide range of 
vocational schools that render certificates for immediate use on the labour market, but do not 
leave open the door toward higher education. Given these corollaries, the choice that students and 
families have to make at the age of 14-15 implies hardly modifiable decisions well into the adult 
life. Thus, one can assume that the end results follow from a long process of deliberations where 
the views, desires, and aspirations of parents and children find their way, and teachers and 
professional counsellors help to arrive at the best compromise. Such an assumption is all the more 
justifiable because the decisions are in principle free: theoretically, families and children have the 
right to opt for any of the schools on any of the three tracks. What is more, they can use the 
opportunity even for some corrections by making efforts to apply to a strong institution and this 
way leave behind the long-suffered stigma of a poor primary school. Likewise, prior school results 
do not create stone-like preconditions: again in principle, all students have the right to apply, 
regardless of better or poorer performance before. In the light of such a high degree of freedom, it 
can be assumed that choices for the next stage in education are perhaps capable of evening out 
some of the marked differences that we have seen on earlier school advancement and 
achievements.  

While the freedom of choice is unrestricted, there are severe limitations to it in everyday reality. 
The most important among them is the general practice of secondary-level institutions: whether 
they openly declare it or not, they apply the unwritten rule of taking into consideration the 
applicants’ prior school achievement and approve or refuse admittance accordingly.45 Not that they 
are obliged to do so, but they feel they cannot do otherwise: concluding school results are the only 
professional ground in their eyes for making fair decisions. This widespread practice establishes a 
downward spiral much in concordance with the power and prestige of the involved institutions. In 
a heated competition for the best places in the community’s best institutions, the respective 
schools feel strong about selecting only from the best performing pool, and leave those with poorer 
results for other schools in the neighbourhood. Though perhaps with less intensity, but further 

 
44 Since the law on compulsory education makes it mandatory to be involved in schooling until the age of 16, it is only 
the small fraction of overaged 8-graders (in our sample, some 9 per cent of them) who, in principle, can opt out. 
However, it is widely known that having only primary education practically disqualifies one on the labour market. 
Hence, the theoretical option does not work in reality and, as our data show, overaged students also consider 
continuing in one or another form of education.   
45 The ways how school results are read and utilised in practice will be discussed at length below. 
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steps of selection are made also on the medium-level track of secondary technical schools, and 
their choices narrow down the scale of school results for the institutions below. In this multi-step 
filtering down along marks of performance, the ultimate result is a clear hierarchy where prior 
school performance carries a high probability of future attendance. In a way, personal choices 
reinforce such a state of affairs. True, parental desires are free but for the most part they would not 
fly high above reality: knowing their child’s low positioning by measured performance, even the 
most dedicated parents would refrain from choosing a placement where the child would most 
probably fail. Further, teachers would certainly expose a great deal of impact on families’ choice: 
knowing that the requirements are strong, they would not recommend to apply to a gymnasium 
with grades worse than 3, and certainly would not give their professional support46 to such 
attempts.  

Thus, a second assumption would hypothesise a fair degree of correlation between earlier 
achievement and planned advancement. It has to be asked then, what is the strength of the 
partially conflicting motives and factors in shaping the decisions, and what is the ultimate 
balance-sheet between freedom and limitations when students’ future career is at stake? Such an 
inquiry is all the more justified, because, as we have seen, parents’ right for free choice proved to 
be a most powerful factor in selection on the primary level that has concluded in remarkable 
departures by social class and ethnicity. It is then of great importance to find out, whether those 
suffering multiple disadvantages of the process get a “second chance” of restarting on equal terms 
on the secondary level, or inversely, whether earlier inequalities and separations become 
accentuated by high-stake decisions on the secondary level, thereby extending the impact of prior 
deprivations well into the adult life of those involved. 

Our questionnaires contain a good deal of information to find answers for these crucial questions. 
Besides asking the students about their institutional choice for the next stage of studies, the survey 
attempted to reveal their motives, aspirations, and considerations and tried to map also the 
relational network that participated in shaping the decisions. In our Hungarian context, the timing 
of the fieldwork was of great assistance in gaining a most refined picture. Surveying of students 
took place just a few weeks after our interviewees learned about the final decision of the 
institution where they had applied, thus, it was not vague and open-ended desires and hopes, but 
factual knowledge about the immediate future that they reported. At the same time, the whole 
process of deliberations, negotiations, and counselling was near enough in time to be properly 
recalled. Likewise, it was not difficult for the respondents to reiterate what they themselves 
thought and what others told them when the choices had been prepared: it was easy to select out 
the reasoning that would support one’s decision to apply to a vocational school and to distinguish 
the motives in question from those that others would emphasise when choosing a gymnasium. The 
patterns that the diverse constellations of the enumerated rationales put in front of us are most 
probably the imprints of such multistage discussions.  

 
46 Primary schools provide brief characterisations about all their finishing students that secondary schools consider 
when deciding about acceptance. Though these “letters of recommendation” are but just one among the factors that 
lead to the decisions, they are still rather important means in the hands of primary schools to influence the ultimate 
outcomes. These documents can underscore good and bad grades alike and thereby also serve as justifications of 
unswayed professionalism of the primary-level institutions. 
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As for the proportional weight between strives driven by free choice and limitations put by prior 
performance, Table 3.3 shows a picture that, at first glance, one would find difficult to interpret. 
Assuming that parents would make all efforts to preserve, at least, but often to improve the level of 
schooling – and with it: the expectable social status – of their children, the chosen track is most 
probably a good indication of their drives. The group-specific averages for students from varied 
parental educational backgrounds signal the strength and the socially prescribed character of these 
aspirations with one and the same momentum. Put in brief, one can say that the three tracks of 
secondary education offer advancement for three distinct groups of families. While the gymnasium 
is the dominant option for children of highly educated parents, it is within reach only for 20 per 
cent of students from families where secondary-level graduation represents parents’ school 
attainment, and serves only the minor fraction of 6 per cent of those from lowly educated 
background. At the same time, the overwhelming majority of students from the two latter groups 
strive for graduating in secondary technical schools (67 and 60 per cent, respectively), though the 
third option of vocational training clearly distinguishes them by offering a path for 21 per cent of 
students from lowly educated background, but only for 12 per cent of those from families with 
medium-level educational attainment. At the same time, vocational training practically does not 
come up on the horizon of highly educated families: with 43 per cent applying into secondary 
technical schools, it is no less than 95 per cent of the group for whom graduation in one form or 
another is an apparent must.   

While the strong social messages of the three tracks are seemingly taken by the involved public 
and families adjust their steps accordingly, the internal distributions in the three sections of the 
table indicate that it is largely the attained school results that influence the choice. Though the 
actual proportions vary, the patterns are the same: students with excellent result strive for a 
placement in a gymnasium in great numbers, those with fairly good results attempt to make their 
route into one of the secondary technical schools, and poorly faring children go into vocational 
training for the most part. Parents’ aspirations clearly colour this picture, but do not overwrite it. It 
hardly ever occurs that poorly performing students would apply to a gymnasium, and most 
surprisingly, it is highly educated parents who would least attempt such manoeuvres. In case of 
excellent results, it is graduation that is taken as the dominant leitmotif, and class-specific 
variations come up within this unspoken consensus. Highly educated parents clearly prefer the 
gymnasium for their well-performing children (74 per cent), while it is most probably strong 
pressures on the family budget and deep concerns about the child’s future job opportunities that 
orient some two-thirds of the less educated group of parents toward a safer-looking combination 
of vocation and graduation. Still, as it comes up from the details, these students also aspire for a 
degree in higher education: no less than 75 per cent mentioned dedication or at least strong 
consideration of forward-moving among their motives behind the choice. Finally, poor results lead 
aspirations also in surprising concordance: while, irrespective of their own educational attainment, 
parents would try to reach out for secondary technical schools47 in the first place (in 57-68 per 

 
47 In a number of cases, secondary technical schools and vocational training units operate under the same 
administration. It is a matter of internal selection, where students would be tracked upon admission. Thus, it can well 
be the case that it is actually vocational training that earlier poorly performing students would ultimately attend. 
However, these expectable distinctions were not yet known to parents and students at the time of the survey.  
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cent of the respective cases), they clearly see the realities – 32-40 per cent of their children would 
go to vocational training anyway.  

 

Table 3.3: Choice of secondary-level school by parents’ level of education and performance1 
Proportion of students opting for advancing toward   Parents’ 

educational 
attainment2 

School result 
Comprehensive 

secondary school 
Secondary technical 

school 
Vocational training 

school 
Excellent 32 60 8 

Good 16 64 17 
 
Low 

Poor 6 57 32 
Together 15 60 21 

Excellent 28 69 4 
Good 16 61 13 

 
Medium-level 

Poor 10 61 29 
Together 20 67 12 

Excellent 74 23 2 
Good 23 77 0 

 
High 

Poor 0 60 40 
Together 51 43 5 

1 Due to a few pending cases at the time of the survey, the percentages do not make up 100 per cent in each row. 
2 The content of the categories for parental educational attainments are the following: 
    Low: neither of the parents has advanced further than gaining a certificate from vocational training. 
    Medium-level: at least one of the parents graduated on the secondary level, but neither of them attended higher   
    education 
    High: at least one of the parents holds a degree in higher education. 

 

In the light of the above, one feels puzzled: what is then the truth about advancing? Is it after all 
students’ social background or their school achievement that matters when time comes for 
decisions on continuation? 

While the answer is clearly “both”, we do not get too far by simply recoding such a state of affairs: 
the puzzle remains unresolved until we find the clue to it. In a search for explanations, we have to 
have a closer look at the ways how secondary-level institutions make their selection among the 
applicants. Though, as said above, their main concern is prior performance, they read the incoming 
documentations with a good deal of distinctions: depending on where they come from, the same 
grades have differential messages for them. Knowing that primary schools of the community vary 
to a large degree in the quality of teaching, performance, and prestige, they associate departed 
meanings to school results that appear identical on paper. As noted above, good marks if 
acknowledged in a school with low prestige are not worth too much; their value might be lower 
than somewhat less favourable ones from a strong school would carry. To consider this, local 
secondary schools apply some unwritten “scoring” for valuating the true meaning of someone’s 
certificate, and they “buy” accordingly. Thus, in their final decisions, it is not only the grades that 
matter but the knowledge about their source, and the latter is taken into account with heavy 
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weight. Of course, the applied “scores” never become manifested.48 They are amalgamated from 
soft constituents like awareness of the public ranking of the local schools by prestige, and from 
indicators of efficiency that can be assessed in “objectified” numeric terms like the rate of 
admittance into the community’s strongest secondary schools, the gymnasiums.49 At any rate, 
these invisible “scores” refine the ordering of measured performance, and make the resulting 
“market values” the true guidance of admittance.  

However, this way selection among primary schools comes in as a crucial factor in determining 
students’ later opportunities. It is not only their personal skilfulness, efforts, and investment but 
also the institutional framing of these qualities that enter the scene. Thereby, their future prospects 
are strongly determined by a prior history far beyond conditions that they would have the potential 
to influence at all.   

Table 3.4 demonstrates the sharply uneven chances for maintaining the initial value of one’s school 
results by showing them along the two most decisive factors of performance: parental educational 
background and ethnicity. As the data indicate, it is the overwhelming majority of students from 
highly educated background (61 per cent) who enjoy an unmatchable advantage in applying to the 
best secondary schools simply by earlier attending the best-valued ones on the primary level. In 
contrast, formally equally “excellent” students from lowly educated families lose their good 
qualification on the “buying” market in no less than 70 per cent, thus, despite eminence amidst the 
local conditions on the primary level, they actually retain a chance for admittance only into 
second-ranked secondary schools. The slope is similar though somewhat less steeper also with 
regard to the “good” marks that still qualify for applying to schools that provide graduation: it is 
again students from better-educated backgrounds who maintain their relative advantage, while 
children from low-educated families get further downgraded for the decisive part. The pattern 
remains the same all along the scale with a shocking figure in the far-end corner: apparently, even 
the poorest qualification of “sufficiency” cannot be maintained for more than only 27 per cent of 

 
48 Secondary schools have a spacious playground to hide their considerations when selecting among the applicants. 
Firstly, there are no mandatory rules that guide the procedure of admittance. Driven by custom, the best schools would 
announce entrance exams (with routines designed by them) and select among the applicants on the ground of this, 
taking their incoming school-results only as a source of “orientation”. Secondly, secondary schools are not required to 
publicise their decisions, and there are no authorities to enforce accountability. Amid these conditions, there is enough 
room for hidden “scoring”, and, of course, also for negotiations behind the scene. As we will see, the latter element is 
an important factor in accentuating differential access along social and ethnic lines.  
49 In an attempt to simulate how “scoring” is shaped, we relied on the latter hardcore indicator in establishing the 
“market values” of the different grades. By clustering the data, the 18 schools of the sample make up three distinct 
groups: that of the low-performing schools were the proportion of those attending a gymnasium next year remains 
below 15 per cent; that of schools with mediocre performance, i.e. with the respective quotient falling between 15 and 
30 per cents; finally, that of the high-performing schools where the ratio of future gymnasium-attendants is higher 
than 30 per cent. Along this hierarchy, schools in the third group are considered to be able to send out messages that 
preserve the value of the given grade also in the eyes of the “buying” secondary-level institutions; certificates arriving 
from the second group are assessed to lose some 20 per cent of the values that had been put on paper, while grades 
coming from the weakest schools are assumed to be substantially downgraded by some 40-50 per cent.  
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children of lowly educated parents. The majority of this group is considered as “failed” and thus has 
little hope to apply even to the weakest vocational training schools of the community.50  

The described uneven distribution of chances to enter the competition for a good placement in 
secondary education is repeated also along ethnic lines: regardless of their actual grades, students 
from the majority have greater potentials than their Roma peers. The impact of earlier described 
segregation (even ghettoisation) manifests itself with extra strength among poorer performing 
students. The ethnic divide becomes shockingly sharp for those who are hardly permitted to 
forward at all: if it is considered on the market, the truly poor “sufficient” marking of the decisive 
majority of 83 (!) per cent of Roma students is downgraded into “actually failed” and implies the 
conditions of no choice at all (the respective ratio is remarkably more modest with its 43 per cent 
indicator for those from the ethnic majority).  

 

Table 3.4: The impact of “scoring” on students’ school results 
Proportion (%) of  preserved school results* among those qualifying as   Background indicators 

Excellent Good Satisfactory Sufficient 
High 61 48 80 – 
Medium-level 43 40 69 100 

Parental 
educational 
background Low 30 30 73 27 

Ethnic majority 47 39 78 57 Ethnic 
background Roma minority 43 31 70 17 

* Preserved school results are the ones that maintain their original value after “scoring”. For the logic of attaching 
scores to the grades originating from differently performing schools, see footnote 16. 

 

In the light of these findings, we can conclude that institutional selection has a strong say in 
reordering students’ school results. Nothing else considered, the chances of those from highly 
educated background are far the best to enter competition on the invisible market of secondary 
education: 55 per cent of them can be sure that their marks will remain read as written. Such a 
feel of safety largely evaporates for students from lowly educated families: simply by the quality of 
the primary school that they currently attend, 72 per cent of them will be surely devaluated. In an 
ethnic perspective, the divides are equally sharp: while close to half of those belonging to the 
majority will be capable of preserving the value of their results simply by institutional backgrounds, 
74 per cent of the Roma students will start with a disadvantage of being devalued for the very 
same reason that, independent of personal qualities, works to their detriment for the most part.  

With these associations in mind, it is now time to return to our above puzzle that seems to gain a 
good deal of explanation by what has been discussed so far. It can be established that the chances 
for further advancement are determined by factors that have little to do with individual 
performance. Given the forces that shape the profiles of the institutions in primary education, it is 

                                                
50 When the questionnaire inquired plans for continuation, 13 per cent of these students responded with the genteel 
formula of “I don’t know yet”. Their hesitance was not incidental. Not being sure whether the terminal decision would 
be to keep them for one more year in the primary school, they were not in a position to exhibit even a small degree of 
free choice. 
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after all the diametric concentration of advantages and disadvantages that give the ultimate 
“market value” of school results, and thereby powerfully reorder them along corresponding lines. 
Such a spiral of accumulations then concludes in sharply diverging rates of admission to good and 
poor secondary schools, and designates students’ placements along the multiple forces of selection 
beyond their reach. Since initial school performance is a direct derivative of parental educational 
background, and since there is a strong concentration of students from highly educated families in 
the “top” institutions on the primary level, it is no wonder that practically all of them end up in the 
best secondary schools: as the data indicate, no less than 81 per cent of the group continues in one 
of the local gymnasiums. Such a high proportion also suggests that attending a class full of peers 
with similar drives has a strong pulling affect: in addition to the advantageous home conditions, 
the patterns for furthering on the best track start to work as a norm – and apparently a strong 
norm, indeed. At the same time, similar cumulative effects work toward multiple deprivations at 
the other end of the scale. As we saw above, those squeezed into the poorest quarters of ethnically 
and socially segregated classes have little chance to achieve school results that, at least in 
principle, would keep them in fair competition for good placement on the secondary level. 
Remarkable downgrading of their institutions takes away, however, yet the remnants of such hopes 
and melts the proportion of those applying for a gymnasium to 30 per cent among the bests, i.e. 
the “excellently” qualified students of the respective schools. And again, one has to consider in 
addition that the prevailing patterns work against such strives anyway: no less than a third of 
those few who plan advancement toward graduation complained about sacrificing good and 
supportive peer relations for sticking with their families’ commitment to upward moves. Being 
aware of the outstanding importance of these relations in adolescent years, such personal 
sacrifices are not only painful but might be among the important constituents behind early 
depression and a range of related diseases that are known to have worryingly high prevalence 
among Roma teenagers, especially, among Roma girls. (Kopp – Csaboth – Puberl 1999) 

All this means that selection for future studies does not take place where it is thought to do, i.e. at 
the completion of primary education. The most important decisions – be they partly personal and 
partly institutional – are made several years before, possibly for many at the very beginning of 
primary schooling, and for several more at the time of moving across the system during the 
subsequent years. Highly selective patterns of schooling then fix and justify social and ethnic 
departures by the unequal distribution of good and bad results of performance that become re-
valued, in turn, when they reach out for competing with each other on the buyers’ market at the 
secondary stage. In these subsequent circles of selection, the forces in the background point always 
to the same direction: they maintain and reinforce the initial good or bad positions, but hardly ever 
create a scope for overriding them.  

Such a state of affairs carries a few important conclusions. Firstly, early selection with its lasting 
impact well into late adolescent and early adult years has a strong rolling back effect in time. 
Under the pressure of the systemic forces at play, families and children have to arrive at important 
decisions at an age when, simply for developmental reasons, no fair and solid assessment of skills 
and abilities can yet be made. Hence, it is not the motives of personal interest and capabilities but 
strong social aspirations and the potentials for fulfilling them that drive considerations about 
children’s diverging futures. It is easy to see that such a constellation is detrimental for all children 
alike: it harmfully reduces the scope for free thinking, creativity, and individual advancement. 
However, the harms are unequally distributed. Given the power of the well-situated groups to 
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secure good positions for the next generation early enough, the children remain relatively free to 
follow their own drives within the given frames. However, such freedom is entirely lacking at the 
other end: disregarding their aspirations, low-status families and especially the Roma are forced to 
accept a multi-layered devaluation of their children who then have to make extra exertions at the 
expense of child-friendly living to cut off a slight chance for compensating the givens with heroic 
personal attempts.  

Secondly, the heavy weight of structural selection in informing the choices about furtherance 
severely cuts back any corrective endeavours. The probability of a “second chance” for erasing 
earlier disadvantages by entering a good secondary school at free choice is close to zero. Parental 
aspirations are evaporated if they have not concluded in a promisingly good choice on the primary 
level well in time: be they strong and committed, they hardly ever can win against the 
counteracting forces at the late stage of arriving at formally declared decisions about the future. 
This means that options for further studies and later careers are closed into the quarters that inter- 
and intra-school selections create on the institutional landscape. While it appears that free choice 
remains the undisturbed right of parents and children when they make options for continuation, 
actual freedom withers away by the end of primary education. Amidst these conditions, instead of 
granting to families, it is ultimately the freedom of the secondary schools that is sanctioned by the 
system. As we have seen, the final decisions about acceptance are born at their discretion, and 
there is little room to appeal against the concluding results. At the same time, these decisions look 
fair and justified: after all, instead of backstage negotiations, it is the “refined” ranking of fellow-
teachers on the primary level that drive them, thus nobody can be blamed. And parents seemingly 
do not blame anybody at all: as we saw above, they go along with the implied criteria of justice, 
and, apart from some rare exceptions, they do not even experiment with neutralising steps to 
overturn them.     

Thirdly, there are severe repercussions for the earlier described deep social and ethnic divides. 
Strong downgrading of the school results originating from poorly qualified schools cuts off upward 
aspirations of students from lower-positioned families, and especially the Roma among them. The 
counteracting forces of selection wipe out their ever stronger drives for continuation, and thereby 
hinder the perhaps most powerful force that, if allowed to work on favourable soil, could work 
toward meaningful integration. As a great number of studies have demonstrated, aspirations for 
schooling have become widely shared even by the least educated families: parents and children 
equally emphasise their dedication to furtherance beyond the primary level as the acknowledged 
most important source of future success. (Kemény – Janky – Lengyel 2004, Havas – Kemény – Liskó 
2002, Szalai 2008) Our results confirm these trends: when asked about considering attendance in 
higher education at a later stage, the otherwise strong ethnic and social differences practically 
disappear. Apart from those in the highest echelons for whom a degree is as much a “natural 
given” as a must, the proportions of 30-38 per cent of definite positive answers all along the 
hierarchy and across ethnic lines indicate a broad consensus – as far as dreams are concerned.51 

 
51 Interestingly, the only meaningful divide behind this broad consensus comes up along gender. Regardless of whether 
looked at by social status, parents’ education, socio-geographic parameters, or ethnicity, the difference in favour of 
girls expressing strong dedication to higher education remains 18-28 per cent all across. This gendered bias partly 
follows from differential patterns of forwarding on the secondary level: in line with long-established traditions, girls 
opt for a path in the gymnasium in a higher proportion than boys (in our sample, in 30 as opposed to 18 per cent of 
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However, reality questions the ultimate fruition of these early fantasies: being confined to end up 
in the weakest institutions of the secondary level, children of lower-status families, and especially 
the Roma among them, will have no chance to acquire the necessary graduation. Further, knowing 
that some two-thirds of them will not accomplish even these poorest forms of training, the slight 
hopes for catching up through evening or corresponding courses fall to a minimum. (Liskó 2002) It 
is not difficult to conclude then that the accumulated impact of multiple selections – though 
“justified” by fair rules in all its constituents – pushes large numbers of children from the most 
disadvantaged groups toward educational units that block upward move by their very foundation. 
This way forces of degradation that earlier remained concealed by the system receive their open 
institutional framing, and segregation gets its official stamping by the power of the rules that 
declare to segment secondary education according to the acknowledged needs of the market and 
as such, strongly depart by their very nature.   

Fourthly, the unassailable forces that conclude in dwindling down in age for making important 
decisions about the future produce some worrying side-effects. To put it sharply: they substantially 
shorten childhood and inflict adult-like responsibilities in a period of life when there should be 
time for experimentation, testing of capabilities, playing out of choices, and working on 
enrichment of the self. Our data about the motivations behind the decisions for opting for the 
school to attend next signal a remarkable shift away from a healthy balance. Expectations on 
future positions on the labour market dominate the scene. Apart from a tiny group responding 
otherwise, 92 per cent of the interviewees laid out a reasoning that emphasised the “utility” of 
school attendance, since one cannot get a good job otherwise. Additionally, the schools that would 
provide access to such desirable jobs were looked at also purely from the perspective of later 
occupational status: students were clearly aware of the implications of each distinct formation, 
and attached values to them accordingly. On the one hand, such a high degree of cognisance is 
certainly welcome: nobody would deny the advantages of being realistic and pragmatic. On the 
other hand, the priority given to concerns on utility in schooling drives back potential competing 
motivations: interest in learning for its own sake, strive for developing personal capacities, 
curiosity, or even desires for a friendly community seemingly are second-order factors when 
making a choice. The findings show strong generational traits: irrespective of favourable or 
disadvantaged backgrounds, the dominant pattern prevails all across. Still, in a refined analysis 
some meaningful differences come to light. It is just the most advantaged group of students from 
highly educated families whose smooth path to the chosen strong gymnasiums lets them hope for 
interesting and creative life while in education. Not that they would deny the utilitarian concerns – 
but find it easy to combine them with more immediate adolescent needs. Further, the data reveal 
also the imprints of painful experiences at the other end: it is low-ranked vocational training 

 

the cases). However, the persistence of the gendered difference also in those groups that are confined to lower-ranked 
institutions of the system calls for further explanations. It can be assumed that divergent models of future ways of 
living and, especially, of strategies for upward move play also an important role here. Knowing that these days even 
middle-ranked jobs in administration and a range of services require a college degree, girls in their striving to attain 
“clean” and “decent” white-collar jobs feel strong commitment to continue behind graduation. It is a different matter 
that most probably many would be constrained to give up these dreams: despite a recent remarkable extension of 
admittance to higher education, it is still only some 30 per cent of the concluding cohorts in secondary education that 
actually are accepted by the institutions – and here those graduating from gymnasiums have an unbeatable advantage 
to all their other peers. (Felsőoktatási Műhely 2007). 
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where lower-class children, and especially Roma students, hope for being accepted on equal 
grounds and establish relations where being marginalised can be overcome. Again, the prime 
motive is that of usefulness: they are well aware that, without a vocation, one cannot hope for 
decent living – however, considerations on feels of inclusion matter to a good deal in addition to 
this.  

In sum, our findings provide enough evidence to conclude that, amidst the conditions described in 
this chapter, being free from pressing adult responsibilities and preserving openness toward the 
future is the privilege of a very thin layer of adolescents who enjoy enough safety and support both 
from home and in the schools. Apart from them, one can record a painful trade-off that nobody 
planned but still has come about: the right for free choice for parents ultimately ends up in a 
worrisome restriction of the right to remain a child. As we have seen, the trade-off has severe 
immediate consequences: for the most part, it takes away the chances to correct and improve 
earlier disadvantages, and fixes prescribed paths well into adulthood very early on time. In addition, 
it affects the generation in its entirety: pressures on 14-15 year old young people to behave as if 
they were a good ten years older imply harms in healthy personality development, project 
widespread frustration, and give rise to a general feel of dissatisfaction. Our survey could record 
only some indications of these phenomena. However, the findings seem to back the distilled 
assessment of one of Hungary’s leading educational experts, Tamás Vekerdy who put it this way: 
“…From their spatial arrangement to the way how they teach writing, contemporary schools in 
Hungary were designed by forgetting about the child. If students attempt to adjust to these 
conditions, they have a good chance to pay with deteriorated health and spirit.” (Vekerdy 2007)      
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4. Attitudes toward the school and interpersonal relations 
 

 

This chapter of the report examines important aspects of school life that may have an impact on 
students’ mood, school achievement, interpersonal relationships, and prestige that then carry 
immediate implications on their successes and failures, and above all, that largely shape their later 
opportunities with deep-going significances into the adult lives.   

 

 

4.1 Daily life of students in school 
 

Class as the network of interpersonal relationships 

Considering the sample in its entirety, it appears that students dominantly enjoy school 
attendance. This has not so much to do with the high-quality work in school, but instead, with the 
atmosphere in the classroom and the outstanding importance of friendships as well as the social 
network that togetherness in schools provides for adolescents. Two-thirds of the respondents – 
both girls and boys coming from families of various socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds – 
affirmed their love for school, claiming that they get along well with their classmates. 

It is only the ratio of Roma students in the class that has significant impact on students’ responses. 
75 per cent of those from ethnic majority background indicate they get along well with their 
companions when the rate of Roma is low (below 10 per cent). In contrast, only 60 per cent claims 
the same among those attending a class with a medium rate of Roma (i.e., where they make up 10-
30 per cent of the student body), and, finally, in classes where the proportion of those from Roma 
background exceeds 30 per cent, it is less than half of the ethnic majority children who give a 
positive assessment of their relationships with mates. The reverse is true for Roma students, 
although their relations with their classmates are more balanced: even in classes with a low or 
medium rate of Roma, 75 per cent of the ethnic minority claims to have good relationship with 
their peers. These telling results about meaningful departures in general feels suggest that classes, 
due to their ethnic composition, might serve as a fertile soil for a range of inter-ethnic conflicts 
and various manifestations of open or concealed discrimination. We return to their discussion 
below. 

Apart from friendships, a far smaller part of the students in the sample claims that they like being 
at school for the sake of work and studying. Regardless of ethnicity and social background, 40 per 
cent indicate such positive relating because of the educational work going on. Looking at the same 
matter from a gendered perspective, the figures are remarkably departing: while 50 per cent of the 
girls state enjoying school attendance for the sake of work, it is only 30 per cent of the boys who 
express the same.  

In examining the correspondence between studying and social relationships, it turns out that the 
percentage of those for whom school is definitely an attractive place due to the opportunity to 
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study and community life, was the highest among girls (41 per cent). The corresponding proportion 
is only 29 per cent among boys. Attachment to the school as a place of studying as well as meeting 
classmates is somewhat less explicit among students of low social status and Roma pupils, 
respectively, in comparison with those of high status and/or belonging to the ethnic majority. One 
tenth of the boys and those belonging to the ethnic majority, however, do not find anything 
attractive in school attendance at all. 

In spite of this, a high rate of the ethnic majority (96 per cent) have at least one friend in the class, 
independently from gender, social background, or ethnic belonging. 

The survey allowed for an insight into the factors which play a role in making friendships. Two-
thirds of the respondents think that the most determining factors are identical taste and the same 
way of thinking in the formation of such close relationships. Same social background is deemed 
somewhat less important, though the percentage of those sharing this opinion is still over 60 per 
cent. Identical ethnic belonging and residential proximity are important criteria of close personal 
relations for more than half of the respondents. Only religious background seems insignificant in 
terms of the choice of friends. 

Through the analysis of the factors influencing friendship, it turns out, that social status and ethnic 
background have a hidden impact on how relationships are formulated. Although  sameness of the 
way of thinking and identical taste are considered as the most important factors in the formation 
of friendships according to students of high status, they regard similar social background and same 
ethnic belonging more important in this matter, comparing to their fellows of lower-status. 
Gender-based comparison of the responses suggests that, without attributing any significance to 
ethnicity or social status, girls are more willing to accept their fellow students than boys. However, 
identical taste still appears to be of value for them in the development of friendships. By the same 
token, Roma students attach less importance to the criterion of same ethnic background than their 
mates from the majority. Only 40 per cent of boys, students of high status and of the ethnic 
majority think that ethnicity is insignificant, however, in the case of girls and those from low-
status background the ratio is somewhat higher (50 per cent), while it is almost two thirds of the 
Roma students who think this way. 

As a next step, it is worth to examine the role of ethnicity in the communal activities. As the 
results suggest, there is not any large difference in the occurrences of the various types of inter-
ethnic activities that were put up for choice in the questionnaire: all the possible alternatives were 
mentioned by one-third of the respondents. However, a public/private divide seems to affect the 
responses: the rate of those saying that they have meal in the canteen together with classmates of 
different ethnic background, and spend some free time together with them, is somewhat higher 
than of those who visit each other at home, and share their secrets with someone of a different 
ethnic belonging. The least typical activity is studying together: only one quarter reports it. At the 
same time, this form of spending time together is probably not very frequent among adolescents 
belonging to the same ethnic group, either. 

A few differences can be highlighted by analysing the responses along the lines of gender, social 
status, and ethnic background. As it was demonstrated above, girls and students of low-status 
families appear to be more open towards inter-ethnic relations, as opposed to boys, better-off 
students, or children of the ethnic majority. One of the possible explanations is rendered by the 
ethnic composition of the sample: since there is a fewer number of Roma students in the sites, if 
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unless they themselves want to confine interpersonal relationships to their own ethnic group, they 
have to cooperate in a number of activities with students of ethnic majority. This is reflected, at a 
great extent, in the departing frequencies of inter-ethnic interactions between the two groups 
across the assorted shared activities (the differences range from 20 to 57 per cent). 

All what has been demonstrated so far is also supported by looking at students’ inclinations as to 
identical ethnic background as a factor may, or definitely does not play a role for them in 
establishing personal relationships. According to 40 per cent of the ethnic majority, this factor 
definitely plays a role in the choice of friends and only 16 per cent is of the contrary, while barely 
14 per cent of the Roma adolescents think that their ethnic belonging has significance in the 
formation of social relationships, and further, more than half of them (51 per cent) categorically 
refuses this possibility. 

Interpersonal relations determine the atmosphere of the classroom as well. When friendships and 
communal interactions are independent from gender, ethnicity, or social status, the community is 
probably open and friendly. In those classes where conflicts among groups of students are acute, 
competing groups may create a hostile environment. Although, as we have already seen, there are 
hardly any respondents who do not have a friend in the class; it is nevertheless possible that there 
are classes where groups of isolated couples or triads become completely indifferent toward each 
other which process then calls into existence a loose and individualised group structure. 

Considering the entire sample, it appears that those who think their class community has a friendly 
atmosphere slightly outnumber those who see their class as representing a terrain of conflicts 
among competitive groups. 44 per cent states that their class setting is cohesive and nice, while 40 
per cent thinks it is segmented and broken up into cliques. A much smaller portion, only 7 per cent 
says their class is disintegrated and individualised. At the same time, almost 10 per cent is unable 
to determine what the atmosphere in their class is like52. Apparently, neither students’ gender, nor 
their ethnic belonging makes a difference in evaluating classroom atmosphere. It is only the 
respondents’ socio-economic situation that sheds light on some differences: the class provides an 
outstandingly friendly environment for children coming from especially well-off families, while the 
rate of those for whom the class has never developed into a cohesive community is relatively high 
(11 per cent) among those coming from low-status background. 

Occurrence of open conflicts, such as fights and bullying, reveals much about the atmosphere of 
the class: 37 per cent says bullying has been frequent in the class, and about 50 per cent of the 
students have occasionally witnessed antagonisms. There are no significant divergences among 
groups of students in this respect, though the proportion of Roma students claiming heated 
controversies and open conflicts is somewhat greater (43 per cent) than that of the ethnic majority 
(36 per cent), and girls experience the above less often (34 per cent) if compared to boys (40 per 
cent). 

Experienced conflicts and controversies that often conclude in physical violence and fights are 
apparently in strong association with overall assessments about the class. Those who regard the 
class community as friendly and cohesive, experience bullying less frequently than those whose 

 
52 Most probably, such hesitant responses were driven by certain worries to openly admit the troubled feels toward the 
community. 
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classes can be characterised with animosity, disintegration and individualism. While in the former 
case barely 5 per cent of the students have seen conflicts taking violent and aggressive forms, more 
than half of the students, whose class pertains to the latter, have witnessed such situations. 

In its most frequent occurrence, bullying comes up between students – primarily between boys of 
low status and of Roma ethnicity – who attend different classes. Then, conflicts between boys and 
girls form another important cause for bullying, while only a small portion of students thinks that 
differences concerning residence or social background are the major motifs behind intimidation. 
Girls tend to assume that ethnic difference is the source of sharp controversies and conflicts while 
hardly any of the boys agrees to this.  

To conclude the discussion in this section, a few general statements should be made. The class 
setting can be considered as the terrain of important interpersonal relationships, friendships, and 
shared forms of togetherness as well as of animosities that together determine the atmosphere as 
well as the structure of the community. Strange correspondences based on gender, social status 
and ethnic belonging, shed light on the hidden hierarchies in the Hungarian school system (and, 
more broadly, in Hungarian society at large). It is probably not too farfetched to argue that boys, 
students of high status and of the ethnic majority are better-positioned at school, whereas girls, 
students of low status and Roma are depreciated and conferred a second-rate status. Thus, it is not 
surprising that boys in general, particularly those coming from high-status families and belonging 
to the ethnic majority, adopt a radically different attitude towards their classmates and evaluate 
atmosphere in the community differently from girls, particularly of lower status and of Roma 
ethnicity. It might resulting from shared depreciation that a kind of solidarity or mutual openness 
seems to develop among these latter groups on the periphery of their settings that then certainly 
contributes to their positive perception of the school. 

 

Class-arrangements and interpersonal relations  

As it was discussed earlier, schools apply distinctive policies in order to deal with diversity in ethnic 
and social terms (for details see Chapter 1/A). It is highly probable that the arising varied class 
arrangements markedly differ from one another in affecting students’ feels about the general 
atmosphere in their immediate and broader settings, and forge diverse patterns of inter-ethnic 
relations, daily personal contacts and individual positioning as well as leave marked imprints on 
students’ educational opportunities and the ways how they formulate and reflect their own ethnic 
identity. In order to render a nuanced picture about the involved associations, considerations on 
the multifaceted impacts of segregationist vs. integrative policies will be introduced below.   

First let us focus on the question how the structure of the immediate class settings influence  
students of different social backgrounds in their perceptions of positive vs. negative experiences 
concerning their classmates. 

As it has been mentioned already, in comparison to their Roma mates, a greater proportion of 
students of the ethnic majority tend to report on unpleasant experiences. Students of the ethnic 
majority are usually less tolerant towards their Roma classmates, and more sensitive to the 
proportion of Roma children within the class than it is the case in reverse. However, not only the 
proportion of Roma children within the class has an influence on inter-ethnic relations, but it is 
also the attitude of the school itself towards Roma students that defines the atmosphere. 
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Normally, students of the ethnic majority are the beneficiaries of selective mechanisms, while 
Roma pupils have to endure ethnicity-based segregation (closely linked with this, low status of the 
parents and a disadvantaged social situation of families). Negative experiences are reported 
primarily by ethnic majority students who attend ‘segregated’ classes that are characterised by a 
high rate of Roma pupils. At the same time, attendees of the ‘elite’ classes, from where the Roma 
are excluded, give a positive evaluation of their personal relationships. The opposite is true for 
Roma students attending ‘elite’ classes whose overall experience concerning interpersonal relations 
is far more negative compared to its average for the sample as a whole. 

Having a closer look at the state of personal relations through the lenses of gender, social status, 
and ethnic belonging, no significant differences have been found regarding the evaluation of the 
atmosphere of the class and its sociometric structure. At the same time, it can be assumed on good 
grounds that students relate themselves differently to classes depending on the number of Roma 
mates that is determined, in turn, by the adopted organisational policy of the school. 

 

Table 4.1: Assessment of the atmosphere in  class, by the type of the class setting and ethnic 
background 

Distribution of students’ assessment (%) 
Employing ethnic selection Not employing ethnic selection 

Selected “Roma” 
class 

Selected “non-
Roma” class 

Mixed class Only one class on 
the 8th grade 

Respondent’s ethnic background 

Atmosphere in class 

Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma 
Friendly and cohesive community 4 48 39 26 48 48 58 56 
Hostile groups in class 57 39 41 65 39 44 34 19 
Class is highly individualised  26 7 10 – 6 4 1 15 
“I cannot tell” 13 6 10 9 7 4 7 10 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Village schools with only one 8th grade class, often characterised by a high proportion of Roma 
among the students, appear to provide the most pleasant atmosphere for children from both ethnic 
groups. It is the absolute majority of (the mostly Roma) pupils in such classes53 who describe the 
surrounding as friendly. The opinions of students attending a mixed (‘integrated’) class of a non-
selective school, characterised by a low rate of Roma students and relative homogeneity 
concerning socioeconomic status, are also independent from their ethnic belonging. These classes 
are described almost half of the students as mature and friendly communities, while those 
according to whom it is fragmented into conflicting cliques represent a tiny minority. 

By the same token, ethnicity-based selective mechanisms applied by schools are evaluated 
differently along ethnicities. There are only a few among the students of the ethnic majority in 
ethnically segregated classes who regard the community as friendly and cohesive, while 56 per 

                                                
53 As a remarkable result of the earlier described processes of socio-geographic selection, close to two-thirds of the 
attendees of these classes are Roma. 
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cent characterises the class as a hostile environment, and 25 per cent says that the class is highly 
individualised. And while it is true that among ethnic majority students attending ‘elite’ classes the 
proportions of characterising their class as highly individualised or, contrarily, as a friendly 
community are similar (39 and 40 per cent, respectively), Roma students attending the same class 
arrangement have an utterly different view on their community. Only 25 per cent sense   their class 
as a friendly unit, while two-thirds of them perceive it as divided into hostile, fighting groups.  

Considering the policies adopted by the school, those do not only provide the grounds for the 
structure, but also influence the daily life of the class and control the structural features of a 
cohesive community. Students – especially the Roma – attending classes that are governed by the 
principle of integrative education and small village schools are reported to be settings where 
bullying is the least experienced. At the other end of the scale, there are the schools employing 
ethnicity-based selection whose students – whether attending ‘elite’ classes or segregated 
arrangements made up for Roma – give an account of frequent bullying. However, the proportion 
of those mentioning frequent aggressive conflicts and rows is almost twice as high among the 
Roma pupils in ‘elite’ classes as among their ethnic majority mates, while in ethnically selected 
classes with a Roma ethnic majority, it is rather the ethnic majority who report high occurrence of 
bullying. 

Based on the above, it can be strongly argued that the school’s policy regarding the education of 
ethnic majority and minority students has a great influence upon classroom atmosphere, 
friendships and communal activities in the class as well as the probability of inter-ethnic 
interactions and conflicts. Ethnicity-based selection reinforces the significance of ethnicity in 
relations between ethnic majority and minority children, determines their viewpoints, and gives an 
ethnic colouring to inter-group conflicts. ‘Colour-blind’ schools, that disregard ethnic differences, 
are in fact able to achieve their integration goals, at least concerning questions investigated here. 
It is also evident that in village schools, where there is normally only one class on the 8th grade 
populated by Roma children in high numbers, intra-school selection simply cannot be executed, 
while the question of ethnicity is homogenised by the similarity of the living conditions.  

 

 

4.2 Student-teacher relationship 
 

Evaluation of student-teacher relationship 

Attitudes towards the school and education in general are forged not only by the student-student, 
but also by the student-teacher relationships. Relations developed by students with their teachers 
have a great impact on their disposition in school. When executing the daily routines of schooling, 
it is of decisive importance on shaping attitudes, performance and advancement, how they sense 
the adult world around them. In this context, information about whether they have teachers whom 
they like and who like them, or whether they have collected experiences about teachers abusing 
authority over students, or, for that matter, about equal human relating and support, provide all 
telling details about the working of schools in contemporary Hungary. 
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Considering the entire sample, more than half of the students claim that they have at least one 
teacher who likes them. In this respect, however, there is a difference between boys and girls: 75 
per cent of the girls claim to have at least one teacher, while barely half of the boys say the same. 
At the same time, when responses are controlled by socioeconomic situation, the distributions 
indicate that children of affluent families experience a higher degree of appreciation (in more than 
75 per cent) than their peers of lower-status backgrounds (where the occurrence is only 40 per 
cent). Furthermore, boys of the ethnic majority and children coming from the lowest echelon of the 
social hierarchy assume that one or more of the teachers definitely dislike them. Ethnic background 
does not make any difference in the latter case. 

The above differences among students with distinct backgrounds, however, may partially be caused 
by school achievements, since educational performance inevitably delimitates the quality of a 
student-teacher relationship. School performance in turn, as shown by the detailed analysis of the 
matter (see Chapter 3), is closely connected with the students’ family background, cultural traits, 
the impact of home, parents’ educational attainment and employment situation, their ethnic 
belonging, etc. There are more ‘excellent’ student among children from the higher strata of the 
social hierarchy, thus they are more accepted as well as liked at school than their poorly achieving 
low-status or Roma fellows. The consequence is then clear, and shall be seen as a vicious circle: 
since it is educational background and the associated cultural traits that schools openly recognise 
as irreplaceable prerequisites of teaching and efficient performance, and further, relationships 
between students and teachers are influenced by achievement, a greater proportion of better-off 
students, particularly girls, claim to have teachers who like them. In contrast, 75 per cent of the 
poorly achieving boys have already experienced hostility on behalf of one of the teachers, and 50 
per cent of the poorly achieving girls, who, at the same time usually adapt to school better, think 
that some of the teachers definitely dislike them. These general tendencies can be revealed 
considering the ethnic background of the respondents as well: the better the students’ educational 
performance is, the more they experience a positive attitude from the teachers’ side. Since social 
background influences performance and correlates with ethnicity, poorly performing Roma pupils 
often experience aversion from their teachers, however, students of the ethnic minority with a 
better performance report good relations with them. 

Judgments of student-teacher relationship may also depend on whether the student experiences 
injustice on the part of the teacher, concerning either the evaluation of educational achievement 
or the qualification of conduct. Considering the entire sample, one third of the students say they 
experienced injustice while they were graded, regardless of ethnicity or gender. Such injustices 
were experienced in the highest proportion, in 40 per cent, by children coming from better-
positioned families. One fifth of the respondents say their conduct was occasionally evaluated 
unjustly by teachers, and students of particularly poor social situation and/or Roma ethnic 
background claim this as an everyday experience. There is a third aspect that makes a difference 
among various groups of students: boys report repeatedly experienced injustice as manifested in 
undue punishments imposed by teachers more than twice as frequently as girls do (28 and 12 per 
cent, respectively), and students of the lower-class and of Roma backgrounds have received 
unjustly inflicted sanctions to a higher degree than indicated by the average of the sample (in 23-
23 per cent of the respective cases, in contrast to 16 per cent on the whole).  

As to the different class-settings, in each of them, there are proportionally more Roma than ethnic 
majority students who have experienced recurrent injustices from the side of the school or of the 
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teachers. The only exceptions are the village schools, where the students’ reports do not depart by 
ethnicity: with a shockingly high ratio of 75 per cent (that exceeds the overall average by 8 points), 
students give accounts of either continuous or rather frequent occurrences of such events.  

 

Discrimination in class 

The degree of sensing equal membership in the community, or actually being discriminated and 
disadvantaged due to various reasons by fellow students or teachers, may greatly contribute to the 
atmosphere of the school as well as the recognition of the importance of education and school 
work. Repeated tensions and conflicts among classmates and peers of the same age that may be 
linked to gender, social status, or distinct ethnic backgrounds, as well as the experience of unjust 
treatment, may reinforce in victims the feeling that they actually are not facing individual 
incidences or accidental expressions of aversion but negative discrimination. Gender, ethnicity, 
religion, social class, physical appearance all constitute virtually unchangeable and structurally 
conditioned characteristics of the individual, providing the content of personal identity. And when 
identity is under threat due to discrimination, obviously not only school performance is affected 
but the individual’s self-esteem and self-perception in a broader sense, hence future prospects and 
future aspirations might be jeopardised. 

As we have assumed, on the grounds of the outstanding importance of personal relationships 
within the class in comparison to school work, students are generally more sensitive towards 
discrimination committed by their fellows than by the teachers. More than one third of them 
reported experience about peer-to-peer discrimination. In contrast, a smaller portion has suffered 
discrimination by teachers: only one forth of the respondents was differentiated negatively by 
them, though this rate is somewhat higher among children coming from low-status families and 
Roma pupils (32 and 29 per cent, respectively). 

Pronounced sensitivity toward discrimination exercised by fellow students remains in place in both 
ethnic groups. This is especially relevant for disadvantaged children due to their outward 
appearance and the visibility of their deprivation. Only gender-based discrimination was reported 
to be experienced more often from teachers than from other students. Interestingly, especially boys 
were concerned about it: one tenth of the boys of the ethnic majority and 16 per cent of same-sex 
mates from Roma background mentioned that their teachers were discriminating against them due 
to their gender. 

In order to see the deeper structuring of the indicated feels, we have to have a look at the data 
also along the types of classes based on the selection policies adopted by the schools. Ethnic 
majority students attending ‘elite’ classes suffer less from discrimination by teachers in comparison 
to the Roma students. At the same time, ethnic majority students attending segregated classes or 
village schools with a high rate of Roma pupils reported more discrimination by fellow students 
than students of the ethnic minority. There is no difference between Roma and ethnic majority 
students in ‘integrated’ classes in terms of being discriminated by teachers. Further, in these classes 
none of the students belonging to either of the two ethnicities were complaining about fellows 
causing any disadvantages.  
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Roma pupils are faced with a high occurrence of disadvantages in the small village schools, 
however, the discriminating character of the prevailing social relations in such classes is 
experienced by ethnic majority students as well. 

Comparing the mentioning of experiences of discrimination to cases when its various forms were 
witnessed from a certain distance, it is clear that the latter proportions are always greater than the 
respective ratios of discrimination having been experienced personally. 

 

Table 4.2: Experienced and witnessed discrimination (% of mentioning within the groups)* 
Experienced discrimination Witnessed discrimination Cause for 

discrimination Ethnic majority Roma Ethnic majority Roma 
Gender  16 25 20 32 
Religion  8 15 24 28 
Social background 14 20 41 51 
Appearance 38 35 63 57 
Health  11 18 25 33 
Ethnicity  8 34 47 49 

* Due to multiple responses, the sum of the ratios within columns might exceed 100%. 

 

With regard to both kinds of situations, ‘appearance’ can be taken as the dominant leitmotif to set 
the ground for discriminative practices. It certainly has to do with the fact that during adolescence 
one of the most important ways of making judgments about other people is to evaluate whether 
they conform to the ideal image prescribed by the given social environment for boys and girls. 
Insults and harms may arise from the inability to adapt. It should be emphasised that the basic 
constituencies of outward appearance are dressing, haircut and a fashion-conscious attitude, and 
further, these elements all convey in themselves a sub-cultural or even ethnic reference. This may 
be the reason why discrimination based on social background, that includes the various aspects of 
habitus as well as outward appearance, was witnessed by both Roma and ethnic majority 
respondents to such a great extent (41 and 51 per cent, respectively). 

With these associations in mind, it is time to reveal an interesting connection in the field of ethnic 
discrimination that obviously concerns especially Roma children. Although 30 per cent of the Roma 
students acknowledged discrimination due to their ethnic background – rather committed by 
fellow students and only to a lesser degree by teachers –, interestingly enough, the number of 
cases when they were not the subjects but followed the event in the position of the observant was 
much higher. 50 per cent of the Roma students state they knew that discrimination was taking 
place against another Roma. We assume a psychological effort of self-defence concerning the 
above phenomenon. Discrimination that was experienced on one’s own skin is devalued, however, 
children attach importance to mention cases of negative differentiation happened to their fellow 
students on the basis of ethnicity.  Such a state of affairs could be explained by their damaged 
self-respect that makes them try to trivialise such experiences, by re-situating, re-contextualizing 
and expressing the case, and looking at it from a somewhat distanced perspective. 

Ethnic Hungarians, however, who are psychologically less affected by considering this problem, 
probably provide a realistic picture of discriminative practices suffered by their fellow students on 
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the account of their ethnic belonging. This is suggested by the statement, made by about half of 
the respondents, concerning the occurrence of ethnic discrimination in their environment. 
However, students of the ethnic majority share the opinion that differentiation is exercised by 
fellow students hardly noticing practices embedded in the educational structure, that were 
asserted by 10 per cent of the students of the ethnic minority. 

The occurrence of ethnicity-based distinctions made by other people outside school basically 
corresponds to that of experiences of discrimination committed by fellow students and peers. 
Apparently, by this age, students have already faced several times that ethnic discrimination was 
not constrained to school but exists in their broader social environment. The fact that the highest 
frequency of such mentioning was experienced in the small village schools (followed closely by the 
‘segregated’ Roma classes), leads to the conclusion that the only chance of schools to protect 
Roma students and their families from discrimination can be achieved by adopting an integrative 
education model. The predisposition of socially deprived and Roma students – suffering 
discrimination in all fields of life – gets intensified in schools that have not developed a consistent 
policy to increase equal opportunities. This statement is supported by the fact that ethnic majority 
students in the latter school arrangements deeply imbued by ethnic distinctions have witnessed 
discrimination based on ethnic background to an even greater degree than their fellow Roma 
students.  

 

Table 4.3: Experienced and witnessed ethnic discrimination according to type of class 
Proportions of mentioning (%) 

Employing ethnic selection Not employing ethnic selection 
Selected “Roma” 

class 
Selected “non-

Roma” class 
Mixed class Only one class on 

the 8th grade 
Respondent’s ethnic background 

Actors 

Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma 
Experienced ethnic discrimination by: 

Teacher  – 4 1 9 2 12 – 4 
Schoolmate or peer 9 2 3 22 1 – 1 7 
Other person – 13 1 – 1 16 4 22 

Witnessed ethnic discrimination by: 
Teacher  – 13 1 4 2 8 1 7 
Schoolmate or peer 35 15 26 22 17 8 17 22 
Other person 22 17 14 4 15 8 21 22 

 

The survey data, however, do not clarify whether ethnic discrimination concerns only Roma 
students. It is possible that respondents of both the ethnic majority as well as the ethnic minority 
have experienced or witnessed differentiation based on ethnicity or national origins. Ad absurdum, 
some of the children belonging to the ethnic majority may assume that their Hungarian origin 
represents a base for discrimination. The fact that nearly one tenth of the students of the ethnic 
majority attend ‘segregated’ classes and claim they suffer discrimination by fellow students might 
indicate the validity of this hypothesis. At the same time, the relatively significant rate of such 
responses may also triggered by the uncertainty of the “Roma” category. As it was mentioned 
briefly in Chapter 2, the declaration of ethnic belonging is not a simple matter, but one has to 
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regard components in their complexities to claim an identity. Furthermore, identity is shaped by the 
outside world, thus children who do not identify themselves as Roma but are perceived as Roma by 
fellow students, teachers and others may be those who report ethnic discrimination. Another 
presumption that is worth being risked here is that some of the ethnic majority students, in fact, 
share certain stereotypes and prejudices that are deeply embedded in contemporary Hungarian 
society. The “myth of the over-supported” is one of these beliefs which suggest that positive 
discrimination, targeting the Roma population occasionally, is disadvantageous for ethnic majority 
students. 
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5. Relating to ethnicity and ethnic identification 
 

 

Emotive and attitudinal aspects of identity 

This chapter discusses issues of ethnicity and ethnic identity as approached from the point of view 
of the individual. The focus of the analysis is how ethnic majority and Roma minority students in 
their adolescent years reckon their own position in the realm of education that is the main site of 
their everyday life. We ask in the first place, how Roma pupils conceive their situation as members 
of a minority group when their ethnic identity, founded and formed in various ways within the 
family, is further developed and enriched in the school where they have to maintain an everyday 
interaction with the ethnic majority and create relationships with fellow students and teachers? 
Does their minority position as assigned by the ethnic majority reinforce their commitment to their 
own group or, on the contrary, does it increase the desire for assimilation? And finally: with 
particular regard to children of the Roma community, what are the impacts of the school’s internal 
organisational policy on the process of identity construction?   

Due to the low numbers for making meaningful breakdowns, and also because, as suggested by 
previous experience, distinctions among subgroups for the purposes of the analysis seem 
unnecessary54, detailed discussion of identity formation by belonging to various subdivisions within 
the Roma community will be obviated here (for more information on the matter, see Chapter 2). 
Therefore, we continue to speak about ‘Roma’ as a unified entity and compare this complex 
classification to the self-inscriptively defined category of ethnic majority. 

Thus, the questions that are in the centre-point of our investigation focus on how the respondents 
understand and interpret their own ethnic identity; what the dilemmas are around the process of 
identity formation and how students are affected by the procedures of exclusion/inclusion. 
Considering the conditionality as well as situative nature of the concept of identity, the major issue 
here is to explore the importance and the personalised meanings of ethnicity in adolescent life. 

 

Table 5.1: Attitudes toward ethnicity 
Proportions of mentioning (%) 

Ethnic majority Roma 
Feels of and attitudes toward 
ethnicity 

Boy Girl Together Boy Girl Together 
PRIDE 

Already felt 63 40 52 53 48 50 
“I don’t remember” 12 28 20 23 23 23 

SOLIDARITY 
Already felt 62 56 59 67 50 59 
“I don’t remember” 14 22 18 18 28 23 

                                                
54 We have to recall here that neither linguistic nor cultural differences among the various subgroups of the Roma 
community are brought up for discussion in the school, and the vast majority of Roma children are not familiar with 
the language, culture, and traditions of their group of origin. 
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DISCOMFORT 
Already felt 4 2 3 36 22 29 
“I don’t remember” 11 12 11 19 22 21 

BETTER TO HIDE 
Already felt 1 2 1 18 10 14 
“I don’t remember” 7 9 8 15 13 14 

AFFECT OF ETHNIC ORIGIN 
Mostly advantageous 38 39 38 12 12 12 
Mostly disadvantageous – – – 13 2 7 
Doesn’t play any role 39 42 40 18 43 31 

ATTITUDE TOWARD OWN ETHNICITY 
Positive feeling 37 28 33 12 10 11 
Negative feeling – – – 3 2 3 
Doesn’t play any role 2 2 2 2 3 3 

 

Comparing the responses of Roma and ethnic majority students, the data reveal that there are no 
differences between the two groups regarding the positive aspects of ethnic belonging. About half 
of the children, belonging to either group, claim that origin is a source of pride for them. In 
somewhat higher – though again similar – proportions, respondent of both ethnicity state that 
they have already experienced a sense of solidarity toward members of their own group. 

However, the negative or disadvantaging aspects of ethnic membership apparently affect only the 
Roma students. Almost two-thirds of them have had unpleasant experiences because of their 
ethnic background, while this has hardly ever occurred to ethnic majority students. A relatively 
significant portion of Roma respondents (14 per cent of them) reported incidents faced in their life 
when they were hiding their origin. It is also worth noticing that more students of Roma 
background refused to answer the questions regarding their attitude toward ethnicity than 
students of the ethnic minority, claiming instead, that they ‘don’t remember’. This suggests the 
repression of unpleasant contents of consciousness. 

However, the proportion of those stating that ethnic origin is advantageous for them in their daily 
life is three times higher among students from ethnic majority background than among their Roma 
peers. The ratio indicating that ethnicity never has affected the respondents’ lives is higher among 
children of the ethnic majority than in the case of their Roma counterparts. Furthermore, the fact 
that one third of the ethnic majority children have positive feelings about their own ethnicity, 
while belonging to the given minority ethnic group has evidently positive connotations only for one 
tenth of Roma respondents, also supports the remarkable departures regarding  attitudes toward 
ethnicity. 

In order to expose nuances, the above issues were explored also with regard to gender, revealing   
significant differences in boys’ and girls’ attitudes toward ethnicity. Regardless of their actual 
ethnic background, the issue of ethnic belonging seems to play a more important role in the life of 
boys than in that of girls or, at least, boys tend to attribute greater significance to their feelings 
about ethnicity.  

Boys belonging to the ethnic majority sense definitely more pride over their origin and they are 
more committed to their own ethnic group than girls. The responses regarding ethnicity given by 
Roma boys and girls are also departing, though in a smaller extent than in the case of ethnic 
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majority children. The assumption of ethnic identity is more of a characteristic of boys than girls 
among Roma students as well. In the entire sample, it is Roma boys who manifested the most 
intensive solidarity toward members of their own group: two-thirds of them reported such feelings.  

At the same time, negative aspects of belonging to a minority group were also mentioned more 
frequently by Roma boys than Roma girls. More than a third of them have had unpleasant 
experiences due to their origin, while only one fifth of the girls stated the same. Almost one fifth of 
Roma boys would rather hide their ethnic origin; this attitude was characteristic only of one tenth 
of the girls. Overall, 13 per cent of Roma boys assumed that his origin was a source of 
disadvantages, while only 2 per cent of Roma girls shared this view. Furthermore, 43 per cent of 
Roma girls, but only 18 per cent of Roma boys, said that ethnicity did not play a role in their life. 

The fact that boys are more often challenged by their ethnic identity might serve as an explanation 
for its salience. Since ethnicity can be approached from a direction that claims the importance of  
the boundary, not the cultural content, as the definition of both the self and the group, one could 
argue that an everyday interaction with ‘the Others’, however painful it is, develops an awareness 
as well as affection towards “who I am, really”. And as to adaptation to the surrounding shaped 
primarily by the majority, gender may play out a distinctive role. 

Given that attitudes towards one’s ethnicity are deeply affected by everyday experiences gained in 
the immediate school environment, it seems essential to study the impact of the ethnic as well as 
social composition of the class. 

Apparently, the ratio of Roma mates in the class affects the attitudes of ethnic majority children 
toward ethnicity to a lesser degree than those of the Roma. Students of the ethnic minority in 
classes with a low proportion of fellows from the same ethnic background face negative 
experiences due to their Roma ethnicity more often than their peers in other arrangements (in 62 
per cent of the cases that presents exactly the double of the occurrence of the same response in 
the entire Roma group), and almost 50 per cent would sometimes hide their origin. Furthermore, 
twice as many Roma children claim that their ethnicity is disadvantageous for them, compared to 
the average of Roma students in the sample. However, in classes with a high percentage of Roma 
attendees, it is the positive aspects of minority belonging that dominates: more children are able to 
develop a sense of pride or solidarity towards other fellow students, and rather positive feelings are 
attached to Roma ethnicity, in comparison to pupils in classes characterised by a low or medium 
degree of presence of Roma students. 

Identity of ethnic majority children is virtually unaffected by the actual social and ethnic 
composition of the class setting that they attend. The situation is different when it comes to Roma 
pupils: classes with a majority of high status children, Roma feel uncomfortable and would rather 
hide their origin, further, they show less solidarity towards children of the same background than 
their fellows elsewhere. In classes where Roma and ethnic majority students of distinct – though 
characteristically, low status – social background are educated together, many Roma pupils report 
a feeling of solidarity towards fellow children, and more of them claim to attach an overall positive 
sense to Roma origin than their peers in other class arrangements. 

The difference between students from the ethnic majority and minority becomes more visible by 
examining attitudes and feelings related to identity when discrimination or unjust treatment is 
experienced. The findings reveal the departing importance of the school as a constituent of 
socialisation in general: in comparison to the manifold hurts suffered all around, Roma children 
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seem to be more “immune” to injustices and discriminations in this particular setting, while 
children of the majority are sensitively reacting on such occurrences in the immediate educational 
environment. While a fairly high degree of self-assurance characterises the whole of the latter 
group, those who have suffered distresses caused by peers and teachers express unreserved positive 
feels only in 31 per cent of the cases – which is a figure falling short with a remarkable 11 per cent 
extent of the corresponding rate among their fortunate fellows who have escaped all such dealings 
(42 per cent). In sharp contrast, positive relating to the ethnic self is expressed only by the 
worryingly low proportion of 10 per cent of the Roma adolescents, and school-related harms or the 
lack of them establish only a 2 point difference among them (11 vs. 9 per cent). These latter 
findings hardly can invoke any other reasoning but pointing to the severe endangerment of Roma 
children at large that interpersonal relations confined just to the school apparently do not have 
enough capacity to countervail, thus, do not affect raised or lowered self-assurance that remains 
depleted anyway. 

These deep distinctions are made explicit, in a complex manner, by examining differences 
experienced in the above dimensions according to the ethnically selective or integrative efforts 
characterising the practices of schools.  

 

Table 5.2: Feelings about one’s ethnic belonging according to class arrangements 
Proportion of mentioning (%) in schools 

Employing ethnic selection Not employing ethnic selection 
Selected “Roma” 

class 
Selected “non-Roma” 

class 
Mixed class Only one class on the 8th 

grade 
Respondents’ ethnic background 

Feels of and 
attitudes toward 
ethnicity 

Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma Majority Roma 
Considering ethnic origin, already felt: 

Pride 39 61 48 30 52 44 63 56 
Solidarity 52 65 61 44 57 52 63 67 
Discomfort  – 30 3 35 3 28 3 22 
Better to hide – 9 – 17 2 16 1 19 

Affect of ethnic origin: 
Mostly 
advantageous 

13 11 36 4 42 16 38 15 

Mostly 
disadvantageous 

– 4 – 22 – 4 – 4 

Mixed  17 46 12 26 9 28 14 30 
Neutral  52 15 42 30 39 44 38 31 

* Percentages are expressed in relation to the group. Due to multiple responses, their sums might exceed 100%. 

 

As it was expected, the rate of ethnic majority students claiming that their ethnic membership has 
positive connotations is much higher than that of the Roma, and the actual class setting has little 
influence on the feels of the former. The ratio of those who regard their origin as definitely an 
advantage is around 40 per cent in both the ‘elite’ and the ‘integrated’ classes, further, also in the 
small village schools. It is only in ‘segregated’ classes with a high proportion of Roma attendees, 
where the proportion is lower: the overwhelming majority of ethnic Hungarians here fail to see 
their origin as advantageous or useful. 
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The responses of Roma pupils show a closer relationship with the actual arrangement of the class 
that they attend. Classes with a high percentage of Roma or in village schools supply positive 
feelings to ethnicity, whereas ‘elite’ classes for the few Roma attendees suggest concealing their 
ethnic origin. It the latter case, only 4 per cent mentioned that Roma identity is advantageous for 
them, while one quarter of them assumed their ethnic membership was definitely disadvantageous. 
Although in classes striving to integrate Roma students and in village schools somewhat more 
Roma children claimed their ethnic origin was overall an advantage, the proportion still did not 
exceed 16 per cent of the group attending such settings. 

 

Self-evaluation and ethnicity 

It is assumed that adolescents’ self-evaluation and self-confidence are highly influenced by 
experiences of interpersonal relations and social interactions; favourable or unfavourable student-
teacher relationships; feels about unjust treatment and discrimination; and, perhaps in a most 
direct way, also by one’s school achievement. 

In order to understand how adolescents evaluate themselves, learn about the personal traits that 
they consider a cause for pride, and explore how they place themselves among others, a range of 
attributes were offered for choice in the questionnaire . 

 

Table 5.3: Self-evaluation and ethnicity 
Proportions of mentioning (%) 

Ethnic majority Roma 
 
Attributes 

Agreement* Disagreement** Agreement* Disagreement** 
Many appreciate me 77 22 80 20 
I have good qualities 82 14 81 16 
I look good 64 32 73 26 
I am satisfied with myself 74 25 74 24 
I wish I had more self-respect 67 31 73 26 
I am as smart as others 89 9 91 9 

*   Percentages in the cells indicate aggregate occurrences of unconditional and partial agreement. 
** Percentages in the cells indicate aggregate occurrences of strong and partial disagreement. 

 

Data in the table show that adolescents’ self-evaluation, independently from their ethnic 
belonging, is predominantly positive. Students from Roma and ethnic majority backgrounds equally 
support the statement that reads as “I am as smart as the others”, and this implies that, in general, 
the majority do not regard themselves less than the others. The percentage of children claiming 
their qualities are good, and they are therefore appreciated by many, is also fairly high. As we have 
already seen, teenagers tend to attach more importance and express more doubts concerning their 
looks. In this respect, ethnic majority respondents seem even more uncertain about how good they 
look and whether their appearance conforms to an imagined ideal. The reason why the ethnic 
minority seems more self-confident comparing to the ethnic majority in terms of appearance and 
the awareness of the body could be found in the fact that Roma are less incorporated into the 
majority-ruled institutional system. Due to in-built, overt as well as covert inequalities, there is less 
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space granted for them to express themselves, hence they often manage to be culturally more 
creative with their bodies, and also develop a closer and more attentive relationship to it.  

Paradoxically, ethnic majority children who, according to all indicators, adapt more easily and less 
problematically to school life express the wish for more respect in a higher rate than their Roma 
fellow students suffering multiple disadvantages. 

Considering gender, besides ethnicity, sheds light on other, even more subtle, associations. Girls, 
regardless of ethnicity, tend to feel appreciation by many of their fellow students. There are no 
differences between ethnic majority boys and girls in terms of assessing their qualities as good, 
whereas there is a significant difference between Roma boys and girls (85 vs. 75 per cent). 
Satisfaction with oneself triggers opposing reactions among Roma and ethnic majority along the 
lines of gender. Boys of the ethnic majority tend to be more satisfied with themselves than ethnic 
majority girls (81 vs. 67 per cent), while among Roma it is the girls who have a pleasing image of 
themselves (72 vs. 78 per cent). And finally: a much higher proportion of Roma girls wish for more 
respect and appreciation than either ethnic majority boys or girls, or Roma boys. Comparing to the 
overall average of two-thirds, more than three-fourths of the Roma girls claim they feel this way. 

Since the majority of the students, independently from their ethnic origin, have a positive image of 
themselves, no significant differences have been expected when the answers were controlled for 
the ethnic-social composition of the class. Nevertheless, some distinctions have been observed. The 
pleasant mood of ethnic minority students in classes with a high rate of fellow Roma may be the 
result of a relatively high degree of self-confidence manifested also in some of the already 
discussed dimensions of life, such as in friendships, solidarity, or cohesion under the protective 
shield of the community. As a matter of fact, ethnic majority students in the same classes also tend 
to have a higher appreciation of themselves, in comparison with those fellows attending classes 
dominated by students from high-status backgrounds, however, in this latter class setting, Roma 
students are the least satisfied with themselves. 

Even when viewing these data in terms of the varied school policies – that divide the sample in 
many ways according to the aspects discussed above – leads to the observation of small 
differences between Roma and ethnic majority respondents in terms of self-appreciation and self-
confidence. Positive self-image of ethnic majority students can be seen especially in village schools 
and overwhelmingly Roma classes that have emerged as a result of school segregation. Both Roma 
and ethnic majority students in ‘elite’ and ‘integrative’ classes reported strong positive self-
appreciation, and though the percentage of these students does not reach the rates seen in other 
class formations, it still reaches 66 per cent. However, it is Roma students attending ‘elite’ classes 
who represent the highest rate (13 per cent) of particularly negative self-appreciation. 

Thus it seems that ethnic discrimination, exercised by fellow students or teachers to various 
degrees in the different class arrangements, yet ubiquitously present and – in the Hungarian 
context – concerning primarily Roma students, has no significant influence on the self-confidence 
and self-appreciation of students. The compound variable measuring the degree of self-
appreciation also indicates that, in spite of their numerous negative experiences, Roma pupils 
report positive self-assessment and definitive self-confidence even more frequently than ethnic 
majority students. Three-quarters of Roma, while barely more than two-thirds of ethnic majority 
students gave account of a basically positive self-esteem, claimed with absolute resolution or 
maybe shaded by a little uncertainty. 
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School achievements, however, have distinct impacts on the degree of self-appreciation of Roma 
and ethnic majority students. The findings on the ethnic majority indicate a tendency of scaling: 
the better the student is, the more positive his or her self-esteem becomes. Three-quarters of 
ethnic majority children with good educational results, two-thirds with pretty good achievement 
and barely more than half of the poorly performing students show strongly positive self-
appreciation. What is more, the rate of those having a definitely negative self-esteem proves to be 
the highest (12 per cent) in the latter group. By contrast, Roma children, independently from their 
school achievement, are generally more likely to appreciate themselves positively than ethnic 
majority students, although those with good school performance are outstanding in this respect. 

This difference most probably arises from the earlier discussed fact that school performance 
represents a greater stake for ethnic majority students than for their minority peers, since future 
educational career and thus further prospects of the first group are more heavily determined by the 
qualification of their school work. As we have seen, Roma students, quasi-independently from 
school results, have no choice but continuing their studies in low standard, especially vocational, 
schools, with heavily reduced opportunities of a future career as employees. Therefore, their self-
image is less influenced by the actual qualification of their school performance. 

Furthermore, evaluation of achievements is not devoid of biases and prepossessions. As discussed in 
details in Chapter 3, individual performance in a given setting is not assessed according to strict 
criteria but measured by the teachers against the overall accomplishment in the class. What is 
more, requirements posed to individual students get also easily determined by the preconceptions 
of teachers based on their previous experiences or even prejudices. Thus, the characteristically more 
weakly performing Roma students, even in case they experience injustice on the part of teachers, 
do not consider it decisive in their daily life or in terms of their future prospects. 

In sum, the Hungarian school system – as reflected by our survey data – fails to provide equal 
conditions for ethnic majority and minority students to enable the assumption of identity and the 
recognition of differences. For ethnic majority students the internal structure of the school they 
attend does not make a difference in terms of their positive self-image or commitment to their 
own group. By contrast, school provides a pleasant atmosphere for Roma children, reinforcing their 
self-acceptance and positive identity to the greatest degree, only if either by consciously 
exclusionary policies or due to the conditions characterising the settlement it concentrates them in 
great numbers. An obvious explanation of this lies in the fact that the only adequate response to 
any outside factors that threaten identity (in this case manifested in the selective practices of 
schools or the phenomenon of massive “white flight” leaving behind overwhelmingly Roma schools 
in the villages) is to express solidarity towards one’s own group and increase group cohesion. It is a 
commonplace in social psychology that the more intense the prejudices and exclusion suffered by a 
minority group, the more intense the adhesion and self-enclosure in their community (Allport 
1954). In this way, members of a minority group undergoing similar negative experiences are able 
to reinforce their self-appreciation – though at the cost of making ethnic belonging the 
predominant element of their identity. This opportunity, however, is not available in schools and 
classes where the presence of Roma is really weak and they form a numerical minority. The basis of 
comparison in such classes is the ethnic majority rather than their own group, either generating a 
desire for assimilation, or resulting in self-hatred and negative self-image by representations 
imposed on them form outside. 
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At the same time, it is somewhat promising that, on the one hand, tensions and insults are less 
frequent, and on the other hand, the rate of inter-ethnic relationships is a little higher among 
ethnic majority and minority students in schools that adopt an integrative educational model. In 
such cases, where the classes can be described as more homogeneous in socioeconomic sense, the 
social distance between students of different ethnic background is smaller, and self-acceptance of 
the Roma students is not predominantly determined by ethnic belonging. Finally, given the fact 
that positive feelings toward self-identity are relatively more frequent in these schools than in 
others, it can be presumed that not only the stigmatised, and thereby interiorised, sense of 
“otherness” can become a decisive element of self-acceptance of the Roma students, but balanced 
inter-ethnic relationships may also contribute to minority students’ positive ethnic identity. 
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6. Ideas about adult life 
 

 

As the previous chapters have demonstrated, Hungary’s educational system not only fails to grant 
equal opportunities, but also works towards reinforcing and deepening existing differences and 
divisions in a world that is sharply divided along the lines of ethnicity, social background, and 
residence. It can be assumed on good grounds that the arising diverse conditionalities play 
important roles in shaping adolescents’ aspirations and ideas about their adult lives that 
materialise, among other things, in their decisions concerning future educational careers. Their 
choice of schooling on the secondary level with immediate implications on longer-term paths are 
thus not only – or not even primarily – affected by talent and personal capacities but are strongly 
prescribed by givens rooted in their families’ social position and the involved potentials and 
limitations with regard to the scope of options.  

This chapter, first, intends elaborating on the question how young people see their future and then 
aims at examining the birth, role, and meaning of desires and fears attached to their outlooks. In 
general, the analysis suggests that while ethnicity and social background frame mundane 
aspirations, imagination of those on the disadvantaged side helps to maintain the hopes for a 
better future by softening differences and bridging the gaps. 

 

 

6.1  Ideas about the future 
First, we are looking at the desired ways of living as expressed by the respondents concerning 
persuasions on where they wish to reside as adults, what is the profession they envision for 
themselves, and what are their preferences in personal and family relations. 

Students’ desires about their future place of residence are rather dispersed. Apart from the 25 per 
cent proportion of those who, for one reason or another, did not give any indication, 11 per cent of 
those responding stated they wanted to remain in their immediate neighbourhood, and another 7 
per cent envisioned staying in some other part of the current locality.  Further, 26 per cent of the 
students imagine living somewhere else within the country (only 5 per cent opt for the capital). 
However, the most shocking finding is the extremely high proportion of those who want to move 
abroad: almost one third of the entire sample (42 per cent of those responding) wish to settle in 
another country. 

This overwhelming desire to leave the country and live abroad is a yet non-researched, new 
phenomenon that needs thorough exploration. At any rate, one of the important reasons behind  
might be the aftermath of recently suffered economic hardships: as pointed out earlier, both of the 
sites have been sensitively affected and forced to reinvent their identity in consequence of a 
lasting, deep, and hopeless economic recession as well as ongoing economic restructuring. The high 
number of pupils who expressed dedication to move suggests that our adolescent respondents had 
already gained close experiences about desperate joblessness, unemployment, and poverty and 
these make them be concerned about their future somewhere else. 
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Ideas about future residence significantly depart between the two large ethnic groups. Firstly, 
Roma students are more certain about where they want to live as adults than their peers of the 
majority: while 25 per cent of the latter group are hesitant, only 14 per cent of ethnic minority 
students do not have views on the matter. Secondly, 50 per cent of the Roma students express 
preference for moving elsewhere within the borders of the country, and this is a significantly 
higher proportion than the corresponding 30 per cent ratio among the ethnic majority. At the same 
time, students from ethnic majority background are more willing to emigrate than Roma, though 
the difference is not as large as might be expected: 32 per cent of majority students and 29 per 
cent of their minority peers regard to settle down abroad. No difference could be recorded, 
however, among those few who wished to stay in the neighbourhood where they currently reside.  

There is a fair degree of correlation between one’s present settlement and the desire on 
geographical mobility. Those who live in villages express a stronger will to move within the country 
than their urban peers (42 per cent of them consider to settle in another region, in contrast to 27 
per cent among those living in towns), while the latter group is more open to live outside Hungary 
(35 per cent, in contrast to 23 per cent of rural youth). Controlling for the data by ethnic 
background, the findings show that, contrary to the suggestions of the media as well as cherished 
beliefs, village-dwellers among the ethnic minority are the least inclined to leave the country but 
represent the greatest will for internal mobility.  

Imagination on living abroad seems to be in close association with the socioeconomic status of the 
family: one fifth of those who can hardly make ends meet, one third of those whose living 
conditions are average or somewhat above, and almost half of the children of the elite express 
such dedication. 42 per cent of those from highly educated background, and 40 per cent of those  
planning to attend a gymnasium indicate willingness to emigrate, while this option comes up only 
in a quarter of the questionnaires of those who have chosen vocational training for continuation.  

Apart form the rural-urban dichotomy, remarkable differences were found between our two sites: 
while a truly high proportion of the 8-graders in Coaltown (43 per cent) wishes to live abroad in 
adulthood, corresponding desires characterise the views of a much smaller part of the peer-group 
in Chemtown (25 per cent). The departure can most probably be attributed to the fact that, after 
the closure of the mines in Coaltown, unemployed miners have looked for opportunities in mining 
abroad, choosing primarily Spain as a destination. Those who managed to get a contracted job, 
with years abroad to be counted into the pension at home, have shown an alternative for the 
community. Hence, working and living in another country seems to appear as a realistic and 
desirable option for adolescents in this area.  

All in all, our findings show that accomodating oneself abroad is a rather articulated option for 
better-positioned students of the ethnic majority in urban areas, and those who plan to continue 
studying up until acquiring a degree in higher education. In contrast to this trend and also to the 
above recalled widespread beliefs, children from lower-educated and poorer backgrounds, and 
especially Roma among them, seem to be more inclined – even in their dreams – to seek survival 
within the domestic frames. 

Concerning ideas about future profession, the relative majority of the students (36 per cent) picked 
a typically blue-collar job as a realistic perspective for adult life. Only one-fifth of the respondents 
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express desires about attaining a white-collar occupation.55 The distributions are shaped by the 
economically deprived nature and, in part, distinct economic histories of the two sites as well as by 
socioeconomic backgrounds of the students.  

 

Table 6.1: Desired job in adulthood (%) 
Respondents’ characteristics 

Gender Ethnic background Residence 
 
Category of desired job 

Boy Girl Majority Roma Town Village 

 
Together 

Blue-collar 40 31 34 41 32 41 36 
White-collar 16 25 23 12 20 20 20 
Non-identifiable  4 3 4 3 – 3 3 
Stay at home 1 1 – 4 – 2 1 
Missing content 39 40 39 40 38 35 40 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

As shown in Table 6.1, significant differences have been revealed along a set of major 
characteristics. As discussed earlier, in comparison to boys, girls are more ambitious concerning 
further education, and they are also more likely to aspire for having a white-collar occupation. 
Likewise, expectations for working in a blue-collar job are reported with higher frequency by Roma 
student and – not independently from this – by those living in villages than by their urban and 
ethnic majority peers, respectively. The proportion of those hoping for employment as a white-
collar worker is the double among majority students of that among the Roma. Residential 
differences appear only with regard to blue-collar occupations (with a 32 per cent proportion of 
mentions in towns, and 41 per cent in villages), whereas ideas about white-collar jobs are exposed 
by an equal 20 percentage of students, regardless of the environment.  

When comparing the two sites of our research, interesting departures can be detected. While in 
Coaltown, there is hardly any difference between Roma and majority students with regard to ideas 
about white-collar work with an implied respectful social status, there is a huge gap in Chemtown 
in this respect: against 24 per cent among children of the ethnic majority, only 9 per cent of those 
from Roma background expressed such options here.56 Furthermore, socioeconomic status and 
ethnic background seem to draw more rigid and often actually blocked paths for various segments 
of the local society in Chemtown than in Coaltown, and these limitations take shape and become 
visible in the plans and dreams of the adolescents, highly influencing their ambitions and 
opportunities for mobility.57 

                                                
55 In addition, 40 per cent of the students did not respond to the question on desired future occupation, however, there 
are no significant differences in the dispersions according to the major background variables. This suggests that despite 
the large proportion of missing values, the distributions of the meaningful responses provide a valid picture. 
56 Since the number and weight of villages is different in the two sites, the distributions were controlled also for the 
type of residence. However, the difference remains unaffected.  
57 A closer exploration and due explanation of the recorded departures will be an important task of the qualitative 
phase of our research. 
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In this context, it is not surprising that parents’ educational attainment plays an equally important 
role in shaping future aspirations of children. Among those responding, no less than 67 per cent of 
the students from lowly educated backgrounds indicate manual work as an envisioned option, 
while the corresponding figure is the significantly lower ratio of 42 per cent among peers from 
highly educated family settings.58 The differences are even more remarkable concerning white-
collar jobs: while the majority of the latter group (52 per cent) anticipate clerical work or some 
highly qualified profession, the respective figure falls to 20 per cent among the former.  

Although the exhibited departures are robust, the actual magnitudes and the implied strong 
associations should be read with caution. The uncertainties stem from, on the one hand, the high 
number of missing responses concerning parents’ schooling history, on the other hand, from a 
significant lack of information on future plans that, together, result in a high proportion of 47 per 
cent of those whose data could not be included into this phase of the analysis. Despite the involved 
limitation, it can be assumed on the basis of available information that, apart from a tiny minority 
(representing 2-3 per cent), adolescents do not intend to step into the footprints of their parents.  

As to the associations between occupations of the two generations, Table 6.2 presents the findings.  

 

Table 6.2: Desired occupational status, compared to parents’ (%) 
In comparison to father In comparison to mother Attainable occupational 

status implies: Boy Girl Ethnic 
majority 

Roma Boy Girl Ethnic 
majority 

Roma 

Similar level 13 6 10 11 6 6 6 7 
Upward mobility 26 33 30 26 25 33 29 30 
Downward mobility 4 4 5 2 8 7 9 3 
Direction is unclear 5 3 5 1 3 2 3 – 
Missing content 52 54 50 60 58 53 54 61 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Regarding job concerns in comparison to parents, girls, rather than boys, appear to be upward-
aspiring (33 per cent of girls, in contrast to 25 – 26 per cent of boys). Taking into consideration 
that mothers usually have higher educational attainments than fathers, the gendered patterns 
seem to prevail through generations: teenage girls strive toward occupations often involving  more 
comfortable job-settings, though at the same time, demanding a longer period of education and 
more intellectual effort, while boys are inclined to follow career paths with immediate  rewarding 
in income.  

As we have argued in the third chapter, performance, future aspirations, or job concerns do not 
only depend on the students’ personal skilfulness, efforts and investment, but are also framed 
institutionally as well as by the parents’ educational background. This means that selection for 
future studies is shaped and strongly prescribed by a prior history far beyond conditions that 

                                                
58 It is also telling that 7 per cent of adolescents from lowly educated background foresee being confined to the 
household, while there is no indication other than being in one form or another of employment among children of 
highly educated families. 
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individuals would have the potential to influence in the least. Thus, it is not a great surprise that 
the better the student performs, the more possible s/he receives a job that would provide upward 
mobility. This association is especially true in the case of well performing Roma adolescents: they 
may hope on good grounds for chances for upward move in the social hierarchy. These desires 
reflect clear and dedicated claims to break out from their (and their family’s) present deprived 
position, however, one cannot make far-reaching conclusions on the basis of their successful, but 
painfully few cases. 

The large proportion of missing responses suggest that the greater part of 14-15 year old 
adolescents have yet no ideas or well-founded conceptions about the frames of living in the future. 
The longer they plan to stay in the educational system, the more adulthood fades away in the 
distanced time to come, hence, the more obscure the picture of future occupation becomes. For 
those students who either do not see any prospect in continuing education, or do not have a 
realistic chance to study, adulthood is just around the corner. With this limited distance in mind, in 
comparison to more fortunate peers who still enjoy the right to remain “childishly” hesitant, they 
are more likely to articulate a clear view on the details of the occupations within reach for them 
and thus name the most probable jobs they would fulfil .  

Turning now to choices concerning adolescents’ envisioned familial relations, a rather high degree 
of concordance could be revealed. Apart from the relatively low proportion (18 per cent) of those 
who did not indicate any preference, and regardless of ethnicity or gender, over 75 per cent of the 
students suggested to make lasting arrangement with a spouse or a permanent partner and 
establish a family that would typically be a nuclear setting with children.  

As to the considerations that might drive the selection of the future partner, the revealed patterns 
diverge to a remarkable degree. Organising them on the basis of attached importance, we see that 
the determining factor in making a choice – expressed by more than half of the students in the 
sample – is shared ethnic belonging, followed by sameness of social background (mentioned by one 
third of the respondents). A much lower importance is attached to religious affiliation, or to living 
in the same neighbourhood. The least valued ascription proves to be having the same profession. 
Although gender and ethnicity do not influence the sequential order of the attributes, the weight 
attached to individual aspects shows significant differences among the various subgroups of 
students.    

 

Table 6.3: Aspects that influence the choice of future spouse/partner (%) 
Attributes that matter: Boy Girl Ethnic majority Roma Together 
Same profession 8 8 7 12 8 
Same neighbourhood 12 9 10 12 10 
Same ethnic background 55 54 65 15 55 
Same religion  15 9 14 7 12 
Same social background 34 32 37 22 33 

* Percentages are expressed in relating to the group. Due to multiple responses, their sums might exceed 100%. 

 

The outstanding importance of shared ethnic background calls for pointing out the details behind.  
As shown in Table 6.3, it is above all students of the ethnic majority who make such claims:  close 
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to two-thirds of them imagine lasting cohabitation on the ground of exclusivity in same ethnicity. 
Further, if residence is also taken into account, the proportion is even higher: no less than three-
fourths of ethnic Hungarian adolescents among the village dwellers refuse the possibility to marry 
someone with minority ethnic (Roma) background.  

Roma, in contrast, are much more open: only 15 per cent of them think to choose a spouse from 
their own minority ethnic community. For them, similar social background appears to be of 
pronounced importance, however, comparing the rate of mentions (22 per cent) to that of the 
ethnic majority (37 per cent), it is still smaller. 

As for an interplay between the two seemingly most important criteria – same social background 
and same ethnic belonging of future spouse –, Table 6.4 shows whether they are independent from 
each other or  strongly related, and further, how their intersection vary according to gender, social 
status, or ethnic background . 

 

Table 6.4: Intersection of the two most frequent aspects of choosing a spouse/partner (%)  
Respondents’ characteristics 

Upper Lower Majority Roma 
Ethnicity and social 
background in choice of 
spouse Boy Girl 

social status ethnic background 
Together 

Both matter 26 21 31 12 29 5 24 
Ethnic background 
matters 29 33 37 23 36 10 31 

Social background 
matters 9 11 9 14 8 17 10 

Neither of them matter 27 28 17 44 19 60 27 
Missing content* 9 7 6 9 8 8 8 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

* Missing responses and indication of being undetermined (responding: “I cannot tell”), together.  

 

Apart from the 8 per cent who could or did not want to make an option, the sample appears to be 
divided into three, close to even, segments. The first quarter of the respondents indicate that ethnic 
and social background are equally essential factors in the selection of a future spouse; a second 
part of them (with the highest proportion of 31 per cent) reflects the sole importance of ethnic 
background, while the third quarter of the students assign no importance to the two aspects in 
question – for them neither social background nor ethnicity matters. Only a tenth of the sample 
marked social background alone as an important factor of choosing a partner, without conceiving 
of ethnicity as an aspect in the selection. 

By gender, there is no significant difference in the attached weights, although girls seem to be 
somewhat more reserved than boys considering the future partner’s ethnic background. By social 
status, close to two-fifth of the students of high-status families reject a to-be spouse from a 
different ethnic group, while less than one-fifth among those from a disadvantaged background 
would think the same  – a difference indicating strong strives for upward mobility on the one side, 
and an outstandingly low degree of receptivity, on the other. Concerning sameness of social status’ 
as a single most important aspect, the departure to the detriment of those from poor backgrounds 
still remains in effect: at a relatively low rate of mentioning – that fells short of the underscored 
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importance of ethnicity with 28 and 9 per cent, respectively –, the difference in the weights that 
adolescents from the opposing segments of society give to this aspect is “only” 6 per cent. In 
accordance with these deviations, one third of the students coming from well-positioned families 
consider simultaneous congruity in the partners’ status and ethnicity a salient aspect, while such a 
high degree of exclusivity is of importance only for a tenth of the disadvantaged group.  

If viewed at the findings across, the most remarkable differences appear to be induced by ethnicity. 
It is evidenced that, concerning perceptions and acceptance of inter-ethnic marriages or 
partnership, there is an excessive departure between the assessments of students from Roma and 
ethnic majority backgrounds. In general, Roma adolescents are much more open towards their 
majority peers, while majority students seem significantly more intolerant towards both ethnic and 
social differences. Only a tenth of the Roma students conceive of a future partnership based on 
sameness of ethnic backgrounds (while the corresponding proportion is close to four times higher 
among their ethnic Hungarian peers). Further, the absolute majority (60 per cent) of ethnic 
minority adolescents perceive ethnic or social difference as irrelevant concerns in partner choice 
(with a substantially lower corresponding ratio – 19 per cent – among their majority peers). Finally, 
whereas only 5 per cent of the Roma respondents attribute equal importance to both aspects, the 
comparable proportion, reflecting a significant degree of exclusivity, is no less than six times higher 
among the ethnic majority.  

The conclusion suggested by the above is miserable, indeed: given the asymmetry of personal 
relationships between ethnicities, the vast majority of adolescents of the ethnic majority 
consistently refuse to put coexistence into practice, and establish relationships with their Roma 
peers. In contrast, Roma adolescents, despite of all the negative experiences of exclusion, 
differentiation and rejection, still hope for a life that may be characterised by cooperation with 
members of the majority or inter-ethnic marriages. Relying on the survey results alone, it is hard to 
provide any plausible explanation for the above. It is for later in-depth analysis to reveal, whether 
the strong desires for mixing are due to self-delusion of Roma students, or follow from ignorance 
of boundaries that hermetically divide the two words, or rather reflect their strong inclination for 
assimilation.  

As to plans on having children, the 22 per cent rate of missing responses is most probably due to 
the young age of our sample: after all, the enquired students barely have left behind childhood, and 
thus ideating parental responsibilities is perhaps too early for them. Still, three-quarters of them 
gave some account. In accordance with the prevailing norms and reality, two-thirds of those 
responding envision having two children. 13 per cent expect to have one, and a further 17 per cent 
think of a family with 3 or more children. When decomposed by gender, ethnicity, and the size of 
the respondents’ current family, the data reveal a few, though not very significant, and mostly 
predictable differences. There is a 10 per cent departure in favour of the girls (85 per cent, in 
contrast to the corresponding 77 per cent among the boys) who would like to have children in the 
future, and ethnic belonging does not make a difference in this regard.  

In addition, only minor differences came to light regarding the estimated number of children. 
Although the distributions do not vary according to gender, ethnic background still proves to make 
some departures. Two-thirds of the pupils from ethnic majority background consider having a two-
child family, 13 per cent a single-child family, and 15 per cent think of a large family. The picture is 
similar but more balanced in the case of the Roma adolescents: the majority consider raising two 
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children, but, in comparison to their ethnic majority peers, a somewhat larger proportion plan on 
bringing up three or more children (23 per cent) or establish a one-child family (15 per cent).  

Among those few who are not willing to have children at all, the highest ratio is that of ethnic 
majority boys.  

The only aspect that shows significant differences – if the small number of cases allows us to make 
such conclusions – is the intersecting impact of ethnicity and gender. While ideas about the 
number of children are very similar among majority boys and girls, there are significant gender 
differences among the Roma respondents: Roma boys seem to wish for larger families, while the 
dominant majority of Roma girls (two-thirds of them) would unambiguously follow the majority’s 
norms and have two children at the most.   

As to the impact of actual experiences on the desired number of children, the emerging differences 
are limited as shown by the fact that two-thirds of the students expect to have two children in 
their adult life, irrespective of the number of siblings they have. Considering the remaining one-
third of the sample, students coming from nuclear families with one or two children are much 
more likely to anticipate a future single-child family (as a leading option, it makes up 20 per cent 
of the cases), while those having been raised in number-some families clearly prefer a similar 
pattern and conceive of themselves as parents in a family with several children (again, the 
respective proportion is 20 per cent).  

“Two-child family” as a strong norm cuts across all social and ethnic divisions. As the data show, 
irrespective of residence, occupational status, the educational level of parents, one’s actual living 
conditions, and the size of the family; and contrary to the media representation as well as the 
common belief, two-thirds of the Roma adolescents (that is, proportionally exactly as many as 
among the ethnic majority) aspire to follow the standards and establish a two-child family. 
However, as seen above, a slight departure can be recorded concerning desires on large families:  
as indicated by the 8 per cent departure in their favour, Roma adolescents are seemingly more 
inclined to foresee such a pattern than their ethnic majority peers. 

Although 12 per cent of the students could not provide a closer description of how their envisaged 
family would look like, the data imply that the ideal arrangement for the two-thirds of them is a 
nuclear family with a couple and one or two children in it. However, gender and ethnicity slightly 
colour the picture. There are twice as many boys as girls who prefer to live solely with a partner (16 
per cent vs. 8 per cent), while 75 per cent of the girls prioritises the nuclear family-formation 
against all other options. As it was pointed out above, this conventional setting appears to be a 
powerful norm for all students, regardless of their ethnicity. However, there is an over 10 per cent 
difference between majority girls and boys (with the higher rate characterising the norm-driven 
inclination of girls), and this departure is due to boys’ more frequent opting for living just with a 
partner. In contrast, there are hardly any differences among Roma boys and girls in the distribution 
of their choices.  

In the light of the discussed findings we can conclude that adolescents’ future aspirations are 
influenced to a large degree by their ethnic and social background. These strong associations have 
severe implications: above all, the period of genuine childhood is substantially shortened for the 
ethnic minority, given that children are forced to grow up quickly and contribute to the family 
budget as early as it is possible. The involved processes, and the pressures stemming from them, 
influence their school performance, educational attainment, the future career, and also the 
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envisioned framework of adulthood. Additionally, it is important to recognise that young 
adolescents do not have a mature idea on future family: as noted above, the remarkable number of 
missing responses seems to strongly support this argument. Imagined patterns are rather shaped by 
powerful social norms and family models than students’ literal desires. The formation of a nuclear 
two-child family seems to dominate teenage perspectives. In contrast to common beliefs, the data 
do not support that Roma youth would be oriented towards the traditional arrangement of a multi-
generational extended family with a large number of children, but, similarly to the ethnic majority, 
they plan to have a family providing the frame of cohabitation for a couple with a limited number 
of children.  

 

 

6.2 Prospects: desires and fears 
 

Imaginations about future life 

One of the last questions in the questionnaire enquired about desires and dreams concerning 
future life, provided imagination was not restricted by prescribed categories for choice. Thus, in 
response to this open-ended question, our interviewees were invited to fantasise and express their 
thoughts and hopes spontaneously, without keeping themselves to pre-given alternatives. On this 
ground, we expected a great variety of ideas to picture adulthood that would be structured by the 
most important personal traits. Hence, it could be anticipated that, in accordance with strongly 
genderdised experiences, or for that matter: prevailing stereotypes, girls would prioritise ideas on 
family and felicity, while boys would formulate their farseeing desires within the frame of a career. 
With respect to aspirations on adult work, we assumed that it would be education and the prestige 
of the entrusted job that draw the attention of respondents of the ethnic majority – and especially 
boys among them – , whereas Roma would give more weight to access regular work  that rather 
provides sustenance than quality.  

 

Table 6.5: Desires on the future (%)* 
Respondents’ characteristics  

Categories of desires Boy Girl Ethnic majority Roma 
 

Together 
General ideas 38 43 40 43 41 
Sustenance 47 46 43 58 46 
Work and career  43 56 50 46 49 
Family relations  37 46 42 41 42 
Interpersonal relations 3 4 4 2 4 

* Percentages are expressed in relating to the group. Due to multiple responses, their sums might exceed 100%. 

 

While part of the above hypotheses was confirmed, some of them were definitely falsified by the 
data. Apparently, the overwhelming majority was challenged by the invitation and indicated a truly 
impressive set of ideas about the future: it was just a narrow 11 per sent of the respondents who 
stated indifference in the endeavour. As shown in Table 6.5, upon clustering the varied 
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imaginations into five larger categories, no significant differences were found in their relative 
weight for the sample as a whole; the only exception to the roughly even occurrence of mentions is 
the remarkable downplay of envisioned interpersonal relations in adulthood. It is hopes for a 
promising occupational career and solid livelihood that are called forth in the first place (49 and 46 
per cent, respectively), followed by desires on certain preferred frames and contents of family life 
(42 per cent), and more loosely phrased daydreams on contentment, peace, health, and acceptance 
(41 per cent).  

However, such a balanced picture remains in place only if looked at the sample in its entirety. 
When decomposed by personal traits such as ethnicity or gender, the findings reveal a few 
meaningful deviations. Being aware of the generally disadvantaged circumstances, what is more, 
frequent destitute conditions accompanying the daily life of Roma adolescents, one hardly can be 
surprised that aspirations for decent living and fear-driven desires put as hopes for forefending 
unemployment come up in their imagination with much higher frequencies than they do on the 
wish-lists of ethnic majority peers (58 vs. 43 per cent). Also in concordance with the anticipated 
associations, girls call forth thoughts on the private domain more often than boys do: ideas on 
familial and informal interpersonal relations are mentioned by them in every second case, while the 
respective proportion remains only 40 per cent among the boys. Girls’ strong dedication to family, 
kin, and friends does not preclude, however, being interested in the public arena. In profound 
refutation of our initial expectation, it is not boys but girls who are ahead in giving account on 
aspirations for meaningful work implying acquired qualifications (with no less than 13 per cent 
difference in the rates of mentions). This surprising finding might follow from already discussed 
gendered departures in anticipated educational careers (see Chapter 3), and seems to reflect also 
on the strong socialising impact of spreading patterns that have been invoked by impressively 
extended female participation in employment during the past decades in Hungary (we return to the 
latter issue below).  

Individual aspects, within the category of ’general desires’, show minor variations with regard to 
gender and ethnic background. Hope for “a happy life” is mentioned somewhat more often by 
Roma (15 per cent) than by ethnic majority students (12 per cent), while appreciation and valued 
social position seem more important for boys and for ethnic majority students (11 and 9 per cent, 
respectively). Expectations pertaining to future affluence do not differ significantly in their weight, 
however, Roma adolescents express a more prominent concern on having a decent home than their 
ethnic majority peers do (32 vs. 13 per cent). The latter finding reflects experience as well as deep-
rooted aspirations: given that Roma students live amidst crowded housing conditions lacking 
comfort, the relatively high occurrence of such mentions suggests the two aspects with one and 
the same momentum. On the one hand, it indicates that ethnic minority adolescents are well aware 
of their disadvantaged situation; on the other hand, it signals their strong dedication to overcome 
it by anticipating a way of residing that fits the majority norms as much in comfort as in quality 
and look. Since material security and the wish to have a spacious and attractive house or 
apartment are conveyed by them with the most frequent occurrence, the distributions reveal a 
good deal of feels of shame, fear, and deprivation as well as strong  hopes for breaking out from 
the pressing conditions. 

Grouping reflections on future aspirations along the lines of subsistence (work, income, material 
conditions) and private life (including family, interpersonal relations), we can gain important 
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information about their intersecting and understand them better against some decisive personal 
traits.  

 

Table 6.6:  Intersection of desires on private life and subsistence (%) 
Respondents’ characteristics Desires on private life and subsistence 

Boy Girl Ethnic 
majority 

Roma 
Together 

Both are mentioned 36 45 41 39 40 
Only private life is mentioned 3 4 4 2 4 
Only livelihood is mentioned 31 30 29 36 30 
Neither are mentioned 8 7 7 9 8 
No mentioning of desire 22 14 19 14 18 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 

 

 It is apparent from the distributions above that private life does not have an exclusive role 
concerning future aspirations: for the relative majority of the respondents, expectations on 
acceptable material conditions and satisfying private life go hand in hand. The picture can be 
sophisticated by using the lenses of gender and ethnicity: girls express more hopes to be successful 
in both their private and professional lives, whereas boys seem slightly more preoccupied with 
future livelihood. Furthermore, Roma adolescents are significantly more concerned about 
sustenance and work than their majority peers (with 7 per cent excess in mentioning) – a finding 
that once again reflects their deprived situation from yet anew perspective.  

 

Fears, worries about the future 

Coupled to fondness, the questionnaire enquired also about fears and worries that might come up 
in adolescents’ minds when thinking about the future. Similar to the former, the issue was 
approached through an open-ended question, invoking spontaneous reflections. It was anticipated 
that concerns and anxiety would be moulded by gendered and ethno-specific diversities. 
Presumably, girls would more often bring up matters of personal life, whereas boys would be more 
inclined to hide their feelings, and instead, would demonstrate being preoccupied by work and 
public representation. Further, it was a strong assumption that Roma students – based on personal 
experiences of ethnic discrimination – would more often call forth fearfulness of poverty, 
unemployment, and exclusion than their ethnic majority peers.  
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Table 6.7: Referential frame of fearfulness (%)* 
Respondents’ characteristics Referential frame of 

fears, worries Boy Girl Ethnic majority Roma 
Together 

Global  1 1 1 1 1 
Nationwide 19 32 27 19 26 
Community 5 3 3 8 4 
Interpersonal 2 2 1 3 2 
Familial   15 23 20 15 19 
Personal 42 61 52 51 52 

* Percentages are expressed in relating to the group. Due to multiple responses, their sums might exceed 100 per cent. 

 

As Table 6.7 shows, adolescents dominantly frame thinking of the future in personal terms, and 
thus worries appear for the most part in the contextualisation of the self. (52 per cent) Confined 
still to the private arena, every fifth of them express fears with reference to present or future 
familial relations (divorce of parents or concern about the figuring out of future marriage, death or 
disease of close relatives, etc.) Nevertheless, the 26 per cent proportion of mentions of concerns on 
the state of Hungarian society or its economic future indicates a rather extensive interest in 
domestic affairs and a remarkable sharing of adult-like citizen responsibility on the part of many of 
the teenagers. Finally, it is not surprising that very few look beyond the country’s border: global 
issues of peace, environment, war, or the current financial crisis are too far away to think about 
from the perspective of a small country in itself with limited influence on world-wide affairs. 

A rich literature has evolved to explain that while boys generally assume an attitude of stoic 
indifferences to the self, girls are more likely to develop a more sensual and affectionate 
relationship towards each other as well as themselves.59 This difference is supported also by our 
findings: the substantial 8-19 per cent difference in girls’ and boy’s mentioning of concerns framed 
with relevance to the private domain is indeed a telling proof of deviating gender orientations. 
However, it is surprising at first sight that girls’ relative advantage remains in place also with 
regard to broader domestic matters, where one would perhaps expect boys’ greater involvement. 
The explanation might be rooted in what we have seen above: girls’ greater dedication to creative 
jobs and meaningful occupational career can be risked if affairs in the country turn wrong, while it 
is highly likely that work mainly for living always can be found somehow and somewhere.  

Perhaps the appearing ethnic differences are to be reasoned along similar lines. As century-long 
experience has taught them, the situation of Roma hardly improves even when the prospects are 
good for the country at large, however, the community’s capacity to provide protection matters a 
lot. For the ethnic majority, status and career can be damaged if domestic affairs get troubled, and 
being ingrained in broad public relations and societal institutions, immediate communities hardly 
can reconstruct them. These contrasting assesses are reflected in the opposing directions of ethnic 
departures (8 per cent difference in favour of ethnic majority respondents in mentions of fears with 
nationwide relevance, and 5 per cent advantage in favour of the Roma in bringing up concerns on 
the community). 

                                                
59 For an insightful cross-cultural contextualisation, see: Williams – Best 1990. 
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As to the contents within the above referential frameworks, Table 6.8 shows how the emerging 
three larger categories60 of spontaneously indicated fears are forged by gender and ethnicity. 

 

Table 6.8:  Content of fear by gender and ethnicity (")* 
Respondents’ characteristics Content of fears 

Boy Girl Ethnic majority Roma 
Together 

Sustenance  27 32 33 26 32 
Private life  30 51 41 38 40 
Ethnic distinctions  6 5 5 11 6 
No mentioning of fear 41 29 37 31 36 

* Percentages are expressed in relating to the group. Due to multiple responses, their sums might exceed 100 per cent. 

 

As the data show, 36 per cent of the students did not mention fears at all, and this is exactly the 
double of the proportion of those who did not indicate any desires. Whether the difference signals 
a relatively joyful and optimistic overall orientation of adolescents, or reflects psychologically 
reasoned refraining from “loudly” spelling out troubles and bad feels – it is hard to determine 
within the framework of a survey like ours.61  

In respects to the three large “baskets”, in accordance with the above, adolescents seem to worry 
most about ’private life’ (40 per cent) that ranges in content from fears of distressful personal 
events through failed marriage to solitude or marginalisation amongst one’s peers. Then comes the 
list of worries related to sustenance with a not much lower rate of 32 per cent, and finally, fears 
from ethnic discrimination, the revival or increase of racism make up only 6 per cent if weighed 
against the sample as a whole. 

At the same time, if this gross picture is decomposed by personal traits of the students, the 
findings highlight a few insightful, though expectable, departures. As to the gendered conditioning 
of fears, data in Table 6.8 reveal some significant disparities among boys and girls: much in line 
with all what has been discussed so far, girls give a 21 per cent higher weight to matters of private 
life than boys do, and the direction of the difference remains in place also with regard to worries 
attached to career and satisfactory livelihood (though the deviation is remarkably smaller in the 
latter case: 5 per cent). Likewise, in the light of what has been pointed out about their “othered” 
situation in school and outside, it is hardly a surprise that Roma adolescents bring up fears from 
discrimination and outward racism twice as often as their majority peers do.  

                                                
60 The category of ’sustenance’ includes mentions related to work and material matters, while concerns on family and 
personal life were put under the category of ’private life’. The last category, titled ‘ethnic distinctions’, comprises fears 
related to discrimination, differentiation and manifestations of racism. 
61 Still, one would intuitively assess as very high the two-thirds proportion of those who, despite the alienating 
conditions of writing into an empty sheet and doing so in a school environment, gave voice to contoured and 
reasonable worries. This finding calls for an in-depth investigating into the mental and psychological state of youth 
that most probably should be accomplished in collaboration of psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, and 
teachers. To our best knowledge, such an interdisciplinary endeavour yet has not taken place in Hungary. 
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The indicated departures remain in place also in a detailed analysis of the mentioned topical areas. 
Once again, in reflection to their disadvantages, frequent experiences of death, disease, 
unemployment and deep poverty in close proximity, Roma adolescents significantly more often 
indicate fearfulness of lack of future work, unemployment, loss of parents and kin, and damaging 
disease than their peers from ethnic majority backgrounds do, furthermore, it is primarily them who 
express anxieties on anticipated malfunctions in personal relations. As to the gendered aspects, 
elaboration on the details revealed a surprising finding of biases in the relative weights given to 
self-assurance: while it is only 3 per cent of the boys, it is no less than 10 per cent of the girls who 
bring up fears invoked by severe lack of self-esteem, or self-respect. This finding corresponds to the 
earlier referred national data on troubled personality development of teenage girls, especially the 
Roma among them. (Kopp – Csaboth – Puberl 1999) 

In close, our interviewees were asked to assess foreseen social position and living standard in 
comparison to that of their family’s current situation. The responses draw a rather optimistic 
picture: more than half of the students think they would be able to surpass their parents’ social 
position, and an additional 25 per cent believe they would maintain the attained – satisfactory –
standard of the family. It is girls of the ethnic majority and Roma boys who express hopes for a 
better future the most clearly. A closer look at the data reveals that those hoping for a definite 
advance come primarily from the relatively disadvantaged or seriously deprived groups, further, 
girls are generally more affirmative than boys. 

Finally, looking at the questionnaires in their entirety, we took record of overt or covert 
manifestations of racism, or expressed fears from it. Throughout this report, issues of ethnic 
differentiation, multi-sided discrimination of Roma in and outside the school have been discussed 
from a number of perspectives. It was demonstrated, how sharp the rupture between Roma and 
majority in the school is when shared activities, friendships or interpersonal relationships are 
considered. It has also been underlined that schools’ varied policies on segregated or integrated 
education deeply influence the general atmosphere that, in turn, strongly affects inter-ethnic 
relations as well as students’ self-esteem and identity formation – usually and consistently working 
to the detriment of the ethnic minority. These conclusions are reaffirmed by the warning results 
that every tenth of the questionnaires filled in by ethnic majority students contains indication – 
more often in coded than in explicit forms – to prejudiced and intolerant attitudes. At the same 
time, the same proportion of Roma students (with a somewhat higher ratio among girls and a 
lower one among boys) gives voice to feels of being threatened due to their ethnic belonging.  

Explicitly racist references were found only in some questionnaires filled in by students in 
Chemtown (16 students); in Coaltown such notes were less frequent and appeared only in coded 
form. Schools’ policy has a leading role in shaping attitudes and emotions: Roma students 
attending segregated ‘Roma’ classes are apparently more often threatened by racism and 
intolerance than fellow Roma in other arrangements (12 vs. 1 per cent gave reference to such 
occurrences or feels). Openly racist notes were found in two types of class-settings: in elite classes, 
and in the small units of the village schools.  
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Concluding remarks 

Concluding our findings, one has to underscore the strength of the found associations: it is clear 
that ethnicity in its intersection with prevailing social divisions is a most powerful factor in 
moulding opportunities, aspirations, and prospects of adolescents. The ethnic majority manages to 
keep and secure their privileges by offering the Roma alternatives on the scale of assimilation on 
the one side, and spatial as well as social segregation on the other. As for the Roma, they can opt 
for two life-strategies: either staying enclosed into the ethnic community, or, contrarily, keeping 
apart and making all efforts to assimilate to the norms, customs and expectations into the majority 
society. By the exploration of relationships that characterise school communities, we saw that 
Roma students were likely to play down differences and – as Simmel characterised the 
phenomenon – were willing to see the world as a structure of bridges that helps to overcome 
physical, already-existing, inbuilt obstacles and inequalities. This structure of imagined bridges gets 
over detachment, while the actually experienced world of closed doors is a boundary point that 
either launches or rests the mechanisms of separation. (Simmel 1949)  

The same holds to the patterns of imagined future of the ethnic minority. Within the personal 
realm, their dreams on work and family are in full accordance with majority norms that indicates a 
‘bridge’ at least in aspirations. To put it in earthly terms, they hang on as well as hope for  being 
much better accepted in the time to come than in the experienced time that has passed. It is worth 
reiterating: in contrast to widespread opinions, they imagine the future within the country, while it 
is children of the ethnic majority who plan to leave en mass. 

While one may assume that employment and sustenance are far-fading issues for an 8-grader, it is 
at once surprising and worrying to see how many of both majority and minority students are 
concerned on the material conditions of adult life. This early awareness of difficulties is most 
probably a by-product of the highly deprived economic situation prevailing at both of our sites 
with straightaway implications on the everyday life of adolescents.  

Although the most important result of our analysis has been to understand how ethnic differences 
are played out in formal as well as informal practices and influences on students’ desires and fears, 
the analysis shed light also on the falsity of the stereotypical way of thinking about gender and the 
roles attributed to women and men through the process of socialisation. As the findings suggest, in 
comparison to boys, girls are more willing to be challenged and attribute greater significance to 
professional career and adequate job, and they also seem to be reflecting in a more conscious 
manner on the phenomenon of gender discrimination that has been going on in public sphere. 

 103



 

 

                                               

Conclusions 
 

 

This chapter aims at summarising the key findings of our survey. Beyond drawing on the scholarly 
contributions that this endeavour has brought about, we will make an attempt to place the main 
messages of the research into the general context of broadly perceived ethnic divisions in 
Hungarian society and will outline a few implications for policy making in one of the core areas 
were these divisions arise: primary-level schooling. 

As it was introduced on the first pages of this report, in preparing the research design, it was one 
of our primary aims to bring into light the interplay between institutionally framed structural 
arrangements in education and the personal reactions and reflections on them. We approached this 
duality by looking at the entire spectrum of primary schools in two urban areas where all students 
in their concluding year of schooling were asked about their experiences, future plans, and longer-
term ideas for adult life. This design allowed us to concurrently apply the two prisms of “structural” 
and “personal” and seek for the mechanisms on how they affect each other.  

Much in line with the findings of a range of recent investigations all pointing toward deep socio-
ethnic divides in education in Hungary,62 our study potently confirmed that it is the multiplicity of 
selective processes driven by diverse social, political, and economic interests that conclude in 
remarkable segmentation of the school system, further that segmentation in itself works toward 
deepening the selfsame inequalities that have brought it into being. The research also 
demonstrated that strong drives for separation by social class and along ethnic lines induce 
institutionally framed and administratively reinforced departures within the formally unified 
primary level of schooling, and the very same forces bring about a substantial loosening of public 
control over admissions, institutional routines, and the content and quality of teaching. For better 
or worse, schools have become self-contained entities during the past two decades, and the still 
prevailing uniform state regulations have proven weak against their internal power relations, thus 
turned out to be inefficient to countervail the deviations and to keep the arising huge inequalities 
within limits.  

Building on the advantage that the two rather closed communities provided for looking at a refined 
internal socio-economic and ethnic structuring of them, we were able to map three consecutive 
moves that give rise to crisply differing school profiles: the impact of recent socio-geographic 
trends that have remarkably increased residential inequalities in and around urban areas and that 
have concluded in emerging closed “elite” units on the one hand, and impoverished ethnic slums 
and Roma ghetto-villages on the other; the consequences of capitalising on the historically newly 
granted right of free choice for schooling that manifest themselves in a massive “white flight” of 
the middle classes and thereby further intensify selections conditioned by socio-geographic 
disparities; and finally, the divergent policies of the schools that, by responding to parental 
pressures and driven by institutional interests, conclude in varied techniques of “streaming” for 
building up socially and ethnically homogenous class-communities within their walls. The given 

 
62 For a most recent summary of the main results of research in the area, see: Fazekas, Köllő and Varga 2008. 
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design of the research made it possible to see how these three distinctive processes of selection 
strengthen one another, and helped us to demonstrate the ways how their cumulating working 
induces ever stronger centrifugal moves toward pronounced ethnic-social departures. In close 
relation to this, we were able to see also the outcomes by looking at the most segregated schools 
and class units in comparison to their mixed and/or more healthily integrated counterparts. It 
turned out that selection, and in its sharpest forms: segregation and ghettoisation, do not leave 
unaffected one single aspect of children’s school life. It can be recorded as perhaps the most 
important result of our research that the survey clearly showed the direct consequences of these, 
largely unintentionally forged, school arrangements on a number of individually experienced facets 
of schooling that range from personal capacities through advancement to the shaping of 
adolescent inter-ethnic relations and personal perceptions of one’s future perspectives. 

One of the most important personalised aspects of schooling is certainly the acknowledgement of 
academic performance. The grades that students are assessed with are high at stake: taken as 
broadly understood professional evaluations of abilities, knowledge, behaviour, and attitudes 
toward schooling, they are meant to orient students and their families on where to proceed next, 
and are sent as pieces of communication toward the potent agents of the subsequent phase of 
schooling to assist them in selecting from among a whole cohort of applicants. Given these 
“metaphoric” implications of grading, it was our intention to reveal the deeply ingrained values, 
often concealed interests, and flows of influence that ultimately shape the “objectively” taken 
hierarchical classifications from “excellence” to “failing”. It turned out that while the widely known 
associations recurrently manifesting themselves in pronounced social, ethnic, and gender 
differences in acknowledged achievements prevail also on the Hungarian scene (showing clear 
advantages of girls belonging to the well-positioned groups from a majority background), a number 
of involved constituents powerfully cut across the expectable relations. One of the strongest cross-
cutting factors is ethnicity: our data revealed the depth of ethnic divides from a novel angle by 
showing that ethnic belonging overrides the strength of social background and gender, and 
concludes in the devaluation of Roma students’ performance en masse. The way how this takes 
place is perhaps even more revealing. The analysis demonstrated that the above indicated strong 
formations of institutional selection are the responsible factor behind: while performance of 
students of the better educated and well-positioned social strata is “resistant” to the actual 
settings of instruction, inter- and intra-school selections of students from the lower echelons of 
society, and especially, from Roma background conclude in institutionally framed downgrading of 
all those involved, whereby segregation practically blocks even the most dedicated individual 
efforts to break out.  

The potentials and limitations that the deeply segmented system of primary education renders for 
the different groups of students clearly come into light at the most important turning point of 
primary education when students and families arrive at decisions about the continuation of 
studies. Tracking enters into the system in a formalised way here: the decisions on whether 
studying in a high-prestige gymnasium that offers undisturbed path to higher education, choosing 
a technical secondary school that ranks second in competition for placement there but offers a 
vocation for immediate entrance to the labour market, or entering one of the vocational schools 
that face severe difficulties in finding employment for their students, have long-term implications 
for adult careers and the forms and ways of living in general. Our data forcefully demonstrated 
that, in fact, the respective decisions had been born well in advance. It is not only the above 
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indicated social and ethnic divergences in assessed performance, but the institutional framing of 
them that matters: being aware of the massive inequalities among the primary schools of the 
community, local secondary-level institutions apply a refined differential reading of students’ 
certificates, and strongly devalue those school results that come from weaker institutions. The 
selective power of these invisible mechanisms of “scoring” proves efficient to turn earlier 
segmentation into now visible forms of separation, and distribute students along the cast-like 
dividing lines of social class and ethnic belonging – where students from lower-positioned 
backgrounds with a heavy overrepresentation of Roma find themselves at the bottom of the scale. 
As a result, the last phase of compulsory education loses ground in the eyes of these most 
disadvantaged groups, and what is more, aspirations for upward mobility quickly become cracked 
by being squeezed into low-prestige institutions known for hardly useable poor-quality training, 
disinterest in students’ occupational advancement, and the concomitant high rates of early leave. It 
is thus not an often claimed disinterest of Roma in schooling – a misbelieve powerfully oppugned 
by data anyway –, but the deeply selective system itself that produces and reproduces the still 
shockingly low rates of advancement toward educational tracks providing graduation and opening 
up choices for occupational prospects. The rare exemptions that the most dedicated Roma families 
testify require efforts from students and parents much beyond any expectable human capacity: as 
our data show, the very few who make it toward the gymnasium pay a high cost in their peer 
relations and feels of comfort all around. 

Taking into account that schools are not only agents of knowledge distribution, but at the same 
time, they serve as important settings of early socialisation, it was a key issue for us to find out 
how the two distinct sets of roles are combined in the daily working of the institutions, and what 
are the detectable imprints that they leave on students’ personality traits and relating to their 
peers and teachers. In our Hungarian context, these general questions have become coloured by 
what the survey has highlighted about the importance of selection in school life. It was important 
for us to learn, whether and how the highly segmented system imbues classroom relations, whether 
it helps or, contrarily, hinders inter-ethnic solidarity, whether it is reflected in socially and 
ethnically diverse conceptualisations of the self, and whether it leaves its mark on adolescent 
perceptions of structural, institutional and interpersonal manifestations of social and ethnic 
discrimination. In response to these questions, the analysis brought up some good news and a 
range of disturbing, even worrisome results.  

 One certainly considers it promising that, irrespective of their backgrounds and actual 
achievements, students generally have a rather positive relating to the school: as our data show, 
apart from a small minority of deeply hurt adolescents, the overwhelming majority finds some 
reason to feel a degree of comfort here. As one would expect, the rationales behind are diverse: for 
those with clear views on future advancement the school is a setting where one acquires useable 
knowledge and academic recognition, while for those less interested in future studies it is mainly a 
place of togetherness and a source of experiences about commonality. At any rate, our study 
revealed that primary schools in Hungary are capable of maintaining this duality, and thereby find 
the ways in their daily working to feed a certain attraction beyond merits. The widespread positive 
relating to schooling seems to have rather important implications in constructing and reinforcing 
certain common values among youth and making regular school attendance a normal daily routine 
for all – regardless of the concurrent divisions that otherwise keep students apart. Teachers play a 
fermenting role in maintaining this loose integration of values and habitual relating. Despite rather 
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frequent complaints about certain injustices in assessment and, especially, in distributing rewards 
and punishment, the majority of students experience their sympathy and a degree of protection. 
Positive feedback is given by Roma students in the first place. Teachers’ guidance in making future 
plans and their assistance in a range of personal matters invoke appreciation and trustful reliance 
on the part of students usually coming from the most disadvantaged backgrounds where ties with 
the school often substitute for otherwise unavailable social support. These findings seem to 
question those widespread beliefs that identify teachers’ prejudices as the prime source of school 
failures of Roma children. Though prejudices as probable motivations behind discrimination are 
recognised by them, the balance-sheet still remains positive when judging the deeds of adult 
actors of schooling in daily contact with them.   

As to some further aspects of schooling, the disturbing outcomes are numerous. Despite the rather 
general feels of comfort with the given setting, it seems that the school is a place of harm: it is 
especially teenage peer relations that are badly affected by daily conflicts, direct experiences about 
discrimination, and a lack of solidarity along the lines of social class and ethnicity. Given their 
young age, it is a worrying result that the majority of Roma students have collected voluminous 
experiences of degradation due to their ethnic belonging, and the phenomenon as an “inescapable 
attendant” of being Roma is recognised also by their peers from the ethnic majority. Of course, 
ethnicity is not the only source of abjection: as adolescents sense it, social background carries a 
nearly equal weight in the daily occurrences. Further, girls seem to be particularly affected: their 
frequent marginalisation in the class community and the prevailing hierarchical gender relations 
around accentuate the feels about being misrecognised for the concurrent traits of belonging to 
the “second-order” sex and coming from “undesirable” backgrounds. Not independently from these 
feels, it is Roma girls in the first place who sense a lack of cohesion in their relations within the 
class and who complain about open fights as the frequent accompaniments of school life. At the 
same time, these perceptions are deeply informed by the actual arrangements: it is by far the 
segregated classes where collectively suffered frustrations about institutionalised discrimination 
and manifest marginalisation find their ways in conflicts, quarrels, crushes between gangs and a 
general negative viewing of the entire surrounding. A further, deeply worrying, outcome of the 
departing frames of daily schooling is the total lack of inter-ethnic communication at the two ends 
of the socio-ethnic scale. Those closed into their exclusive “elite” settings simply do not meet Roma 
coevals and peers from the lower strata: their schools and classes are not attended by the latter, 
and they hardly see them even on the streets when walking home or in the shops, clubs, discos or 
other public places where popping in. Likewise, the world is created as a self-contained ethnic 
ghetto on the other end: students of the schools apart in slum neighbourhoods or in the run-down 
villages spend all their days among mates from backgrounds troubled as their own, and hardly ever 
get into contact with peers from more fortunate settings – there are simply no spaces and events 
for any such encounters. It is perhaps needless to say: such enclaves of socio-ethnic homogeneity 
do not provide lively experiences about the “Other”, and thus give rise to its replacement by 
fearsome fantasies about the “imaginary Other” who is not only alien but is constructed as the 
“evil”. Thus, the soil is prepared for mutual distrust, shapeless condemnation, and self-sustaining 
hostility. In the context of ever more experienced ethnic hatred and xenophobia in contemporary 
Hungary, structurally conditioned reciprocal suspicion and deep disaffection in schools carries 
distressful signals for the future, and calls for urgent actions if not for other reasons but for the 
maintenance of an essential minimum of social cohesion.  
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Not surprisingly, deep social and ethnic divisions do not leave unaffected the most personal 
spheres of sensing the self and situating it in the relations around. Outward hatred often turns into 
self-degradation in case of those whose most fundamental daily experience is devaluation from all 
directions. The ghettos provide such experiences day after day: visible marginalisation, hopeless 
enclosures of lost perspectives and futureless outlook develop general feels of insecurity and a 
pronounced need to cut off ties with the outer world as a source of danger. Roma students in 
segregated schools and the ghettoised enclaves of the distressed villages demonstrate all the 
symptoms of threatened identity: they find ethnic belonging a cause for separation and enclosing 
that is imbued by defiant militancy toward the hostile rules of the power-holding majority. But it is 
not only them who, by reaching adolescent age, have gathered deeply ingrained experiences 
providing a cause to hide key aspects of the self. As the data show, the few Roma who have made 
their way to schools that are dominated by students from well-positioned backgrounds hardly feel 
secure here and find the only route to success through denying their ethnic belonging and making 
all efforts to become undistinguishable through underscored assimilation. Indications of self-
reliance, pride, and dedication to the community rarely came through the questionnaires: being 
Roma is considered a troubled identity, and what is more, there seems to be an agreement on this 
issue on both sides of the ethnic divide.  

No wonder that such a deeply problematic view on ethnicity comes through also in fantasies about 
the future. While the data signal accordant values, norms, and aspirations concerning certain traits 
of modern life, it is a clear reflection of troubled attitudes toward ethnicity that large groups of 
adolescents from majority background openly exclude ethnic mixing in marriage and the 
envisioned settings of adult life. As a true mirroring of such a massive refusal, symptoms of ethnic 
enclosure colour also the fearful fantasies of significant groups of Roma adolescents who, while 
still dreaming of being accepted and included, foresee an adult life that is centred on one single 
issue: a successful escape from poverty.  

These findings offer two, equally true, readings. On the one hand, they indicate that adolescents 
are well aware of the characteristics of the social world around them: they have a realistic picture 
about the major departures by social class and ethnic belonging and see their own positions amidst 
them. On the other hand, their perceptions of ethnicity as a problem project a boosting deepening 
of the prevailing divisions, and point toward adult relations that lack any strives for solidarity and 
cohesion, instead, emphasise the strengthening of separation. This latter aspect is perhaps the most 
worrisome implication of our study: it calls for urgency of serious collective efforts to prevent 
further disintegration of society at large.   

We are aware that such efforts can but be limited at the moment. As the study has demonstrated, 
it is primarily a set of structurally conditioned inequalities and institutionally framed departures 
that are behind the severe social and ethnic divides in primary education and that break their way 
toward separation, segregation, and the collective downgrading of children of the Roma minority. 
To the most, these structural conditions cannot be changed within the scope of schooling. After all, 
reduction of the massive socio-geographic inequalities, re-integration of the deeply impoverished 
rural settlements, regeneration of the productive potentials of entire regions, revitalisation of the 
hopeless urban slum-areas would require well-designed complex policies and claim generous 
investing into large-scale retraining, extensive job-creation, well-targeted urban development, and 
further, also into the companioning programmes in housing, public health, welfare, and education. 
These programmes, driven by a shared recognition of the hazardously dramatic state of inter-ethnic 
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relations, should be founded on a wide agreement across political divides and should reflect joined 
commitment for granting a lead to efforts for reconciling social integration in all areas of policy-
making. To be realistic, arrival at such a broad societal compromise is highly improbable within the 
foreseeable future. The prevailing tendencies point instead toward the unstoppable deepening of 
ethnic segmentation and its short-sighted exploitation in the political arena. 

Hence, the political climate does not favour precautionary thinking and breakthrough actions 
toward integration. Nevertheless, there are important potentials of such orientations that are fed 
by interests for harmonious cohabitation and are kept alive by values of sympathy and solidarity in 
small communities. Though such potentials usually do not reach out to penetrate larger structures, 
they are still important in developing alternative models of cooperation and mutual recognition 
which then can be considered as small laboratories of future developments. Despite all the outlined 
structural limitations, the area of primary schooling can provide the soil for certain promising 
experimentations. 

Firstly, though large-scale processes of selection cannot be reversed by the schools, they still can 
be stopped at their gates. As our survey clearly demonstrated, internal segmentation is not an 
inescapable must: certain schools – with many of the best performing ones among them – can 
resist parental pressure for “streaming” and can launch high-prestige programmes that prove 
attractive even for the most vocal groups, while help to maintain ethnic-social integration within 
and across the classes. Our data also showed that it is Roma children in the first place whose 
performance and advancement is highly sensitive to the given arrangements. If ethnic mixing is a 
clear drive of the directorate and they are able to develop an atmosphere where differences 
generated by diverse home conditions are reduced, these students perform closely equally to their 
mates from the majority, further, conflicts along ethnic lines largely wither away from the peer 
relations within the walls of the school. At the same time, students from advantageous 
backgrounds do not experience any loss: their performance remains equally good to those 
inhabiting the “streamed” elite classes elsewhere, and their opportunities to be admitted to the 
best secondary schools of the locality is somewhat even better than those of the latter. These 
findings correspond to the results of a country-wide study about the first experiences with the 
ongoing governmental programme on school integration that testified a remarkable improvement 
of performance of the involved Roma students and convincingly evidenced that majority students 
did not suffer any deprivation in the meantime. (Kézdi and Surányi 2007).  

In the light of these results, further extension of the programme that makes local governments and 
primary schools interested in working toward integration should be a priority of longer-term 
educational policy. However, all experiences show that a lot depends on the social-ethnic relations 
within the communities: school integration can be relatively smoothly introduced where the 
broader inter-ethnic relations allow for cooperation, and the programme fails where local support 
is missing behind. This calls for the need of embedding educational integration into more ambitious 
programmes that target conflict resolution in the locality and put schools as key agents into the 
centre of a wide range of concerted activities. Needless to say: local, regional, and national civil 
organisations and the varied social service expert associations can be of great assistance in this 
process.  

At the same time, given its design, the governmental integration programme reaches out only 
toward urban schools. However, our data indicate that the most damaging effects of segregation 
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appear in the ghetto-schools of the villages: many of them are simply cut off from communicating 
with the outer world, and students’ prospects to break out through proper advancement toward 
secondary-level education are gloomy if not blocked at all. Reintegration of these schools is of vital 
importance. Well-designed pedagogical programmes and generous financial assistance should help 
their staff to upgrade the quality of instruction, further, special schemes to assist students in the 
concluding years of primary education to be properly prepared for admittance into schools 
providing graduation are of utmost and urgent importance in this sphere. Since the majority of the 
affected families live in chronic poverty, it is not enough to concentrate only on schooling: 
targeted governmental welfare programmes and a wide range of support schemes (including 
scholarships and grants in assistance of advancement) are needed as the necessary backing. 

Although deliberate policies on maintaining and/or re-establishing ethnic mixing in schools are the 
points of departure for integrating lower-class and Roma students in education, all such attempts 
remain weak without complementary efforts in instruction. Teachers are thus key agents of any 
success. Recent research made it clear that changes in the prevailing routines in pedagogical work 
hardly can be attained without a substantial renewal of teacher training. (Fazekas, Köllő, and Varga 
2008) It is not only the incorporation of modern historical, sociological, and ethnographic 
knowledge about nation-building, issues of majority-minority relations, and particularly, Hungary’s 
Roma communities into the curriculum in higher education, but also the acquisition of a broad 
scale of skills in inter-cultural understanding, inter-ethnic communication, and conflict resolution 
that are pressingly needed to change the habitual ways of instruction. Further, given the still 
prevailing traditions of rather authoritative, Prussian-style disciplining, regularly launched on-the-
job training programmes should provide aid to teachers in acquiring some flexible modern 
techniques that are especially important to assist them in their most sensitive relations with the 
”difficult” cases in the class – who happen to come from disadvantaged backgrounds for the most 
part. Beyond training and retraining, schools should be assisted by targeted state efforts to 
introduce new forms of cooperative teaching and adjust their rewarding policies to collective 
entailments. It is worth capitalising on the still preserved trust of students in schooling who, as we 
have seen above, can be relatively easily motivated for investing extra energies in case they feel to 
be accepted on equal grounds.  

Drawing on our findings about widespread conflicts among peers and the frequent occurrence of 
degradation in schools, it seems a prime task to posit educational institutions under the umbrella 
of the Law on Equal Treatment that strictly prohibits all forms of discrimination in the public arena 
and beyond. An efficient anti-discrimination policy in schools would require the working of the 
necessary legal and administrative bodies: entrusted boards should be set up to practice 
supervision, provide due exploration of each and every case, and impose meaningful restrictions 
and/or sanctions. Additionally, schools as important socialising agents should consider their 
underscored task to establish efficient frameworks of prevention. Again, it is a dedicated policy of 
assisting inter-ethnic cooperation that seems the most promising against all practices of ”othering” 
and disgraceful distinctions. Parents’ Boards currently fighting ”behavioural problems” and 
”teacher-student conflicts” could and should change their profile: upon invitation of the school’s 
directorate for joint actions, these bodies could become the mediating agents in effectively 
working against discrimination and ethnic exclusion.  

One does not have to argue at length that such changes in profile and policy would have far-
reaching implications well beyond schooling. Given the heated and overly tense inter-ethnic 
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relations in contemporary Hungary, these local ”experiments” of thinking, speaking, and acting 
differently could develop to models of a new relating. True, country-wide change hardly comes 
without a profound shift in public policy and a deep-going alteration in political thinking and 
discourse. Although domestic politics of the day carry little promise in these regards, each and 
every local initiative for the betterment of cohabitation and cooperation between the majority and 
the Roma minority prepares the soil for a turn that once certainly has to come. 
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Appendix 
  

 

Table 1.1: Number of inhabitants, 1949 – 2008  
Locality 1949 1960 1980 2001 2008 
Coaltown 5 812 23 588 29 096 27 135 26 210 
Chemtown 3 846 14 208 34 172 32 962 30 185 
Source: Population Census’& projection of the Central Statistical Office (2008)  

 

 

Table 1.2: Population by age (2001) 
Population aged 

0 –19* 20 – 39 40 – 59 60 – Locality 
years old  (%) 

Number 

Coaltown 23 28 29 20 27 081 
Chemtown 25 28 30 17 32 356 
Hungary 23 29 28 20 10 198 315 
*Number of 14 years olds in 2001 in Chemtown: 500, in Coaltown: 356 
 Source: Population Census 2001 

 

 

Table 1.3: Types of the households in the two sites (2001) 
Type of the household 

Locality 
Indicant 

Family with 2 or 
more adults 

Single parent 
family 

Two or more 
families 

Non-family 
Number of 
households 

Number 6149 1308 266 2964 10687 Coaltown 
% 58 12 2 28 100 

Number 7504 1571 218 2986 12279 Chemtown 
% 61 13 2 24 100 

Source: Population Census 2001 

 

Table 1.4: Economic activity of the populations at the two sites 

 

 a. Composition of the population  by economic activity, 1980-2001  

Locality Year Employed Unemployed Inactive Dependant Together Total population 
1980 49 – 14 37 100 29354 
1990 42 1 24 33 100 29143 

 
Coaltown 

2001 31 5 37 27 100 27081 
1980 51 – 10 39 100 35552 
1990 47 1 17 35 100 35692 

 
Chemtown 

2001 34 8 30 28 100 32356 
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Source: Population Census 2001 

 

 b. Indicators of unemployment, August 2009 

Proportion (%) of registered unemployed receiving Locality Unemployment 
rate (%) 

Chronic 
unemployed 
among all 

registered  (%) 

State un-
employment 

benefit 

Local welfare 
assistance 

Welfare bound 
to compulsion on 

work 

No  
benefits 

Coaltown 13.3 27.8 24 5 40 21 
Chemtown 13.5 29.3 20 6 35 39 
Source: own calculations based on data in  State Employment Service 2009 

 

 

Table 1.5: Major characteristics of schools in Chemtown and surroundings 
School Number of 

students 
Number of 8th-graders  
from outside catchment 

area 

Number of  
classes on the 

8th grade 

Ratio of socially 
deprived students 

(%) 

Ratio of overaged 
students (%) 

506 488 45 2 0 – 
507 381 65 2 8 11 
508 165 – 1 19 20 
509 212 42 2 13 11 
510 462 66 3 7 – 
511 549 75 3 5 1 
512 543 53 3 6 – 
Chemtown town 2800 346 16 6 * 
513 312 – 2 66 26 
514 183 – 1 36 5 
515 156 – 1 56 9 
516 133 – 1 11 – 
517 141 – 1 29 43 
Chemtown surrounding 925  6 39 * 
Chemtown site total 3725 – 22 15 * 

* Due to the high ratio of missing information, data are not computed for aggregates. 
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Table 1.6: Proportions of Roma and those from low-status family background  among  8th-
graders in the participating schools at the Chemtown site (%) 

Proportion (%) of Roma students by 
Self – 

identification 
Ethnic 

background 
Teachers’ 

estimation 

Proportion (%) of students from 
low-status family background 

Number of 
students 

School 

on the 8th grade 
506 4 6 – 9 47 
507 8 10 7 14 39 
508 14 14 20 7 14 
509 36 39 43 38 31 
510 11 9 17 24 55 
511 9 9 9 12 57 
512 14 12 11 8 57 
513 71 75 74 58 28 
514 29 29 36 31 17 
515 39 39 25 57 18 
516 0 0 15 25 12 
517 19 19 5 45 21 
Chemtown site 
together 

19 19 25 22 396 

 

Table 1.7: Indicators of social and ethnic segregation within schools at the Chemtown site 
Class ‘A’ Class ‘B’ Class ‘C’ School 

Average score indicating socio-economic composition of class* 
Difference between highest and 

lowest average values 
506 2.21 1.73 – 0.48 
507 2.4 2.65 – 0.25 
508 2.43 – – – 
509 3.00 3.50 – 0.50 
510 2.76 2.39 3.90 1.51 
511 2.52 2.20 2.50 0.32 
512 1.61 2.12 2.72 1.11 
513 3.38 4.60 – 1.22 
514 3.25 – – – 
515 3.24 – – – 
516 2.92 – – – 
517 3.40 – – – 
 Proportion of Roma students** (%) Number of respondents 
506 4 9 – 47 
507 10 11 – 39 
508 14 – – 14 
509 15 89 – 31 
510 9 9 10 55 
511 4 19 0 57 
512 6 6 23 57 
513 59 100 – 28 
514 29 – – 17 
515 39 – – 18 
516 0 – – 12 
517 19 – – 21 
* Score 1 indicates very high status, while score 5 signals very low social status family  background of individual students in class. 
** On the bases of self-identification and/or parental background. 
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Table 1.8: Major characteristics of schools at the Coaltown site 
School Number of 

students 
Number of 8th-
graders  from 
outside the 

catchment area 

Number of  
classes on 

the 8th 
grade 

Ratio of 
socially 
deprived 

students (%) 

Ratio of 
overaged 

students (%) 

501 541 49 4 7 – 
502 301 23 2 21 17 
503 323 33 2 5 6 
504 397 88 2 3 8 
518 214 100 2 4 2 
505 147 0 1 29 5 
Coaltown site together 1923 293 13 9 5 

 

 

Table 1.9: Proportions of Roma and those from low-status family background  among  8th-
graders in the participating schools at the Coaltown site (%) 

Proportion (%) of Roma students by School 
Self-

identification 
Ethnic 

background 
Teachers’ 

estimation 

Proportion (%) 
of students from 

low-status 
family 

background 

Number of 
students 

501 12 12 11 23 73 
502 50 50 49 39 32 
503 6 9 17 20 32 
504 24 24 18 24 25 
518 9 9 8 3 35 
505 56 56 45 50 16 
Coaltown site 
together 

21 22 21 25 213 
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Table 2.0: Indicators of social and ethnic segregation within schools at the Coaltown site 
Class 
‘A’ 

Class ‘B’ Class ‘C’ Class ‘D’ Difference between highest and 
lowest average values 

School 

Average score indicating socio-economic composition of class*  
501 2.90 2.45 2.88 3.00 0.55 
502 4.21 3.18 – – 1.02 
503 3.40 2.07 – – 1.33 
504 3.11 3.13 – – 0.02 
518 2.13 2.26 – – 0.13 
505 3.56 – – – – 
 Proportion of Roma students** (%) Number of respondents 
501 14 0 6 33 73 
502 73 29 – – 32 
503 20 0 – – 32 
504 25 22 – – 25 
518 12 5 – – 35 
505 56 – – – 16 
*,** See notes to Table 1.7. 

 

Table 2.1: Number of students absent from the class at the time of the survey 
Number of absent students from School 

Class ‘A’ Class ‘B’ Class ‘C’ Class ‘D’ 
Overall number of absent 

students 
501 0 1 3 1 5 
502 3 1 – – 4 
503 3 1 – – 4 
504 2 9 – – 11 
518 5 1 – – 6 
505 3 – – – 3 
506 6 4 – – 10 
507 5 2 – – 7 
508 6 – – – 6 
509 1 3 – – 4 
510 5 5 1 – 11 
511 5 9 6 – 20 
512 6 3 2 – 11 
513 2 5 – – 7 
514 2 – – – 2 
515 4 – – – 4 
516 2 – – – 2 
517 0 – – – 0 
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Tables 2.2: Educational background of students by site and type of settlement 

 

 Table 2.2.1: Mothers’ educational attainment  (%) 
Sample 

Urban Village 
Coaltown Chemtown Coaltown Chemtown 

Mother’s educational 
attainment 

dwellers 

 
Together 

Urban dwellers Village dwellers 
At best, incomplete primary 
schooling 

1 7 3 1 0 0  
8 

Completed primary 
schooling  

13 26 17 16 10 35 25 

Vocational training 
certificate 

23 21 22 28 19 31 20 

Secondary level graduation 31 21 28 30 33 8 23 
Degree in higher education 16 12 15 10 21 11 12 
Unknown 16 13 15 15 17 15 12 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 408 187 595 186 222 26 161 

 

 

Table 2.2.2: Educational attainment of mothers* in the two sites and that of the 40-49 
year old female population in the respective counties** (%) 

Coaltown site South county Chemtown site North county Educational attainment 
Mothers 40-49 year old 

females 
Mothers 40-49 year old 

females 
At best, incomplete primary schooling 1 4 4 5 
Completed primary schooling  21 20 
Vocational training certificate 34 

 
53 23 

 
48 

Secondary level graduation 32 29 33 34 
Degree in higher education 12 14 20 13 
Together 100 100 100 100 
* Distributions are computed only for cases where mother’s educational attainment is known. 
**2001 Population Census data for the 40-49 year old female population in the county where the respective site is 
situated. 
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 Table 2.2.3: Fathers’ educational attainment  (%) 
Sample 

Urban Village 
Coal- 
town 

Chem- 
town 

Coal- 
town 

Chem- 
town Father’s educational 

attainment 
dwellers 

 
Together 

Urban dwellers Village dwellers 
At best, incomplete 
primary schooling 

0 4 1 0 0 0 4 

Completed primary 
schooling  

9 22 13 13 15 5 23 

Vocational training 
certificate 

36 35 36 42 46 32 34 

Secondary level 
graduation 

21 18 20 18 12 23 19 

Degree in higher 
education 

9 4 7 2 0 15 4 

Unknown 25 17 23 25 27 25 16 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 408 187 595 186 222 26 161 

 

 

Table 2.2.4: Educational attainment of fathers* in the two sites and that of the 40-49 
year old male population in the respective counties** (%) 

Coaltown site South county Chemtown 
site 

North county Educational attainment 

Fathers 40-49 year old males Fathers 40-49 year old males 
At best, incomplete primary 
schooling 

0 3 3 4 

Completed primary schooling  18 16 
Vocational training certificate 56 

 
65 41 

 
64 

Secondary level graduation 23 20 27 21 
Degree in higher education 3 12 13 11 
Together 100 100 100 100 
* Distributions are computed only for cases where father’s educational attainment is known. 
**2001 Population Census data for the 40-49 year old male population in the county where the respective site is 
situated. 
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Table 2.3: Parental educational attainments  by students’ ethnic background (%) 
Mothers Fathers Educational attainment 

Ethnic majority Roma Ethnic majority Roma 
At best, incomplete primary schooling 0 15 0 8 
Completed primary schooling  14 45 9 47 
Vocational training certificate 26 30 47 40 
Secondary level graduation 39 9 32 5 
Degree in higher education 21 1 12 0 
Together 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 408 107 374 98 
* Distributions are computed only for cases where educational attainment of the respective parent is known. 

 

 

Table 2.4: Educational attainment of 40 to 49-year-old Roma population by gender and 
residence, 2003* (%) 
Educational attainment Roma, 40 to 49 years old 
 Total Male Female Urban Village 
 population   resident  
At best, incomplete primary 
schooling 

5 3 6 5 4 

Completed primary schooling  80 78 82 79 85 
Vocational training certificate 13 16 8 12 10 
Secondary level graduation 1 1 1 3 1 
Degree in higher education 1 1 - 1 0 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 590 301 289 311 220 
Source: Own computations based on the dataset of the 2003 representative Roma Survey directed by István Kemény.63 

 

 

                                                
63 The authors are grateful to late István Kemény and Béla Janky to provide access to the dataset of the 2003 Roma 
Survey. 
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Tables 2.5:  Labour market position of parents 

 

 Table 2.5.1: Labour market position of parents by residence* (%) 

Father Mother Labour market position 
Town Village Together Town Village Together 

In full-time employment 78 66 75 66 43 59 
Works part-time or on irregular 
basis 

6 9 7 5 10 6 

Unemployed 6 15 9 12 18 13 
Pensioner 9 9 8 4 5 4 
On childcare leave – – – 7 13 9 
Dependant – 1 1 6 10 7 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 
* Distributions refer only to cases where labour market position of the respective parent is known. 

 

 

 Table 2.5.2: Labour market position of parents by student’s ethnic background* (%) 
Father of student from Mother of student from 

Ethnic majority Roma Ethnic majority Roma 
Labour market position 

background background 
In full-time employment 79 56 67 28 
Works part-time or on irregular basis 6 10 6 9 
Unemployed 6 20 11 27 
Pensioner 9 12 4 4 
On childcare leave – 1 8 18 
Dependant – 1 4 14 
Together 100 100 100 100 
* Distributions refer only to cases where labour market position of the respective parent is known. 

 

 

Table  2.6: Families’ socio-economic status by students’ ethnic background (%) 
Coaltown Chemtown Family’s socio-economic status Together 

Ethnic majority Roma Ethnic majority Roma 
Very good position 16 15 2 22 0 
Good position 26 28 4 31 12 
Average position 35 40 42 32 30 
Lower position 12 11 18 8 32 
Very low position 11 6 34 7 26 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 611 163 45 308 66 
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Table 2.7: Indicators of cohabitation by students’ ethnic background (%) 
Indicator of cohabitation Roma Ethnic majority Together 
Family formation 
Two parent family with 1-2 children 41 61 57 
Parents with 3 or more children 22 4 8 
Single parent family  15 14 14 
Extended family 16 15 15 
Other arrangement 6 6 6 
Together 100 100 100 
Number of cases 121 488 609 
Density 
Spacious housing (<1,01 person per room) 11 24 21 
Average (1,01-1,99 person per room) 30 44 42 
Crowded (>2 person per room) 59 32 37 
Together 100 100 100 
Number of cases 487 113 580 

 

 

Table 2.8: Quality of housing (%) 
Place of residence Student’s ethnic 

background Together 
Quality of housing 

Town Village Coaltown site Chemtown 
site Majority Roma  

Very good  21 14 19 19 21 10 19 
Satisfactory 39 34 42 35 42 23 37 
Poor 34 39 31 38 32 45 35 
Destitute 6 13 8 8 5 22 9 
Together 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Number of cases 403 179 207 375 467 113 582 
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