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INTRODUCTION

As agreed within the EDUMIGROM research team, this Report thematically organizes our multifaceted 
and multisided qualitative field investigations in order to describe and interpret ways in which the 
interplay of social, gender and ethnic identifications inform practices and experiences of schooling in 
the ‘Roma community’ from Transilvan town, Romania. Methodologically it relies on information gained 
through individual and group interviews conducted with students, parents, teachers and representatives 
of organizations, and through observations on the interviewed peoples’ homes, schools and few other 
locations where they spend their everyday life. 

The first chapter of the Report contextualizes our issue by mapping the community’s internal 
segmentation (presenting the social history and current socio-economic standing of the three marginal 
neighborhoods connected to the selected schools), and by describing its broader political, ethnic, 
economic and institutional urban milieu. 

The second chapter is dedicated for discussing methodological aspects of our qualitative 
investigation, including the selection of schools and the process of fieldwork. Last, but not least it 
offers a detailed picture of the investigated educational institutions mostly emphasizing mechanisms of 
separation and integration affecting Roma students. In this manner the chapter mirrors the phenomenon 
of school segregation in the light of problems of residential isolation, indicating the main direction into 
which our Conclusion is going to suggest policy recommendation.           

Discussing about factors and motivations of school performances, the third chapter analyses 
the latter from the point of view of several actors and structural elements. It identifies factors of 
home (like the impact of socioeconomic conditions on schooling and ideas about the importance of 
schooling nurtured within the studied ‘Roma community’), and presents students’ school experiences 
(their relationships with the school as an official milieu and within their peer groups, but also their and 
their parent’s views on school performance and experiences of discrimination). Moreover, the chapter 
highlights the situation of teachers at marginal urban schools and their way of dealing/thinking with/
about Roma students. 

The fourth chapter offers an insight into students’ everyday life at and around home, forms of 
togetherness and separation at school, and socializing outside the school, observing how this eventually 
is marked by both different degrees of their encapsulation and their desire to participate in the outer 
world.

The fifth chapter of our Report observes how students’ experiences of belonging or those of 
being othered are under the influence of the marginal situation in which they live, but it also describes 
their particular practices and experiences of ethnic othering in schools. In addition, the chapter gives 
a hint about the sense of differentiation and processes of ethnic othering on the side of parents (by 
stressing the meanings of being an ethnic Roma in-between Romanians and Hungarians, or of being a 
Roma woman; and by highlighting the role that religion and internal differentiation among Romanianized 
and ‘traditional’ Roma play in people’s positioning in the social hierarchies).   

Strongly linked to the analysis from above, the sixth chapter discusses about identities and 
identity strategies sustained and practiced within the studied ‘Roma community’. It details about 
students’ ethnic identification in the light of their home heritage describing its three manifestations: 
the hybridity of identity strategies and ambiguities of self-perception; strategies of separation backed 
up by a positive self-perception; negative self-perception and the strategy of assimilation. The chapter 
also observes students’ ethnic identity from the perspective of teachers, and modes in which the former 
view schooling, but also their own professional and life career.  

In order to identify main directions for policy recommendations in the context of Romania on the 
base of our qualitative research, we structured our conclusions around the issue of integration/separation 
and/or Roma school segregation (completely missing from the new law of education, continuing to be 
a confusing and sensitive socio-political topic). Consequently, at this stage we summarized on how the 
studied ‘Roma community’ looked like from individual families through colony to ghetto, and on ways 
in which it was embedded into the broader urban context. Most importantly, the Conclusion highlights 
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forms of Roma school segregation detected by our research and also modes of thinking about (ethnic 
and social) difference and mixing that underlies instances of separation/segregation. Last, but not least 
it signals practices of integration and separation of the studied Roma parents and students, ways of 
how they affirm their ethnic identity and how school recognize them. Eventually, on the base of the 
whole analysis, the Conclusion drafts some principles for an inclusive educational policy that ensures 
both equal opportunities and cultural recognition for all, while effectively ensuring everybody’s right to 
negotiate on the acceptable social order within and outside the school. 

1. THE SITES OF THE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: THE COMMUNITIES

1.1. The ethnic composition of the research sites  

Romania has the largest number of ethnic Roma in Europe. According to the 2002 census, the population 
of Romania was 21.680.974, out of which the Romanians constituted 89.5 percent; the Hungarians 6.6 
percent; the Roma 2.5 percent; the Germans 0.3 percent; the Ukrainians 0.3 percent; and other ethnic 
groups under 0.2 percent. As far as our ‘selected minority group’ is concerned, we have to mention that in 
the 1992 census 401.087 people (1.8 percent) identified themselves as Roma, and in 2002 the number of 
those self-identifying as such increased to 535.250 (2.5 percent).1  

In Transilvan town, the broader site of our qualitative research, according to the census, the 
percentage of Roma population was around 0.95 percent of the population totaling around 250.000 (this 
percentage is quite below the urban average that is 1.8 percent). According to the estimations of Roma 
leaders, in the town there might be not three (as declared in the census), but five thousands Roma. Transilvan 
county is situated in the North-Western region of Romania, which is one of the areas with the highest rate 
of ethnic Roma (3.5 per cent). As far as the use of Romani language is concerned, 1.1 percent of Romania’s 
population declared it as its mother tongue, in the North-Western region their percentage was 1.64 (the 
highest in the country), and in Transilvan county  it was only 0.29 percent. 

1.2. The broader urban context of the research sites

Transilvan town is one the biggest urban centers of Romania, with a large Romanian majority population, 
and a quite large Hungarian minority, its history being marked by several geopolitical changes around 
the Romanian-Hungarian state borders. Politically and symbolically its interethnic map is dominated by 
the Romanian-Hungarian relationship, while the “Roma issue” entered into public consciousness only 
recently as a socio-economic problem, or at the best, with the occasion of some festivals, as an exotic 
cultural presence. Inter-ethnic relations within the town are mostly “peaceful”. With the exception of 
few occasions (like the street celebration of the 15th of March, Hungary’s national holiday, when extreme 
right groups on both sides claim nationalist demands) the Romanian-Hungarian relations flow without 
major public disputes. This is so especially since 2000 – when, after eight years of ruling, the Romanian 
nationalist party lost its positions in the town, and the Democratic Union of Hungarians from Romania has 
representatives in local authorities (as it also has in central governmental structures). There are basically 
no open conflicts in the Romanian/Hungarian-Roma relations either. Nevertheless, strong Anti-Gypsy 
prejudices structure discriminatory attitudes towards Roma both in the case of the majority and the ethnic 
Hungarian population, and by time-to-time (as it is recently) local administration fosters “urban planning” 

1 Sociologists assume that even if it shows an increase during a decade, this figure is a robust underestimation of Roma. 
Due to the stigma that Roma identity bears, there is a reluctance of many Roma to identify as such in front of an official 
interviewer. On the base of this recognition, there are several ‘unofficial’ estimates of the actual figure of Roma in our 
country. In their survey conducted in 1998, the Institute for the Research of the Quality of Life estimated on the base of 
hetero-identification that in Romania there were between 1.452.700 and 1.588.552 ethnic Roma persons, out of which 65.3 
per cent identified themselves as Roma (IRQL Report 2002). According to the estimates of another researcher (Ghețțu 2006), 
the number of Roma ranges between 1.5 and 2 millions.
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projects that increase the gravity of Roma ghettoization and, as such, reinforces marginalization as source 
of further discrimination and social tension.         

Similar to the whole country, Transilvan town knew severe economic problems after the collapse 
of socialist industries, however – during the 1990s – its financial situation improved due the increasing 
number of foreign investors (during the times of crises it is still considered to be one of the cities with a 
relatively low figure of unemployed and high salaries). It has twenty-three districts, but only sixteen of them 
possess the necessary infrastructure that classifies them as the town’s integral components. Today one 
may observe a tendency for creating new districts as a result of the recently expending constructions. The 
schools selected for our research are situated in three neighboring districts from the town’s North Eastern 
periphery. Excepting School 2 that is placed in a suburban commune with rural specificities, they were built 
on the town’s industrial margins, which started to be developed at the beginning of the 20th century. Due 
to the forced socialist industrialization, these areas became over-populated.

Roma were first attested historically in Transilvan county in the 15th century. Among them, the 
Cțldțrați, Gabori, Rom-ungro, and Bțieți. According to an NGO leader, today’s Transilvan town is inhabited 
mostly by Romanianized Roma (some are calling similar groups as Bțieți, but we have not encountered 
this denomination during our research) and two groups that still may be named as “traditional” (the 
Gabor Roma and the Florist Roma, florari), practicing professions that recall some of the old jobs of their 
ancestors. During our field research, among the so-called Romanianized Roma we also met families with 
Hungarian roots, whose parents considered themselves as Hungarian Roma and used Hungarian as their 
mother tongue. 2 

Today, the socially disadvantaged Roma are located in three major marginal districts of Transilvan 
town, the sites of our qualitative research. According to the estimation of a local Roma NGO leader, out of 
the five thousands of Roma almost two thousands are living in these neighborhoods. The general trends 
characterizing the conditions of Roma in Romania since 1990 are applicable in their case, too. The collapse 
of the socialist urban economic units that formerly integrated the Roma population (even if mainly into 
unskilled and lowly appreciated jobs) re-located the majority of them into the most disadvantaged socio-
economic positions. Those who lost their jobs – in many cases due to their low educational level, but 
generally to the severe decrease of job opportunities – could not reintegrate into the labor market on a 
long term, and even abdicated to register as unemployed. Those who formerly were able to make a decent 
living out of their traditional crafts today cannot compete on the capitalist market, but some of them, as the 
Gabor or the Florist Roma, adjusted their former occupations to this market’s demands. The impoverished 
Roma families’ strategies of survival structurally cannot support children’s long-term school education, so 
the latter experience the effects of cumulated and structural disadvantages or the vicious circle of poverty. 
The majority of Roma, because they were not possessing properties in the pre-socialist regimes, could not 
benefit from the recent process of appropriation of lands, woods, or buildings. Furthermore, since Romania 
is affected by the most recent economic crises, and since the rate of registered unemployed increased, the 
relative condition of impoverished and not registered unemployed Roma grew worse, and the majority’s 
intolerance towards and rejection of Roma increased. 

1.3. Roma positions in the town’s public institutions 

In Transilvan county almost all of the compulsory Roma-related governmental institutions exist, such 
as the County Office for Roma at the Institute of the Prefect; the counselor of the prefect and of 
the county council, and the so-called ‘Mixed Working Group’ composed of Roma representatives and 

2 „While our parents were a mixture of Hungarians and Gypsies, speaking both languages, we combine Romani with 
Romanian; nowadays we do not really speak Hungarian, however we understand it a bit, while our parents could not speak 
Romanian; anyhow, the majority of us from here is Hungarian Gypsy (romungur, magyar cigány). (Fragment from a parent 
interview, which refers to the history of the geopolitical location of the town that belonged for several times to Hungary and 
for other times to Romania, reflecting that Roma people tried to accommodate to these major transformations by always 
accepting the rule of the dominant political-linguistic regime.)
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representatives of different local authorities; school mediators and Roma school inspector; health 
mediators; the regional office of the National Agency for Roma; but it lacks the Roma expert in the 
municipality. Out of the quite many non-governmental organizations that were established during the 
1990s, by today only a few really function. 3 The promotion of Romani culture in the public sphere is 
assured by one television program, which is broadcasted once in a month by the local division of public 
television. 

Transilvan town is having educational units offering education at kindergarten, primary and 
secondary/gymnasium, and high school level, and it hosts several universities rated among the best 
ones at national level. Here there are circa 40 schools with eight grades and lyceums offering the 
whole range of educational levels, from primary to upper secondary. The latter is mostly the case of 
the most elite, centrally placed public schools, where usually is hard to enter from outside, after the 
eighth grade. In Transilvan town there are 11 vocational schools, 20 lyceums and 9 so-called colleges 
offering secondary education. So the town offers a whole range of specializations, but for the Roma 
children these diverse chances are mostly virtual, because even if some of them graduate eight grades 
they are tracked into vocational schools (mostly into specializations such as car mechanics, transports, 
hairdresser, Kitchener). The schools where we conducted the survey and the qualitative research offered 
education from the first up to the eighth grade. In very many cases Roma attended school only at its 
elementary level or at the most up to the fifth or sixth grade. That is why the rate of the Roma 7th and 
8th graders was relatively lower than their absolute figures at the surveyed schools would have let us 
expect.

The county school inspectorate 4 that functions as a delegated local power of the Ministry 
of Education, Research and Youth (MERY) is placed in the county municipality that is in Transilvan 
town. In the school year 1998/1999, MERY gave an Ordinance regarding the creation of the position of 
Roma school inspector at the school inspectorates that serve counties where ethnic Roma are living. In 
Transilvan town the Roma school inspector is a young Romani woman, well integrated into other local 
Roma organizational units. 5 

The policy initiative regarding Roma school mediators was first introduced in 1996/1997 by the 
NGO Romani Criss together with the Intercultural Institute. In 1998/1999, mediators were trained and 
worked with the pilot project entitled ‘Second Chance for Older Drop-Outs’, which was initiated by the 
Open Society Foundation Romania, and continued by the Centre Education 2000+. Due to Government 
Directive No. 721/14 May 2004, the school mediator was introduced into the Code of Occupations in 
Romania (MERY 2007). However, in reality, the status of the mediator continued to be very confusing. All 

3 Among these NGOs, some offer juridical counseling, organizing human rights campaigns; others are involved into 
solving the problems of people from certain districts, and organizing courses for professional qualifications, and job fairs in 
cooperation with the county labor agency; again others aimed to open up the services of the local council towards Roma; 
eventually some became well-known mainly due to its projects for offering information about obtaining legal documents, 
access to social services, to childcare and  to free canteen, but also the projects for raising awareness about and preventing 
cervical cancer.

4 The institutional abilities of the school inspectorates are permanently changing in the direction of decentralizing power 
to the level of schools, but they are still having a lot of duties and privileges. It has inspectors from different domains of 
specialization, as well as a personal responsibility to provide education in the language of ethnic minorities.

5 Her job description includes the very difficult task of ensuring the enrolment of ethnic Roma children in schools, as it is 
said, by involving all actors from the educational system and local public administration, and by even creating alternative 
and complementary forms of education for Roma. Moreover, she is designated to coordinate and monitor the census of 
the pre-school and school-aged Roma children, including those who abandoned compulsory education. School mediators 
and teachers of Romani language and history are under her subordination, and she is also responsible for introducing and 
organizing Romani courses at schools, and stimulating the interest of Roma children towards Romani language and culture, 
towards participating on the related national disciplinary contests and towards the promotion of Roma tradition. The school 
principal at each school declared that they offered courses in Romani language and/or history, but this was not really the 
picture in reality. It happens that they do not demand a corresponding teacher, or they offer language class only at the 
elementary level.
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of the three investigated schools from Transilvan town were having Roma mediators at the time of our 
research. Practically they were sustaining the relationships between the school and the Roma families, 
the principals being quite pleased by what they were accomplishing in terms of school enrolment. 6 

1.4. Socio-economic conditions on the research sites 

The ‘Roma community’ under our scrutiny is settled in three nearby north-western neighborhoods of 
Transilvan town. Their environment is marked by the mixture of pre-modern/rural and industrial/post-
industrial elements. The hybridity of the area as a whole might be observed in the housing conditions, 
but if one would like to identify general patterns that differentiates among cases, than he/she should 
note that individual houses are predominantly present in Forest district; blocks of flats host Roma from 
Flower district; and improvised homes mostly distinguish the condition of Roma living in Water district. 
The investigated territory on a large is also characterized by a relatively diverse pallet of occupational 
statuses (farmers, pretty traders, manufacturers, industrial workers, unemployed, day laborers, small 
entrepreneurs). These not simply denote differences in community traditions but most importantly 
indicate niches of survival during communism and post-socialist times, or ways in which people followed 
diverse strategies of life as a reaction to their socio-economic condition.     

1.4.1. Flower district

This neighborhood served by School 1 is situated well behind the city’s railroad, and it gets out the 
visitor from Transilvan town through its Northern part. Together with the other two investigated areas, 
it is a settlement established on the town’s North-Eastern industrial margins, which started to be 
developed at the beginning of the 20th century, being highly populated during the times of forced 
socialist industrialization. In this period Flower district was famous due to its several factories that gave 
space for the china, brick, medicine and heavy industries. The district was named after a quite renowned 
china factory established in 1922 and privatized after 1990. After privatization, the factory bankrupted, 
but partially was reopened in 2004. Some of the flats formerly populated by industry workers, were 
bought by constructors or real estates, being renovated and sold out on high prices (that were, however 
lower than in another parts of the town). On the hill of the Northern exit of the town (which is the 
Western border of Flower district) a new residential zone with family houses started to be developed.  

Following the minority students from School 1 to their family homes we encountered three 
different social environments of the Roma community from Flower district. One of them is situated 
on Babilon street (hosting approximately 200 persons), another on Railway street, and the third one 
on River street. The majority of Roma from Babilon are living in the last block-building of the street, 
which hosts twenty-four apartments and households. Twenty-one Roma families are living here, and 
other nine families in the rest of the four blocks of the street. These blocks were built at the beginning 
of the 1960s, and today they are connected to electricity, gas and water-pipes. With the exception of 
the last one on the street they are newly renovated as a company invested in them by making an extra 
mansard-like story on their top. Since 2000 these apartments are owned by their tenants, so everybody 
has permanent identity documents. 7 There is one more building on the street that functioned formerly 

6 Their  responsibilities include: offering support to Roma parents and families in order to improve the schooling of their 
children; encouraging the former to participate in the school’s life; representing the Roma community at the school and the 
school within the community; consulting Roma parents about the educational system; preventing and mediating conflicts 
among families and schools; raising awareness among authorities about the problems of Roma; and promoting the values of 
multiculturality and of the inclusive school.

7 The infrastructural improvements made here in the 2000s by the local council were conditioned by the demolishment of 
the improvised barracks built in time around the blocks of flats. As a result many tenants moved out from the zone, some 
to Water district, and many to the nearby villages to their relatives. According to a local NGO leader the arrangements for 
ownership and basic utilities were successful here due to the fact that they were supported by the local vice-president of the 
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as a factory hostel, and now hosts ten Roma families, who rent the apartments from the city council. 
The Northern and Western borderline of this vicinity is the last main road of Transilvan town, so this 
environment is actually the town’s very Northern edge. Recently, on the hill behind this main road a 
shopping mall was built, which attracts people to this area and offers jobs to the locals, however is much 
smaller and less renowned than the ones from the most prestigious neighborhoods of Transilvan town. 

Another current eighths grader student of School 1 took us to her parental home on the River 
street, where we encountered another social environment of the industrial district under scrutiny, which 
is actually outside of the administrative borders of Flower district towards West. The old house is built 
in the shape of a U, and has five more similar apartments with separate entrances. Besides this student’s 
family, there is one more Romani woman in their building with two sons (a boy now enrolled for the 
second time in the seventh grade who hardly goes to school because he already works, and a first 
grade boy). And there are two Gabor Roma families down on the street with five children each of 
them abandoned school after the second grade. Their biggest problem with this house is that they 
do not own it, as they have not owned their former apartment either. The city hall refuses to clarify 
the statute of this building, so they keep paying monthly rent and do not feel secure here. Moreover, 
this is a residence on which they cannot register a permanent identity card, so they posses temporary 
identity cards with no residence. 

The environment of another Roma student is again different relative to the environments 
of those living on Babilon, or on River streets mainly due to the fact that is inhibited by a large 
Pentecostal family composed of seventeen members. Administratively, Railway street is located outside 
the borders of Flower district, somewhere on the half of distance from both Babilon and River streets, 
but still in the surroundings of the former socialist industrial milieu. It is right nearby the town’s 
railroad, being a dead-end street hidden in the back of some socialist blocks of flats. This immediate 
vicinity, besides the large Pentecostal family is mostly populated by Romanians. 

Families from Flower district (many of them, especially on Babilon street, connected by 
kinship ties) do not live in deep poverty, but they belong to lower social strata, especially since they 
lost their jobs and since many of the domains on which they worked as day laborers, like constructions, 
were strongly affected by the recent economic crises. As a result many of them are floating on the 
poverty line, living on a single income and/or child allowances, and facing several changes of housing 
conditions. The majority of them is owner of a home equipped with basic utilities and, even if struggle 
with unemployment – at least till the adults are relatively young and healthy –, they find niches of 
survival (like occasional jobs, or work abroad), being also trained by life to be resourceful under severe 
conditions. Compact groups from this district were more efficient in providing opportunities for paid 
labor, especially when it came to find occasional works in the informal economy and/or abroad, which 
seems to continue to be the major source of revenues for many of the investigated Roma families. 
At the same time, the supportive familial webs of siblings, parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts 
as remnants of a pre-modern/rural life are still powerful enough to counter the harshest challenges 
of (modern) life (like the loss of a parent, a job or a home).     

1.4.2. Water district 

In this district served by School 2 one may distinguish three different areas, which are delimitated 
geographically, but also in terms of social, ethnic and cultural characteristics of the inhabitants. 
One of them, Singular neighborhood combines a rural and urban character, consisting of family 
houses with courtyard and small farms. Residents here are mostly old people, or their adult 
children with arranged social situation, having a degree of security of everyday life. Among 
them, the wealthiest people of the area, usually small entrepreneurs. A Gabor Roma community 
is settled here, enjoying a situation similar to that of the Romanian majority or of the ethnic 

Roma Party, linked to this community by kinship ties.
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Hungarians. Gabors are small traders who practice their profession not only in the neighborhood 
(especially in the flea market “Oszer” of this area), but also in other cities and even abroad, 
in Hungary. Their strategies of life, perception of time and ways of belonging to the local 
community differs from those of the Romanian majority or ethnic Hungarians.  They travel a lot 
and are gone for long periods of time, during summers even for several weeks. Agricultural work 
is not their concern, or plays a minor role in their usual activities, while the majority population 
of the district produces agricultural goods even for the food market. The latter are selling mostly 
fruits and vegetables on “Oszer” or in the front of their houses on the sidewalks. 

Another area of Water district, which is an intermediate zone to the poorest vicinity, 
is located between the main road and the railway lines. Romanian and some Roma families are 
sharing this space. The majority families are composed of retired people and former small farmers 
whose children have moved downtown, becoming employees (workers with low qualifications). 
Roma household heads are mainly working for cleaning companies, some of their wives being 
gone abroad for occasional labor especially to Hungary. There is here a small colony of (as they 
say, Romanianized) Roma, composed of eight families, which is known as the “Court”, with small 
houses and yards, located around a small market at the end of a clogged street. Their children 
are enrolled in School 2 and are considered to be average level students, out of whom two 
graduated the eighths grade in the summer of 2009. 

The third area of Water district that we named Donald colony is the poorest one, being 
located at a distance of about four kilometers from the district’s center, near the waste heap 
of the city. This colony hosts the largest Roma community of Transilvan town: approximately 
1500 very poor Roma people are living here, out of which at least 800 are children of different 
ages. Only a small number of children (39) from this part of Water district are signed up into 
the nearby school (School 2), some of them being registered into a special school for students 
with disabilities, which enrolls totally circa 140 students. The majority of children from this 
colony are off the school system. One may estimate that their number is around 300. The school 
mediator tries – at least with those entering into school age – to enroll them into School 2, 
but he is told by the principal that there are not enough spots for enrolling all. Instead of a 
sustained institutional effort in this sense, eventually the “consensus” between resigned parents 
who cannot assure their children’s schooling and the school that does not welcome them decides 
on children’s destiny. The local government – by recently placing a police office right in the 
middle of this neighborhood – showed again its inability of solving this problem whose negative 
effects cumulated across decades.      

By time-to-time there are heated disputes between the County Council and the mayor of 
Transilvan town about who has the authority and responsibility about the misery of Donald colony, 
which is considered to be an element that deteriorates the town’s image. They blame each other for the 
disastrous situation of the community on the waste dumps. The poorest newcomer Roma are staying in 
Peripheral Valley under sub-human housing conditions, which is behind Donald colony situated right in 
the middle of the wage dump. Their majority came from outside the town, even from very remote counties 
of Romania as they were looking for a source of living. The extreme ethnic and social marginalization 
makes that school-aged children are engaged in the works on the waste dump, alongside their parents. 
According to the recent local censuses, out of this population about 600 people (half of them children) 
do not possess identity documents. At the best, they are entitled to temporary identity cards. It should 
be noted that some local entrepreneurs, with the tacit support of authorities, make use of peoples’ poor 
situation, and produce profit out of children’s exploitation. Their businesses made out of the waste are 
safer if they take advantage of people without papers, who cannot be monitored and controlled by 
authorities. The European demand of closing the old waste dump in June 2010 brings to the surface 
again, in an acute way, the situation of this population. 8  

8 “Now, when the date of closing the wage dump is closer and closer, they opened an Orthodox church and a police station 
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1.4.3. Forest district 

Served by School 8, this district is located in the north-eastern, industrial area of Transilvan 
town. The area has begun to develop at the beginning of the 19th century after the establishment 
of a shoe factory, which after the First World War became a corporation. It was the biggest shoe 
factory in Romania at that time.9 It was nationalized after the Second World War. Thousands 
of workers were employed here in the 1980s, thus the school – established as an independent 
educational unit in 1934 – had a great population of pupils. The factory declared bankruptcy 
and closed in 1999, to be opened again later on a smaller scale. The school, hospital, library 
and other public institutions appeared during industrialization. The name of the hospital is still 
similar to the name of the shoe factory. 

This area has a special situation. From the point of view of local administration it 
belongs to a huge neighborhood from the north-eastern part of the town, named after a town 
that during the First World War has been important for Romania.  The district is made of big 
block of flats built in the 1970s and ‘80s mostly for heavy industry workers. But on its periphery 
there are still streets that resemble rural areas. Consequently, a duality characterizes this part of 
the town because along with its industrial character, it still exhibits a powerful rural structure. 

Next to the eastern part of the neighborhood there is another area, an industrial zone 
with many factories, which is named after a minor ethnic group that settled in this part of the 
town at the beginning of the 20th century. The majority of pupils from School 8 come from 
this rural type industrial area of the town. Thus, we consider that the school represents mainly 
this community. It is interesting that mass media speaks about School 8 as if it was situated in 
Flower district. The reason is that different city administrations divided the city in various units. 
As such, the same city area was attached to different administrative units at different times. 
All these different belongings still live in public consciousness; therefore, School 8 is rated to 
different sectors of the city in different contexts. The district has also a third name that comes 
from a German word, meaning courtyard. Translated into Hungarian it meant outer city. The three 
different names (factory name, ethnic group denomination, and the name for individuals engaged 
in agriculture and husbandry) are still present today. People from different social categories use 
different names to refer to this area. 

The houses where the investigated families live are one or two room houses randomly 
built in the backyard. The apartments are in one or two storey high buildings that are in poor 
condition, without modern infrastructure. The lack of funding of infrastructure is most visible in 
the state of the road that has not been rehabilitated for years. More than half of the pupils 
live in extended families, and less than half of the interviewees live in nuclear families. The 
characteristic model of nuclear families is the father, mother, and one or two children living 
together. Extended families include as a rule, beside mother and father, grandparents, aunts and 
uncles, so they comprise three different generations. One third of the families are broken/one 
parent families. After separation, a matrilocal pattern prevails: the mother once separated from 
her partner, moves in with one of her female relatives together with her children. 

right in the middle of Donald colony, to control people’s reactions in the moment when they will lose their only source of 
living. Otherwise the Romanian authorities did not do anything for the improvement of their condition ever since, German 
and Dutch volunteers and organizations, among them our foundation and church offered humanitarian aid in terms of 
hygienization, food, medicines, some sorts of social and spiritual programs, or bettering a little bit housing conditions.” 
(Fragment from the interview with the Adventist pastor).      

9 The district we are talking about is named after a town that has been an important battlefield during the First World War. 
Here took place one of the most important battles on Romanian territory between 22 July and 1 August 1917. During the 
battle, whose aim was to annihilate the German Division 9, the Romanian and Russian Army launched an attack that ended 
with the tactical victory of the Romanians and Russians. Romania framed the significance of the battle and its memory when 
the state built a mausoleum in 1928 to commemorate and honor war heroes.
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2. METHODOLOGIES AND THE “HOMES” OF THE RESEARCH – THE SCHOOLS

2.1. Methodologies

2.1.1. The selection of schools 

The urban schools chosen for the community study (gymnasiums that offer ‘normal’10  education from 
the first to the eighth grades) were also surveyed in the previous phase of our investigations. Our 
qualitative enquiry was limited to only one of the surveyed towns, as far as its three examined schools 
and related neighborhoods introduced us into a large variety of socio-economic conditions and internal 
diversity of the selected minority group (Roma of Romania). Right at the beginning of the EDUMIGROM 
research – in the selection of the schools – we were guided by local Roma experts having long experience 
of work with Romani communities (Roma school inspectors from the county school inspectorates, Roma 
school mediators, leaders of NGOs). On the base of their advises and data, but also on that of our former 
knowledge, we supposed that pupils who self-identified as Roma, were to be encountered in three 
schools situated on the peripheries of Transilvan town, because Roma families living in these districts 
were enrolling their children in the nearby schools. The main principle of our selection was to find as 
many self-declared Roma school pupils as we could. Resulting from this endeavor and from the ways 
in which ethnic lines are drawn in our society (the existence of separate Hungarian-only schools and 
the absence of Roma from these), even if Transilvan town has a considerable Hungarian population, 
eventually we did not conduct the research on the Romanian-Hungarian-Roma triangle, but ‘only’ in 
the context of the Romanian majority and Roma ethnic minority.   

To conclude, both in the survey, and the community study (including the school case studies), 
in Transilvan town we focused on three districts situated at the margins of this urban settlement, where 
Roma communities were living in more or less compact neighborhoods. These were Flower, Water and 
Forest districts, where School 1, School 2, respectively School 8 were located (we kept the denomination 
of the schools used in our survey report). As a result we could encounter mainly those self-identified 
Roma youth who, in socio-economic terms, were doing relatively better than their peers who abandoned 
the school and were not enrolled into the seventh and eighth grade when our research was conducted. 
But on the other hand, one has to note that these were the Roma pupils, who were attending the schools 
of the cities’ peripheries due to their residence in these neighborhoods, which were, at their turn, the 
socio-economically disadvantaged areas, sharing with their Romanian schoolmates many features of 
their life. 

Linked to the socio-political changes after 1989, one may observe how the town’s schools are 
segregated on the line between the central, elite and the marginal, ‘weak’ schools. 11 This is the reason 

10 We limited our research to these types of educational units, excluding in this way the special schools, because we wanted 
to analyze the access to school education of those Roma families who aimed at and had the opportunity of ensuring a 
mainstream school career for their children.    

11 „This is a phenomenon that one may observe, the segregation of schools. You may see this in the case of the majority 
of the schools from the marginal districts. And the decrease of their student population is linked to this segregation. That 
is that, those schools that are having a low number of enrolled students turn to be schools with pupils struggling with 
socio-economic difficulties. For this spirit of following the cry makes that the well-situated families move their children to 
downtown schools. They have more material possibilities to support their kids, so these schools become the „good schools’. 
They become overcrowded, and we keep losing children, and also the possibilities of being attractive. And from here it results 
the idea that we are the ‘weak schools’. This idea becomes slowly a common-sense. But this is not true. From the point of 
view of the infrastructure, from the point of view of the teaching staff, we may say that we are as good as they are. However, 
the frustration and the feeling of inferiority that some teachers feel vis-a-vis the central schools, while dreaming to work 
in a school where people do not have troubles with the Roma kids, might become the sources of teacher’s discriminatory 
attitudes. From the complex of inferiority that they have to teach in a school of a marginal district, ones may end up 
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why the teachers who end up teaching at the latter do have feelings of inferiority in their relation with 
their colleagues from the ‘good schools’. During our informal discussions, the teachers emphasized a 
lot this idea of inferiority. Also due to the neighborhood and its poor population, they affirmed that 
they were having difficulties in communicating with the pupils and their parents, which resulted in the 
stigmatization of whole classes as classes where ‘one hardly can work’. 

School 1 is located in the Flower district of Transilvan town densely populated by Roma. In the 
context of the 1990s when the effort to personalize the schools by different means became a trend, it 
was baptized after a Romanian writer. 12 School 2 is located in the Water district of Transilvan town. It 
has a long history since 1761, when it functioned as a private Romanian elementary school. In 1912 was 
transformed into a public school, continuing to exist as such until our days. At its beginnings, the school 
offered education between the first and the seventh grades, but since 1962 it was extended to eight 
grades.13  School 8 is located in an industrial urban area, which started to develop at the beginning 
of the 19th century as a result of the establishment of a factory. The latter was nationalized after the 
Second World War and during the 1980s had thousands of employees. Consequently, the school – 
established in 1934 – had a large student population. In 1940 it was transformed into a re-educational 
centre of minors, and since 1945 functioned again as a regular school, but its statute changed for lots 
of times: from gymnasium through lyceum to a school with ten grades and an evening-lyceum, and back 
again to gymnasium with a Romanian and Hungarian line of study. In the 1990s it was baptized after a 
famous Romanian historian. At the beginning of the 1990s the school enrolled 1200 pupils, but since the 
student body drastically decreased, today it number around 290 pupils. According to our interviewees, 
this diminution was due to the collapse of local industries, to the fact that the schools of the city center 
established classes at the level of primary education, and also to the aging of the population. 14

2.1.2. The process of fieldwork  

Before we started to conduct the formal interviews and the systematic participant observations at 
School 1, besides the survey duties, we visited the school for several times, participating on the June 
closing ceremony of the school year 2008/2009, and having informal talks with the school principal and 
the master of the class where Roma children were mostly enrolled. 

During the summer we conducted the interviews at the homes of the children who ended the 
8th grade in June 2009, conducting observations in the neighborhood where they lived. This was the 
case of three Roma students (two boys and a girl, out of whom, currently, the former, after passing the 
correction exam in August, enrolled into vocational lyceums, and the girl is repeating the 8th grade in 
the class where she is the only Roma), and one parent (father).  There was one more Roma boy in the 
past 8th grade, but his mother refused to talk with us (it is to be mentioned that he started to self-

discriminating some children”. (Fragment from the interview with the principal, School 8).

12 During the focus group discussion at School 1 one of the teachers affirmed: “in the past few years our school put a great 
emphasis on the integration of socially disadvantaged children, among them Roma, which was a gain, but one needs to 
observe that it resulted in a lost on the other side, because many Romanian and Hungarian families removed their children 
from our school.” (Fragment from the teachers’ focus group, School 1).

13 According to the principal of School 2, the authorities do not really care about the access to school education from this 
catchment area: “it was only in 1994 when they realized this problem however this colony’s history is 30-40 years long; in 
that year they tried ad hoc to enrol children to School 2, but the institution was not prepared for this.” (Fragment from the 
interview with the principal, School 2).

14 „When I came to this school in 1990, here there was a lyceum, and there were approximately 1200 pupils from the first 
to the 13th grade. I personally had in the first grade 42 children. During those years, in 1990 and 1991, there was no primary 
education in the central schools of the city. And the rate of natality was high, the population of this neighborhood was young 
due to the construction of new apartments starting in 1988, finished in 1990. So there was a young population here. And 
the industrial zone was very developed. It brought here daily 20-25 thousands of workers, who obviously sent their children 
to our schools. (Fragment from the interview with the principal, School 8).
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identify as Roma only after the 5th grade, and her mother was the former Romani language teacher at 
this school). 

In September we participated on the opening ceremony of the school year 2009/2010. During 
the fall we recorded interviews with four Roma parents (three mothers and one father interviewed at 
their homes), and with seven students of the eighths grader class, where Roma were enrolled: four 
Roma girls out of whom two were repeating the 8th grade were interviewed at their home; a Roma boy, 
newcomer to the school who was interviewed at the school; two Romanian students, a girl and a boy, 
both of them interviewed at the school.  Through the total of eight interviews conducted with Roma 
children we managed to talk with all the Roma pupils who were/are enrolled into the classes of the 
former/current eighth grade, and through them we encountered and interviewed five parents. 

A focus group was conducted in December 2009 with six students (two Roma girls, one 
Romanian girl, one Roma boy, and two Romanian boys) from the class of the eighth graders where the 
majority of Roma children were enrolled. The most difficult task to accomplish was the focus group with 
parents due to the lack of a location where we could have gathered for this reason. Since we could not 
gather the Roma parents from School 1 nor at the parents’ meeting or at their homes, in organizing our 
group interview we relied on the help of a Roma non-governmental organization. This invitation was 
honored by seven Roma parents (unfortunately none of them from School 1: four parents came from 
the catchment area of School 2, two from a nearby rural area, and one of them was a female Roma NGO 
leader). 

During the fall of 2009 we conducted recorded interviews with the school principal and the 
school psychologist, both women, and with two masters of two eighth grade classes (one woman and a 
men), but also informal talks with other teachers. In January 2010, with the help of the school principal 
we could gather for a focus group four female and one male teacher, three of them masters of the 
investigated classes.   

Participant observations were made in all of the three parallel classes of the current 8th graders 
and during the breaks. With each of these classes we spent one whole day of the school program, so 
altogether classroom participant observations were conducted during three days. In December 2009 we 
participated on the school’s Christmas festivity. 

As far as the outside-of-school activities were concerned, in the fall we conducted participant 
observation at a Pentecostal church with the occasion of a baptism (the church was in the neighborhood 
of the district where the interviewed children were living); and made a visit to one of the children’s centers 
of the city that was quite far from the selected neighborhood (but was frequented by two interviewed 
Roma boys). We conducted three interviews with representatives of organizations: an interview with a 
Pentecostal priest, one with a Roma NGO leader, and one with the Roma school mediator. We placed the 
latter into this category as far as she was not acting as the school’s own personnel, but was covering 
more schools, belonging to the county school inspectorate. We made as well as a visit to the police 
section under whose Jurisdiction School 1 belonged, and had an informal talk with a police officer. 

Research on School 2 was conducted starting with February 2009 and was continued throughout 
the year. In the first step we tried to get familiar with the school, the teachers, and the students, and as 
well as with the routine and atmosphere of the institution. We started by having informal discussions 
with the school mediator and the school principal. Even during the survey we had to return for several 
times to the school, trying to find all the Roma kids enrolled by then into the 7th and 8th grades. We 
noticed by then that there was a slight difference between the self-identified Roma students (seven) 
and between the statistics given by the school and the school inspectorate (ten). 

In June we attended the closing festivities of the school year 2008/2009, conducting a 
participant observation, documenting it also with some video shots. It was interesting to note the 
active participation of Roma students and their parents on the ceremony, moreover that of the mostly 
acclaimed ‘music star’, the DJ, who was a Roma boy (nick-named Orlando). In September we also 
participated on the opening ceremony of the new school year, observing the great number of the newly 
enrolled first grader Roma pupils (fifteen students out of the total of fifty first graders). 
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During the fall of 2009 we conducted six interviews with Roma pupils from the former eighth 
grade, and with two from the former seventh grade (currently enrolled into the 8th grade), but also with 
two Romanian students. These interviews were done at the pupil’s home, what gave us the chance to 
also observe the neighborhood of their residence (different locations of Water district) and their living 
conditions. The student focus group was conducted in January 2010 with the participation of seven 
eights grader girls (out of whom one Roma) and one Roma boy. 

With the occasion of visits at home we recorded eight interviews with parents (mostly mothers, 
or also with fathers in cases when they joined our discussions). During our talks with them we tried to 
capture not only the socio-economic conditions of the families, and the parents’ relationships with the 
school, their perceptions of interethnic relations, but also the characteristics of the neighborhoods. In 
Water district we visited three different types of vicinity. The parents’ focus group was conducted at the 
end of January 2010 with the occasion of a parents’ meeting with the participation of five parents (four 
Romanians and one Hungarian). 

Back to the school, we conducted interviews with the school principal, the school mediator, 
and with the class master of the former eighth grade. Teachers were talking about their relationship 
with the pupils, but they have not had many stories to tell about the face-to-face encounters with 
Roma parents. On the other hand, the school mediator was very informed not only about what was 
happening at the school, but also about children’s families. The teachers’ focus group was organized 
in January 2010 with the participation of four Romanian female teachers and the male Roma school 
mediator. In addition we visited the special school where we heard that many Roma children from Water 
district might be enrolled and we had an informal talk with its mediator. 

In the fall of 2009 we also conducted participant observation in the classroom of the eighth 
grade, spending one day in the school with this aim, taking notes and transcribing them in English on 
the specific Info-sheet. 

Outside the school, we conducted and recorded interviews with the proximity cop, who was 
responsible for School 2, and with the Orthodox priest from the nearby church, who was also the 
instructor of religion in the school. The latter was telling us about the relationship between the school 
and the institutions that have contact with it, and about the specific problems that he encountered in 
the case of interethnic relations. As far as our participant observations are concerned outside of the 
school, we focused mostly and systematically on the neighborhood of the students under scrutiny. 

For the first time we visited School 8 during the survey, and we returned here with the occasion 
of the qualitative case study. We had discussions with the school principal and the Roma school mediator, 
with whom we conducted and registered the first interview. After this preparatory period we participated 
on the festivity of the closing the school year 2008-2009. 

During the summer we conducted two interviews with two Roma children, a boy and a girl, 
whom were inscribed in the last school year in the 8th grade. In September we participated as observers 
of an out-of-school event, happening in an alternative cultural centre of Transilvan town, a multicultural 
camp of artistic creation dedicated to children. 15 Brought by a mediator from a foundation that 
supported vulnerable and disadvantaged children, some kids from School 8 also participated on this 
camp. 

After the beginning of the school year 2009/2010, so after the 15th of September, we conducted 
interviews with two experts: a Roma social worker affiliated to the Public Agency of Child Protection, 
and a Hungarian woman, expert in the problems regarding minority education in Romania. Later in the 
fall we conducted further interviews with some of the school staff: the school principal, one master of 
a class of the eight graders, and the school librarian, who was the coordinator of the school’s theatre 
group and, as such, had a special relationship with children. The teacher focus group was conducted 

15 Camp for Artistic Creation and Intercultural Communication, was a two week long training session offered for 30 children 
between 7 and 11 years of age from different ethnic communities (Romanian, Hungarian, and Romani). It included courses 
in computer design, contemporary dance, photography & video, textile, puppet-theatre, traditional dance, and ceramics.
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in January 2010 with the participation of three female and three male teachers and the Roma school 
mediator.  

Parallel with this, during the fall of 2009 we conducted interviews with eight children, enrolled 
into the current seventh and eighths grade. In total we interviewed two Romanians, four Roma, and 
four children who did not self-identify as Roma but were defined as such by their colleagues, half of 
them girls. The student focus group was conducted in December 2010 with the participation of seven 
students (four girls and three boys, out of who one Roma). In four cases we interviewed these students’ 
parents (mothers). The parents’ focus group was organized in January 2010 with the participation of 
five Roma mothers. Participant observations in classes and outside classroom was conducted after the 
interviews. 

2.1.3. Relations between researchers and researched people 

Our presence at the school with the occasion of the survey in a way was a good starting point for the 
qualitative research. But on the other hand, we were conscious about the fact that teachers might 
become upset or feel uncomfortable due to our longer presence at the school. Not to speak about the 
fact that fulfilling a questionnaire might have been easier for them, than accepting and tolerating 
us in their classrooms for several days, or than talking to us about their own personal experiences of 
teaching in a multi-ethnic school and especially in relation with Roma, a group that raises sensitive 
issues and many problems that they deal with day-by-day. But on the overall, the teachers and the 
school leadership treated us very friendly and were cooperative. At our turn we assured them about 
the confidentiality and anonymity in processing the research data. They all accepted to record the 
interviews, and were ready to share with us their ideas and feelings during our informal talks. Those 
whom we asked all accepted to have us in their classrooms. In the three schools we recorded twelve 
teacher interviews, and completed six info-sheets for classroom observations. 

Further on, compared to the survey, the qualitative research had a huge advantage in terms 
of our access to the teachers: while usually they choose to fulfill the questionnaires on their own, the 
qualitative interviews were occasions for face-to-face encounters that gave us more time, and created 
an open climate of discussions in which we could always return to unclear aspects with further questions. 
Our topics suggested to discuss were very familiar to them. In the flux of the everyday school life and 
in their effort to enroll into supplementary training on related issues, they all struggled with these 
problems, making an endeavor to balance their teaching duties with their sensitivity towards children 
with difficult socio-economic and familial backgrounds. The reflection on the latter’s situation was 
facilitated and mediated by their contemplation on their own situation and experiences lived in these 
marginal school. Struggling in a way with their own frustrations felt in their relation with colleagues 
from more privileged schools, they were trying to present themselves as people who understood the 
children’s problems and even had satisfactions about the successes they managed to achieve with 
them.   

Following the aim to find Roma children integrated into the standard or ‘normal’ schools we 
still encountered the phenomenon of segregation on the demarcation line between special and normal 
schools. In the case of the school from Water district, paradoxically, the aim of improving the quality of 
Roma education through desegregation resulted in their segregation in special schools. As mentioned 
in our survey, but also in the School Case Study Interim Report, after educational segregation was 
banned, only some of the children of the former Roma-only classes (that were also treated as classes of 
children with special educational needs) were integrated into the Romanian classes of this school, their 
majority was directed towards a special school. We could conclude that the discriminatory nature of the 
educational system, or the structural discrimination that Roma were faced with, in this case consisted 
exactly in this hidden and very dangerous form of segregation that divided children on the line between 
normal and special schools. Tracking this story that happened in 2004, we made a visit to the involved 
special school, too. We thought that we could have encounter more Roma kids there from Water district, 
as we knew that they were not enrolled to School 2, the only normal school in their vicinity. And indeed, 
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some were there from our district, but not so many, however the school functioned at its full capacity. 
With the occasion of that visit we had an informal talk with the school mediator, whom presented us 
the ways in which pupils’ selection was made based on two criteria (mental or corporal disability, and 
socio-economic situation). 

While the person-to-person interviews with the teachers were arranged for relatively easy, the 
arrangements for the focus groups did not go so smoothly. Our idea was to leave the group interviews 
for the end of our fieldwork, in order to ensure that our relationships with the teachers were prepared 
for this moment. But in December everybody was busy at the school with the semester thesis, and with 
the turbulent issues of the day (like the swine flu, or the compulsory unpaid leave that they had to 
take due to the current governmental orders in the context of the economic crises). Consequently, we 
organized the focus groups in January 2010. 

As far as students are concerned, we may note that first of all they were surprised by our 
presence in their schools and classrooms, and by watching us taking notes. They looked to us as to a 
sort of teachers, or as a kind of inspectors. They were wondering how it was that we spent so much 
time in the school, and we stayed with them on the corridors or in the courtyard. Even felt a little bit of 
sorry for us: are we not allowed sitting in the teachers’ office, don’t we have anything else better to do? 
By time-to-time they treated us as a challenge: a foreign person to whom they wanted to show how 
they were (good pupils, or contrary, pupils who dared to confront their teachers). But on the overall, 
probably due to our longer occurrence in their proximity, they were not disturbed by our presence. We 
even encountered situations, when they proved that they trusted us, and perceived that we were on 
their side, and not on the side of the teachers. This was mostly the case of students whom we also 
visited at home. Occasionally we had the feeling that the ‘most problematic’ children were more opened 
to us than the ones considered being ‘good pupils’. However, they also tried our limits (as they usually 
did with their teachers, too), mostly by making provocative, but friendly jokes. The few interviewed 
Romanian students were chosen according to different criteria: we had an interview with a child who 
self-identified as Romanian, but was hetero-identified as Roma; we were looking for majority kids who 
were having close relationships with a Roma colleague of theirs; and for some pupils who were having 
the best school performances in the classes with Roma children. 

After students got used with us, we organized one focus group at each of the three schools, 
involving Roma and Romanian pupils, boys and girls. The discussion with them was very vivid however 
it was difficult to give a chance to everybody to talk (as far as there were some opinion leaders who 
wanted to dominate) and also to keep the dialogue under control. The prepared focus group stories 
were translated into children’s language, and additional questions were put in order to give them the 
possibility to connect an abstract story to their lived experiences.    

In their home environments, in the presence of their parents, children were more silent, and 
in a sense more distanced to, and respectful with us. In some cases we interviewed them quite in their 
homes, while parents were coming and going around us. It was never their rooms where we set and 
discussed (the huge majority of them did not have a room of their own, but one shared with their 
siblings, or even with their parents and/or other relatives). Mostly the kitchen was the space where we 
were invited to sit down. Many of the families that we visited, with a lot of family members, shared a 
single room. Some did not even have running water, electricity or source of heating. Occasionally, we 
had our discussions with the children in the courtyard or outside of their house, or in parks, or at the 
schools in the case they had a free class. 

In the case of students who graduated the 8th grade last year it was crucial to us to visit them 
at home, but by case we looked for them in other locations (like an after-school educational center). 
Finding them was the most difficult time of our fieldwork: we had to return for several times to the 
neighborhood where they lived, to catch them and their parents at home. Another difficult part of the 
fieldwork was to find spaces and occasions outside the school, and outside their home where and when 
we could have meet them. This difficulty was part of their life. They really did not go out anywhere, or 
if they did, this happened very rarely. It seems that both in the school and at their homes they lived in a 
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world that was disconnected from the rest of the town. They hanged around the house where they lived, 
in the courtyard, and on the nearby streets, smoked and chat, boys played football in the closer park. 
In the case when they were close neighbors, the class-mates obviously met outside the school, in their 
neighborhood, or in some cases went together to the same after-school educational center, or visited 
some locations with the guidance of the school mediator or other teacher. That is how we had the 
chance to make observations at an educational center, at a baptizing event of the Pentecostal church, 
or at the site of a summer cultural camp. However our idea was to follow the children where they go 
and where they let us know about, still we encountered only a few of them at these sites. 

Altogether in the three schools we recorded 30 student interviews, covering almost all the 
Roma children enrolled into the current eighth grades, and some who graduated the eighth grade in 
June and in the school year 2009/2010 continued their studies at professional schools.

Parents were interviewed mostly at their homes, with the exception of Forest district, where 
they did not invited us to enter. In the latter cases we met them at the school, and it is to be mentioned 
that every time they were excusing themselves about not inviting us inside, telling that they were 
ashamed of their very poor living conditions. There were mostly mothers whom we found at home. Out 
of the sixteen parents interviews we had two interviews with fathers, and in some cases the present 
fathers had something to say while we conducted the interviews with the mothers. This was again a 
consequence of the fact that people we interviewed were living in big families and usually in small 
homes, so almost never was possible to conduct an interview only face-to-face with one person. In this 
way the whole interview situation reflected their real life. 

Living in districts that were known due to their Roma population, these parents and families 
were frequently visited by researchers or were having contacts with charity organizations. When we 
appeared at their doors, we were scanned as such. But only a few of them asked for some sorts 
of help from us. Not very excited about our presence, and making some, mostly funny comments 
about researchers who make out a living from studying them, had they still accepted to talk to us 
and let us recording the interviews. During our talks basically we followed the interview guide, but 
most importantly were focusing to maintain a permanent eye contact with them and let them talk 
about issues, priorities that they have. For very many times these turned to be very informative and 
sometimes even passionate discussions about their life condition, family relations, and about schools 
and teachers.  

Among all the interviewees the parents were those who talked more about discrimination 
experienced at schools. Obviously, the teachers were not eager recognizing the discriminatory nature 
of their educational units. Pupils maybe avoided this topic because they did not want to talk about 
something that could make them looking less potent than their Romanian colleagues. But the 
parents’ narratives were strongly marked by stories of how their children were disadvantaged by 
particular teachers, which might be explained also by their readiness to interpret the kids’ school 
performances through the prism of their bad experiences cumulated through their whole life. Issues 
regarding the family’s economic strategies and making out their living remained the most hidden 
ones during our talks.        

The most difficult task to accomplish at this chapter was the focus group with parents 
due to the lack of a location where we could have gathered for this reason. As mentioned, in 
School 2 we managed to conduct the focus group at the end of January 2010 with the occasion 
of a parents’ meeting with the participation of five parents (four Romanians and one Hungarian), 
and in School 8 five Roma mothers gathered with this aim. Since we could not get together the 
Roma parents from School 1 nor at the parents’ meeting or at their homes, in organizing the 
third parents focus group we relied on the help of a Roma non-governmental organization, whose 
invitation was honored by seven Roma parents (four from the catchment area of School 2, two from 
a nearby rural area, and a female Roma NGO leader, so unfortunately none of them was linked to 
School 1). Nevertheless, this focus group was very informative and full with stories based on the 
participants’ broad experience, and completed the other parents’ focus group from School 2 where 
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only Romanians participated. 
Our contacts with representatives of organizations on the one hand tracked the life and 

educational trajectories of the students, and on the other aimed to bond with persons dealing 
with issues of minority education and/or of the condition of disadvantaged groups. We conducted 
interviews with an expert on minority education, a Roma employee of the Public Department of 
Children’s Protection, with a leader of a local Roma non-governmental organization, and with the 
mediator of School 1, whom we included into this category of people since she was hired by the 
country school inspectorate serving more than one educational unit.  

Besides, we visited some organizations that had to deal with our schools. These were: two 
after schools educational and support centers for disadvantaged children, where the latter were 
offered tutorials in the school disciplines, but also a free meal, and by case some other material 
support. We visited these centers for a few times, but the person, who was supposed to be allowed 
to talk to us, was always busy. The biggest difficulty with these organizations was that they were 
very formalized and hierarchical, and the person whom we could talk, needed the approval of the 
leadership. Consequently, these talks were also very formal. 

The same happened at the visited police stations, where we had informal talks with some 
officers. According to them, they were strongly involved into ensuring the order in these schools 
(having delegated officers responsible for these units, participating on the openings of the school 
years while ensuring students and parents of their support, and obviously visiting the schools if 
violent conflicts occurred).       

In these terms the atmosphere was a little bit more relaxed at the two visited churches. 
On the one hand at the Pentecostal church from Flower district, where we conducted both a 
participant observation with the occasion of a baptism, and an interview with the priest. Besides 
the latter we also conducted an interview with an Adventist pastor who runs a foundation on 
Donald colony from Water district. The participant observation at the baptism was facilitated by 
a factor that from another point of view created some uncomfortable situations to us, that is the 
endeavor of the Pentecostal church to evangelize everybody with whom they entered into contact. 
Since 1990 religious representatives (but not those of the neo-protestant churches) were present 
in the educational institutions in many ways: they became integral parts of the school-opening 
and -ending festivities, they assured the teaching of the optional, but actually compulsory religious 
class, and they were also embodied in the icons usually placed near the arms of the country on the 
walls of the classrooms, corridors and teacher’s rooms. In some cases children followed only their 
parent’s religion. But we also met situations when they – even if followed their parents to the churches 
of their religion – chose to visit by time to time the Pentecostals, where they participated on the special 
programs organized for the youth, including sports or excursions. 

2.2. The schools

2.2.1. General characteristics 

As already mentioned, the selected schools are situated in three neighboring districts from Transilvan 
town’s North Eastern periphery. Excepting School 2 that is placed in a suburban commune with rural 
specificities, they were built on the town’s industrial margins, which started to be developed at the 
beginning of the 20th century. Due to the forced socialist industrialization, these areas became over-
populated. 

School 1 is the one and only unit that serves the Flower district as a gymnasium, the other 
nearby educational units are vocational schools that somehow naturally absorb its graduates. School 2 
is the only educational unit of Water district, and this highlights even more its rural character. School 8 
is endangered by the proximity of a vocational unit offering education starting with the primary level. 
The county school inspectorate tried for several times the unification of these two schools, but till now 
the parents and the teaching staff managed resisting to this attempt. The eastern part of Forest district 
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is on the borderline with another industrial district named after a small ethnic group settled in this zone 
of the town. Pupils of School 8 mostly come from this latter district, characterized by streets with a 
rural look, so one may affirm that this school especially represents this community. But when the media 
talks about School 8, it places it in the district of School 1. This reflects that the public consciousness 
perceives the selected three areas and schools as almost one and the same. And indeed, due to their 
placement in the outskirt industrial zones, they are the homes of people with similar socio-economic 
backgrounds. However, out of the three, the most remote Water district and School 2 hosts the lowest 
social strata.    

Out of the three selected units, School 1 is the biggest one, enrolling around 415 students, 
and the other two are having a smaller student body (273, respectively 290 pupils). Our survey showed 
that circa 14 percent of the children from the three investigated schools of Transilvan town were self-
declared ethnic Roma. 16 In School 1, out of the 415 enrolled school pupils 24 percent were declared as 
ethnic Roma, and 40 percent were declared as socially disadvantaged by the school principal, and out of 
the 61 (seventh and eighths grader) students included in our survey 8 children declared themselves of 
Roma (they are 8 percent of the Roma pupils enrolled at this school). At the time of our survey, School 
2 enrolled 273 pupils; according to the estimations of the school principal 29 percent were Roma and 
75 percent were socially disadvantaged, and out of the 42 students included in our survey 8 children 
declared themselves as Roma (that is 10 percent of the declared total Roma student body). And last: 
School 8 enrolled 290 students out of whom – according to the school’s estimation – 15 percent were 
Roma and 40 percent were socially disadvantaged, while out of the 62 seventh and eighths grader 
students ten were self-declared ethnic Roma pupils (that is almost 23 percent of the Roma pupils 
enrolled at this school). 

Around 10 per cent of the students of School 1 come from outside of the school’s catchment 
area. Compared to figures from other schools, this is a relatively high percentage resulting from the fact 
the school accepts enrolling children who are refused elsewhere after failing a grade, or even due to 
disciplinary problems. According to the school principal, the phenomenon of refusal should not happen 
at the level of compulsory education, each child should have a real right to it, and schools need to find 
solutions for attracting and keeping the pupils. School 2 enrolls students especially from its catchment 
area, but especially Romanian children are admitted also from outside of it. The principal declared that 
only five per cent of the students were from outside of its catchment area (this figure is the same in the 
case of School 8, too). This is due to the fact that children with better social and economic situation 
– usually belonging to the majority population – are going to more high status schools located in 
downtown. 

At the level of 5-8 grades, School 1 enrolls a total of around 150 pupils, distributed usually in 
two classes at each level, with the exception of the 8th grade, where in school year 2009/2010 three 
parallel classes are running. Primary education goes on in two parallel classes at each level, in school 
year 2008/2009 at the level of fourth grade there was a Roma-only class (which continued functioning 
as such in the next academic grade at the fifth grade). Primary classes are located in a separate building, 
across a main road, nearby a lyceum, where the school doctor’s office is also placed. Before 1990 School 
1 ran a Hungarian line of study, but that was eliminated after the revolution. According to the school 
principal who occupied this position in 1998, this disposition happened under the circumstances of the 
political atmosphere of the town dominated by the long dominance of a nationalist mayor, leader of a 
Romanian extremist party. The majority of the Roma students in School 2 are enrolled at the elementary 
level. In the current first grade 30 percent of the students are Roma. During the period of time when the 
school ran separate Roma classes, they were placed in a separate building in the back of the courtyard. 
Starting with the school year 2005/2006 the school established an „English intensive class’ where pupils 

16 This difference between this relatively high figure and the ethnic composition of Transilvan town might be partly explained 
by the estimation that about one third of the Roma population belongs to the age cohort 0-14. But it also resulted from the 
fact that we introduced into our sample those schools, where we supposed that we might encounter more Roma children, 
due to their proximity to the neighborhoods where Roma lived.
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with higher performance were enrolled at the beginning of the 5th grade. Curiously or not, there were 
no Roma kids admitted to this class. Among its teaching staff comprised of 29 teachers School 2 has 
three Hungarians and one Roma (the Romani language teacher). The approximately 290 pupils of School 
8 are distributed in 15 classes, out of which five at the primary, and five at the gymnasium level. As far 
as its ethnic composition is concerned, the existence of the Hungarian line of study is part of the past. 
It disappeared slowly due to the removal of the Hungarian children from this school. Roma children are 
enrolled into the Romanian classes, as they always were. 

The main edifice of School 1 (a building with two floors), where the administrative offices 
are also hosted (at the first floor), has – besides its 10 classrooms –, a computer lab and a chemistry 
laboratory, an office for psychological counseling, a room for festivities, a gym equipped with a set of 
regular equipments, and a library. School 2 is equipped at an average level, if it would be to compare 
it to other public schools from the Transilvan town’s peripheries. The classrooms are differentiated and 
equipped with special educational staffs and tools. Two special labs are supplied for informatics (one 
PC lab and one multimedia lab); a special room is dedicated to psychology and logopedia; there are 
chemistry and a physics lab; a one quite well supplied library with internet connection; one new gym; 
a thousand square meters courtyard with sporting opportunities. The space of School 8 is composed of 
three wings of buildings, of an unfinished chapel, and of a sport yard. It has some specialized labs, like 
informatics, physics, geography, biology, chemistry, and a library. Children from primary education are 
having their classrooms in a separate wing, where there is also a kindergarten and the school library. 
Another wing of the building is rented by a particular alternative school. The biggest wing is occupied 
by gymnasium pupils. The school has a medical doctor and a psychologist. The latter visits the school 
once in a week. 

2.2.2. Mechanisms of separation: the order of parallel classes and special schools

As already mentioned, School 1 has two parallel classes at each level, with the exception of the 8th 
grade where pupils are distributed in three classes. At the level of gymnasium education, B classes are 
considered to be the ‘best classes’. They are formed at the beginning of the 5th grade as intensive English 
language classes that offer an extra two hour of English during a week. The ‘B’ classes are usually 
constituted on the base of a test on English given by those who plan attending them. But the actual 
practice seems to be a little bit different: as some children mentioned, many entered into these classes 
on the base of the English test, but it happened that others were accepted here on the base of their 
grades from the primary education, and it even happened that ‘weaker pupils’ were also placed into 
these classes.17  The current VIII B, for example, had two Roma pupils in the 5th grade, a boy and a girl 
who were siblings, but at the end of that year they were sent to a special school. Altogether, in the 5th 
grade there were enrolled 20 pupils, out of which, during the years, five failed at the level of different 
grades, so currently Class VIII.B has only 15 pupils, who, as children said, now are ‘really the best’.       

Class A and Class C are enrolling 18, respectively 20 pupils. Among the former only one girl 
is of Roma origin, while in the latter, one encounters five children who self-identify as Roma (one boy 
and four girls). Class A enrolled one Roma girl from the former 8th graders who failed the class, and five 
children of the class are practicing football (boys and girls) and handball. This class has more boys than 
girls, and interestingly enough – due to the many fluctuations they knew – there are hardly pupils here 
who belonged to this class from the beginning. Class C registered seven newcomers at the beginning 

17 During the teachers’ focus group one of the participants observed that, as part of the governmental crises package applied 
on the school system, starting with the next academic year schools will be not allowed to organize anymore foreign language 
classes. In addition her colleagues stressed that this measure will not necessarily put an end to the formation of classes 
comprising students with very low performances “where one can hardly teach anything”, illustrating this phenomenon with 
one of the current 5th grades, composed only by Roma pupils who were together also in the fourth grade (actually were as 
such right from the beginning of entering into the first grade in the fall of 2006), and whom “are having problems even in 
sports or in coordinating their body movement”.    
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of the eighth grade (a Roma boy who came from another school, and two Romani girls, two Romanian 
girls, and two Romanian boys who failed the 8th grade last school year). At the threshold of school 
years, usually there is a big fluctuation in the composition of the classes. For example in the last year 
the current 8th graders were seventeen, and, however there were four pupils who failed that grade (out 
of whom one Roma), altogether with these newcomers their number increased to 20 (among them five 
Roma; respectively half of them girls). As far as ‘children with special educational needs’ are concerned, 
there are two in VIII.A, and two in VIII.C (this information should be valued in the context of what 
teachers said about the problems of this program). No failed and/or newcomer pupils, and no children 
with special educational needs are enrolled into the Class VIII.B, where the majority of the pupils (10) 
are girls. The latter provides the children who participate on different competitions, and represent the 
school at different levels.

Starting with the year 1995/1996, important changes took place in the life of School 2. This 
was linked to the enlargement of the colony established on the garbage dump. School activity has 
widened, its doors were opened to cover all the school aged children of that area. Financial efforts were 
supported, besides the state allocations, by NGOs in order to integrate Roma children to school. The 
Open Society Foundation Romania, the Association ‘Together’ from Bucharest, or the ‘Medicins Sans 
Frontieres-Belgique’ created a generous, but separate space for attracting Roma pupils into school 
activities, socialization, training, education, and sanitation. Under these conditions, at School 2 there 
were created two Roma-only classes for children coming from its catchment area (a first and a fifth 
grade), being considered as classes of children with special educational needs that were located in 
a separate building in the back of the courtyard. This was a form of segregation practiced under the 
surface of special treatment. Those who sustained this solution, 18 stressed that – given the particular 
circumstances – it was a specific affirmative measure for ensuring the school enrollment and for avoiding 
the school abandonment of disadvantaged Roma pupils, or that eventually these children were enrolled 
at the same school with the majority students, and they enjoyed a free lunch and after-school program. 
Still, those who opposed it observed that the biggest problem with these Roma-only classes was that 
Roma students were ‘naturally’ classified as children with special educational needs and they were 
treated as such reducing to zero their opportunity to integrate later into the mainstream education. 
19       

After 2004, when educational desegregation started to be promoted, administrators decided 
that it was time to integrate Roma children along with the majority pupils. As a result, out of the eleven 
children who entered first grade that year, six were integrated into the normal school, but five of them 
were sent to a special school; and out of the fourteen pupils graduated from the fourth grade twelve 
were advised to enroll into the special school (Baican 2005). So the well-intended desegregation policy 
lead to the negative fact that the majority of Roma children were moved from a standard public school 
(however, from separate classes for children with special educational needs) to the special school of 
the nearby neighborhood, and only a few Roma pupils were integrated into the mainstream classes of 
Romanians. Since those times, the school has only integrated or mixed classes, but less and less Roma 

18 A participant at the parents’ focus group affirmed: “when these separate classes existed, there was not such a high 
degree of absenteeism. Children received a free lunch, and were offered an afterschool program. I know that it is not normal 
to separate Roma children from Romanians, and all children should be together. But this principle applies when all children 
have equal opportunities, but there are special cases that need special solutions, so we cannot apply the same receipt for 
each community.” (Fragment from Roma parents’ focus group).

19 “I told them that this is not going to be good. Officially everybody was pleased with these Roma-only classes, because 
hoped that through them they may increase the number of Roma students enrolled to school. But this had a price that of 
classifying all of them as children with special educational needs. They might have had special needs, because their family 
environment could not be supportive to them as it was in the case of their more fortunate colleagues, they have not been 
enrolled into kindergarten, so they had a lot of things to catch up... But I think that they should have been integrated into 
the normal class right from the beginning and being offered after-school tutorial support.” (Fragment of interview with a 
Roma NGO leader).    



22

attended school. Despite of this integration one may observe here several signs of an invisible or hidden 
segregation. 

Starting with the school year 2005/2006 the school established an English intensive class 
where pupils with higher performance were enrolled at the beginning of the 5th grade. Curiously or not, 
there were no Roma kids admitted to this class. By then, the seven Roma children attending the other 
class had saliently worst performances. The differences in terms of school performance between the 
parallel classes in the year 2008/2009 might be illustrated by the differences in children’s grades. The 
English intensive class had a mean rate of 8.84 points (the Romanian system have 10 grades from 1 to 
10), which could be considered as a very good result, while the other class only had an average of 7.31 
grade that could be considered as a mediocre result. The Roma pupils (five girls and two boys) enrolled 
in the latter class have notable lower results. It is to be noted, that by the end of the 7th grade there 
were two parallel classes in the school year 2008/2009, but the two were unified at the beginning of 
this academic year in one class of 8th grade, where only two Roma pupils are enrolled. Altogether, in 
the 7th and 8th grade classes in the school year 2008/2009 there were enrolled only nine Roma pupils: 
seven in class VIII A, and two in class VII A. 

Students of School 8 are distributed in 15 classes, generally with two classes at one level, with 
the exception of the fifth grade, where there is only one class. According to teachers, the principle that 
guided the selection of pupils was that they wanted to have children with different school performances 
in both of the classes. So after the fourth grade they mixed them in this sense. However, one may meet 
here too the hierarchical order of classes, so one of the parallel classes is still considered as the better 
or smarter one. Teachers usually did not argue why this would be the case, but during our informal talks 
they used such hierarchies, for example also in terms of generational differences. The English teacher 
invited us to one of his classes, saying that we should need to go there, because “there we could see 
more”. 

In the two classes of the current eighth graders there are 22, respectively 23 students. Two 
kinds of mobility might be observed in the history if these classes: the mobility within the school, and 
the one between schools. The mobility within the school happens due to failing to pass a class. In each 
of the classes of the eighths graders there is one such a kid, both are Roma. It is to be mentioned that 
nobody else assumes Roma identity from these classes. The other type of mobility, the inter-school one, 
is motivated by school performances or changes in the residence. In Class VIII.B there is a newcomer 
girl, but there is also a girl who left the school and the class this year in order to move to an educational 
unit from downtown.

2.2.3. Mechanism for integration: educational programs (for Roma)

As a standard school, School 1 covers the usual curriculum both at the primary and lower secondary level, 
which includes Romanian language and grammar, mathematics, chemistry, physics, history, geography, 
English and/or French language, biology, civic education, sports, counseling (that is a new name for 
what it used to be the hour of the master of the class). Among the optional courses pupils are offered 
to choose history, professional orientation, geography, informatics, and also Romani language (but only 
at primary level). Around 20 teachers are working here, out of which 17 women, the great majority of 
them quite young, and – with the exception of the Romani teacher (who is not having enough hours for 
a whole teaching norm) – all of them are on a tenure track. 

Besides the regular curriculum offered for the standard classes, the school runs the so-called 
Second Chance Program, 20 the program for Children with Special Educational Needs and the Summer 
Kindergarten program. This school was among the first ones from Transilvan town, but also from Romania 
that institutionalized these programs right in 1999 and 2000, when they were initiated and supported 

20 Initiated by Centre Education 2000+, the program was taken over by the Ministry of Education in 2003 and was sustained 
by the means of a Phare program. Regardless of ethnicity, it is dedicated for all people from very poor families who have 
dropped out of compulsory education and have not achieved the minimum competencies for getting a job.
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by the Ministry of Education. According to the school principal this became possible because she and 
many of the teachers of a new generation participated on educational trainings offered by the Soros 
Foundation, and they managed to transform their unite into a pilot school for several initiatives ran 
under the agenda of the country-wide educational reform.

About 100 students are enrolled into the Second Chance Program, distributed in two classes 
at the level of the primary education, and in five classes at the level of gymnasium. The principal of 
the school affirmed that this program became more and more attractive due to the fact that people 
aiming to go to work abroad needed this certificate. According to one of the interviewed teachers (who 
was responsible for this program in the former years), those who graduated the gymnasium through 
the second chance program acquired not only gymnasium education, but they were also offered the 
professional-school like of curriculum of the 9th and 10th grade. However, their certificate did not state 
this fact, but it only proved the graduation of the 8th grade, which was an inconsistency of the system. 
According to the school psychologist, another weak point of this program is that on the certificates of 
the graduates it states that they are graduates of the Second Chance Program, due to which – as the 
persons in question complain – the employers are reluctant to hire them.    

The school sustains the program called ‘Children with Special Educational Needs’. The principal 
declared that usually there are four or five such pupils in one class, and especially for Romanian 
language and mathematics they benefit of the work of a so-called ‘support teacher’, who – on the base 
of a protocol with the ‘standard’ teachers – might stay near these kids during the regular classes, or 
might offer special after-class tutorials for them. Formerly they used to be more, but due to the lack 
of funds, there is not enough support teachers who might sustain the occupations that these children 
would need. According to the current one and only support teacher, a lot more pupils from this school 
would need this assistance (a mathematics teacher considered that around half of school pupils were in 
this situation). She also thinks that the program was not conceived well. It might be an advantage that 
children with learning difficulties are not sent to special schools. But on the other hand, this system 
reproduces even stronger the phenomenon of school failure, because, in terms of assessment, eventually 
the children with special educational needs are supposed to pass the same tests as the others and are 
not prepared for this. 

On the base of the discussions with the principal, the Summer Kindergarten program seemed 
to be the one that she/the school were most proud of, as far as it was in a way their initiative that 
became a nation-wide program. School 1 started this program in 1999 as one offered to those pupils 
enrolled into the first grade who, regardless of their ethnicity, missed pre-school education. As we were 
told, the school aimed to develop ‘basic abilities’ in their case, ones about eating, hygiene and writing 
habits, but also about socializing with other children. Furthermore, the school principal emphasized 
that her unite established and sustained collaborative relations with NGOs advancing the improvement 
of the access to school education of disadvantaged children. The latter’s involvement into this is both 
about providing material incentives (food, clothing, school equipment) and about the running of after-
school programs at their centers. 

The programs presented in the above paragraphs are not necessarily ethnic specific, but are 
conceived for the support of the socially disadvantaged groups, among them Roma. Nevertheless, 
School 1 implemented some initiatives regarding especially the latter. Consequently, it has a Roma 
school mediator and a Romani language teacher. The principal is especially satisfied with the work of 
the former, as far as the mediator is a very dedicated person who makes even more than her strict job 
description requires. She is not only mediating between the school teachers and the families in the case 
of problematic situations (absenteeism, learning problems, conflicts), but is also involved into pupils’ 
recruitment into the school. Altogether, the principal of this unit is very pleased, as she said, that they 
‘managed to enroll everything that moves around in that neighborhood’, an action fulfilled also with 
the help of the Roma school mediator. Starting with the school year 2009/2010 a new person acts here 
as Romani teacher, while the former refused to talk with us. This position existed in the school starting 
with 2000, for a while it covered also the optional course on Romani history, but since a few year this 
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course was eliminated from the curriculum, and Romani language is taught mostly at the level of 
primary education, and by case at the most up to the 6th grade. According to the history teacher, the 
school and he – with the occasion of his optional discipline on oral history –, used to bring together 
Romanian, Hungarian and Roma children and created an environment where they could learn from 
one another about their traditions. But he does not have this discipline any more, and he talks about 
these kinds of events in the past tense. The former Romani teacher also had a contribution to involve 
mostly younger Roma pupils into the school’s cultural events by performing dances with the occasion 
of festivities. But since she is gone, this is not happening any more, and the new Romani teacher did 
not manage to prepare the dance group for the festival organized with the occasion of the recent 
International Roma Day. 

At its turn School 2 also covers the usual curriculum both at the primary and gymnasium level, 
which includes Romanian language and grammar, mathematics, chemistry, physics, history, geography, 
English and/or French language, biology, civic education, sports. Due to optional courses, pupils are 
offered to choose between history, professional orientation, geography, informatics, technological 
education, Religion, and Romani language as well. Romani language courses are available for all 
Romani pupils. One Romani mediator is working with full norm, as he says, mostly in order to prevent 
the potential ethnic stresses and conflicts. He is preoccupied to mediate between the school and the 
students’ parents.

The school runs different educational programs and projects for multicultural education, and 
targeting Roma ethnic minority pupils’ special needs. Parts of these programs are supported in the public 
school system by the state, others by NGO’s. Due to the former the school has free of charge textbooks 
and school equipment, child subsidies, and grants (that are allocated totally to 21 Roma pupils).  The 
school is concerned to find partnerships and annual sponsorships for the students with low financial 
possibilities. They manage to cover with external sponsorship various events: festivals, festive days, 
extracurricular activities, awards. Other sponsorships are important especially for the poorer students, 
they are of material nature: clothes, shoes, candy, food, toys, stationery. We were told that at least nine 
NGO’s are involved in supporting students’ extra school activity. The school is active in educational 
projects at different levels: it has two projects on a local level, two at county level and two at national 
level. The teachers are actively involved also in international educational and recreational projects, 
partnering with foundations from USA, Austria and Germany.

School 8 is also a standard one, with a curriculum that includes all the disciplines defined 
by law as compulsory. In order to try to renew it a little bit and to offer to children something more 
attractive, since 2005 the school launched some optional courses. For example, this is the first school 
from Transilvan town that assumed to have a chess profile. It also has a partnership with a school from 
Japan (that was never visited by the pupils by the way), and as a result a Japanese chore and an origami 
circle. But the school also has a folkloristic assemble, Judo and football team, a modern dance club, and 
a club of Japanese culture and language. 21 Last, but not least, it has a journal, too. 

The teaching staff is composed of 28 teachers some of them are still relying on the old, classic 
method of teaching. The school principal considered that even if they were trained to teach differently 
at their basic formation, or at several supplementary educational courses, they still preferred the 
old, frontal style of teaching. He affirmed this in comparison with the alternative teaching methods 
used in the Waldorf, Montessori or Step-by-Step schools. His affinity with these alternative units was 
expressed especially in relation with the private, Montessory school hosted in one of the School 8’s 

21 „The friendship with Japan started approximately ten years ago, and it was mostly fructified in the last five years, growing 
in its significance. We even hosted a visit of the Japanese ambassador in Romania and the Japanese cultural attaché, who 
were pleased of what they saw here. We cooperate with a Japanese school, visit each other yearly, and we are invited to 
the Embassy from Bucharest to participate on Japan’s national holiday. Our bonds with Japan were established through the 
dedicated work of a volunteer, a passionate of music, a Neo-protestant priest, who wanted to develop in our school a line of 
Japanese arts. He found in us some opened people and continued working on this link.’ (Fragment of the interview with the 
school principal)
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former buildings, with whom they were mutually looking for a possible unification out if which both 
could gain something.  

Roma children are integrated into the Romanian classes, so they do not act as other ethno-
cultural minorities, who have, by case, their own line of study, or their own separate classes, or even 
schools. At the most they might choose an optional class, Romani language. At this school one person 
acts both as Roma school mediator and Romani teacher. She graduated the faculty of social work, being 
a master student, married with the school principal, with no children. She came to Transilvan town from 
another county, looking to continue her studies. The school thought about launching the Second Chance 
Program, but there was no interest in it, it failed in mobilizing students, so eventually they did not start 
the courses. 

Besides teaching Romani language, the school mediator coordinates the Roma dance club, 
appreciated both by Roma students and parents, but not frequented by Romanian children. On the other 
hand, the majority of the programs that the school defined as multicultural, like the Japanese chore, the 
origami, the chess, the theatre, the football or the folklore programs, usually were not visited by Roma 
children. Some of them confessed that they were looking for participation, but were not accepted, these 
discriminatory cases being known by the school’s leadership that could not intervene in the decisions 
of the particular teachers. However, the origami, chess and football optional classes were open to them, 
too. 

Attractive to some, School 8 was still abandoned by others. Among the causes: absenteeism, 
repeated failures to pass a grade or, in the case of traditional Roma, the parents’ decision of not letting 
their children to school after the age 12-13, or early marriages. 22 However, there were cases, too when 
a child re-enrolled after a year of abandonment.

3. FACTORS AND MOTIVATIONS BEHIND VARYING SCHOOL PERFORMANCES AND 
DIVERTING EDUCATIONAL CAREERS

3.1. Factors of home

3.1.1. The impact of socioeconomic conditions on schooling 

Due to the EDUMIGROM research methodology that used schools as sites of departure for our 
investigation from where we connected to the selected ethnic community, we encountered mainly 
those self-identified Roma youth who, in socio-economic terms, were doing relatively better than their 
less fortunate peers who abandoned school and were not enrolled into the seventh and eighth grade 
when our research was conducted. But on the other hand, one has to note that these were the Roma 
students, who were attending the schools of the town’s peripheries due to their residence in these 
neighborhoods, which were, at their turn, the socio-economically disadvantaged areas, sharing with 
their Romanian schoolmates many features of their life. 

Despite the recent liberalization of school enrolment which affords choosing any school 
regardless of their catchment areas, these children’s choices remain prisoners of the chances that their 
immediate environments really offer to them. Even contrary, this liberalization – under the circumstances 
of socio-economic inequalities – leads to the fly out of the more well-established pupils from these 
areas marked by the effects of both residential and school segregation. When this is completed by 
the risk of closing marginal schools due to their low numbers of students, the danger to completely 
abandon the educational system on the side of those who cannot afford moving somewhere else 
becomes stronger.

22 “My parent’s opinion is that one should go to school only to learn reading and writing, and that would be quite enough” 
(Fragment from a student interview).
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The choice for the school where the interviewed students are enrolled is inscribed into their 
austere material conditions and into their perceptions about what they might aspire for as ethnic Roma, 
and most importantly in the way by which “Roma” becomes synonymous with “poor” and vice versa. 
This illustrates how socio-economic situation and cultural conceptions are reinforcing each other while 
excluding disadvantaged people from the chance of competing for more prestigious jobs and positions 
with their financially more established and more self-confident peers. And all this is even more dramatic 
in the case of the self-identified ethnic Roma (from Flower or Forest district) who define themselves 
as “not traditional”, so as ones who aim to integrate into and become accepted by the majority society 
and who, despite of this will of theirs, remain – both geographically and socially, and sometimes 
also legally – on the margins. In their case ethnicity is played out as a mechanism of institutional 
discrimination marked by (interiorized) negative stereotypes that reproduce the boundaries between 
those who possess and those who do not hold the means of living a life considered as appropriate by 
the dominant value system of a particular place and time. But the sense of ethnic belonging and inter-
dependence might be also a driving force that could have a positive influence on the improvement of 
life conditions among others by schooling. 

As far as people living in the most ghettoized and poor colonies of the town (like Donald colony 
and Peripheral Valley from Water district) are concerned, their socioeconomic condition shaped by the 
intersection of social, territorial and ethnic disadvantages explains why many school-aged children – 
a lot of them without identity documents – remain outside the education system, or at the best are 
enrolled into special schools for students with mental and motor disabilities. Even if this might seen to 
be a solution for them for the moment, the attendance of special school blocks their further educational 
and occupational carrier, as they can no longer return to the normal public school system, so their 
disadvantages only increase. But the examples of the few Roma children belonging to this poor area 
who can manage to have good school performances, contest the whole system of selection that pushes 
children from this area into desperate dead-ends. 23

3.1.2. Ideas about the importance of schooling 

Romanianized Roma, whose identity strategies as described at chapter 6.1 are centered on integration,  
view school as an instrument for Roma emancipation. Everybody agrees that our-days school is necessary 
for a successful life at least in the sense that one cannot make it without school education. But very 
few are convinced that the latter really makes a change in one’s life, sustaining that while one cannot 
succeed without, might not be sure either that he/she could have a better life with it. Gabor Roma 
perceive school as something necessary (mostly for alphabetization in the case of girls, or as a criteria 
for getting a driver license in the case of boys), but definitely not as a favored institution. For very many 
of our interviewees school is part of a foreign world that cannot become truly theirs.      

Schooling is seen as a way of proving that Roma stand on equal feet with the majority. In this 
regard, the father of Andrei from Flower district, who only graduated five classes, stressed: “Romanians 
or Hungarians should not believe that they have more fingers than we have; they should not treat us 
as fools; that is why we need to go to school, and to prove that we are their equals, we are gentlemen 
Gypsies.” The father of Andrea and Anca, the informal leader from Babilon street with a reduced school 
education and some problems in writing, sustained that Roma need to be educated not to be fooled by 
Romanians, when they look for a job, or make a business, or try arranging something at the institutions. 
Magdalena’s mother (with no school education at all) considers that it is not only that “school helps 

23 Mari’s (15) family belongs to the lowest socio-economic strata from School 2. Four persons (three children and their 
mother) are living in a sixteen square meters room (a wooden barrack), their income, including the child allowances is only 
420 RON. They received this room as a kind of social housing by the help of a humanitarian foundation. Despite of her 
precarious conditions, Mari is one of the best students of the school, but unfortunately has a lot of absences because she 
helps her mother in sustaining themselves. She said: “We live with my mother at the waste heap. We are gathering recyclable 
materials: copper, aluminum, beer canes, so on. They are giving a better price. What we collect from the ditch gives a bad 
price of 20-30 RON per day. This is what you can do more or less.” 
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you to become somebody,” but by schooling one demonstrates that a Gypsy might be a sir alike a 
Romanian, and is entitled to have the same rights.” The mother of Laura from School 1 stressed that 
school attendance by Roma is a mean by which they might be accepted by the majority society: “we are 
civilized, went to school at least for a while, we are not like the other Gypsies who do not do schooling 
at all because of their traditions, and Romanians appreciate this; this is why we never had problems 
of being accepted by our neighbors, or other Romanians, they did not even believe that I was a Roma.” 
The idea of school as an instrument of emancipation is also sustained by Magdalena’s father, who is 
the Pentecostal priest of the district. His ideology is embedded into religious belief: “our church is the 
church of Roma, however we do have Romanian and Hungarian brothers, too; as such it is dedicated 
to the emancipation of Roma, and their integration into the broader society, and among others it 
propagates the duty of attending school for which reason we also sustain a Sunday school not only for 
children, but for everybody who wants to learn reading the Bible”.           

Generally, all of our interviewees from Water district affirmed that school is a unique 
opportunity to succeed in life or to have a positive occupational career. Some of the parents even 
emphasized that children’s education is worth every effort and most of them believed they have done 
and still do everything for their children’s education. An appropriate example of this would be the case 
of the two Roma children enrolled into the eighths grade. However, it is to observe, that no parent has 
ever participated in a school meeting with parents, did not respond positively to school calls, and did 
not show any interest about their children’s absences. In some cases this equals with school failure. 
Daniel, for example, is endangered of repeating the class due to his absences. As it would not be linked 
to their current low school performances, parents often talk in a contrasting manner about children’s 
school success and achievement. Daniel’s mother talks about her son’s school success and her desire 
to continue his studies and finish at least twelve grades. Mari’s mother said that she wanted that her 
daughter to become a lawyer or a teacher, and that she believed that learning is the most important 
thing for that reason. However, she does not have any contact with the school, affirming that “my 
daughter tells me what happens there and she has good relations with her colleagues.” 

The case of Geanina is similar: she is having very poor learning results, but her father appreciates 
her results: „I am happy with how my child manages herself with school work,” probably because he 
does not know anything about his daughter’s school situation. Cristina’s father expressed the most 
enthusiastic view about his daughter and her school career by saying: „My daughter is a model (…) 
and she must continue to move forward. I am proud that my daughter arrived at the level where she 
is. I am keeping telling her, girl, go on, and learn a job.” As mentioned above, school is on the one hand 
considered to be a way to succeed in life, but on the other hand, is perceived as a foreign world. School 
rules and daily participation in activities with children of different ethnicity is – because of old customs 
– a threat to the tradition of the Roma community. The school children are very often looked upon with 
admiration by their parents because they manage to cope in a foreign world, even a discriminatory one. 
Mary’s mother says that her daughter “is doing better among strangers, at school, she succeeds better 
than I did”. She “speaks better, she is better understood at the school than I was”. Therefore has perfect 
confidence in her daughter. She explains her distance from the school by recognizing her inability to 
communicate by the alleged institutional rules. 

Our interviewed, relatively well positioned Roma students from School 2, repeated common 
places about the importance of school and education, like Bianca, who affirmed:” Well, without education 
you cannot do anything, you can not commit to have a job.” We could not observe any significant 
differences on ethnic lines regarding educational aspirations or the related views about the importance 
of school education. All students know and use explicative patterns, which are often used in their social 
environment. They practice a well developed duplicity by praising that school and learning are the only 
means for upward social mobility, while, at the same time, lacking the real interest in school attendance 
(reflected in their absenteeism). They motivate the latter and their poor results by their social situation, 
extreme poverty or even the existence of discrimination. A counter example to the view about the direct 
impact of economic condition to school performances is the case of Mari. She is a very talented student 
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however her family lives in poverty. But she needs to take care of their household and her younger 
sisters, therefore she also has many absences, which shows that disadvantages might affect through 
different channels Roma children’s school carrier.

In Forest district we also met families, which considered that school education was the base for a 
successful life. There are parents who start from the premise that the world has changed so dramatically 
that parents are not able to transmit essential knowledge to their children. Therefore, it is important for 
children to acquire information and knowledge efficiently and for a long period. The fact that parents 
have these ideas does not necessarily imply that their children think the same. Pupils are more skeptical 
regarding abstract knowledge provided by the school. Information provided in different classes is often 
overridden by everyday life realities. Teachers have a sense of this attitude of the pupils and every now 
and then, they accept or dismiss it. As an example stands the concrete story told by the Romanian 
language and literature teacher, voicing his puzzlement regarding transmitting information that has 
not been used for decades, for example the telegram as genre. Teaching it generated discontent among 
pupils. In the same time we should highlight that while parents believe that the modern educational 
system is something worth investing in, because it gives opportunity to pupils for developing their 
talent and abilities, pupils have reached a more pragmatic standing, next to the already mentioned 
skepticism. 

In the case of other families school education is viewed as something necessary, but they do 
not rely too much on it. The family of Lavinia and Stefan holds that it is important for their children to 
be part of the educational system. However, they give few incentives to them, cannot help or support 
them. However, based on the children’ school performance they hold them accountable for the work 
done in schools. Afternoon school duties are fulfilled jointly with others in special centers with the aid 
of teachers or social workers. Lavinia and Stefan, along with many of their colleagues, do not accept 
domination in school, the prevalent hierarchy and they do not want to integrate in the system but 
confront it. Thus, they create their own little group of resistance. They smoke together during breaks, 
there is a permanent conflict between them and their teachers and they are disobedient as weekly 
occurring events certify. Parents do not even know about these. They are penalized within the school. 
And last, but not least, among the interviewed families there were some that saw school as something 
that integrates children in a society whose values are rejected by the family. Thus they do not take 
into consideration education as something beneficial. In this case, the attitude to school has different 
implications for boys and girls. Gender stereotypes are more powerful in these families. The girls do 
not reach other level of education than that of secondary school. There are many cases in School 3 
when Roma girls abandon school because of family traditions, for example, they marry at the age of 
12-13. In a class (eighth grade) in which I done research I came across a similar situation when a Roma 
girl married in the fifth grade in spite of the protest of her teachers. Teachers and pupils alike have 
recounted this story during discussions. In the case of boys, parents are more permissive. Although, 
the family attitudes are prevalent along with the lack of trust regarding education and the emphasis 
on the gratuitous nature of education, the school succeeds – with the help of intense campaigns – in 
keeping in schools those children who choose a life path different from the customary. They see success 
in schools, and models are taken from the school. For example, Feri’s model is the Roma school mediator 
because “he attended to school and became somebody”.

3.2. Student’s experiences at school 

3.2.1. Relationships between students and school 

As discussed in the previous paragraph of our Report, students declared that – for different reasons 
– they considered schooling important and wished continuing their studies behind the eighths grade. 
Nevertheless, their experiences at school were not always positive. They had stories of complains mostly 
regarding the injustices they experienced in the front of teachers who failed them on their disciplines 
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and due to which they had to even repeat the grade. And they also took contradictory positions (often 
expressed by the same person) about who the good teacher was: the one who is severe, or the one who 
is indulgent with students, or the one who has high expectations towards them or contrary, lowers 
very much the standard in order to make everyone to pass. The teacher’s ability to balance between 
assigning information and being close to students was well appreciated by the latter. Nevertheless, they 
did not really aim letting teachers to get to close to their intimate circles at the most they accepted this 
overture from the school mediators. 

The Roma school mediators who are supposed to ensure the school enrolment of Roma children 
and to eliminate school abandonment among them – however their impact is limited because they do 
not have the power on school or family decisions – for many times act as role models in the studied 
communities. The mediator of School 8 (who is also the Romani teacher and leads the Romani dance 
club of the school) motivates Roma kids to participate on extracurricular activities. The mediator of 
School 2, who is a male, pays a lot of attention to the prevention or solution of the occurring conflicts 
by using the authority he has in the community (which he possesses maybe also due to the fact that 
he lives in the same neighborhood). The mediator from School 1 serves more schools, so maybe she is 
more dedicated to her relationships with the families, and has weaker links with the schools. They all 
act as trustful persons with whom people feel that they may share confidently their intimate issues. 
Schools are also pleased with the mediators’ work, as far as they do the bulk of the school’s job in terms 
of recruiting and bringing students to the school.

Altogether, during the formal interviews, in the students’ appreciation of how the school meats 
their aspirations there was a doze of desirability and superficiality, so they let us know very briefly 
what they thought we would like to hear about how satisfied they were with the school. The hidden 
conflicts between teachers and students became visible to us in a few situations. On the base of our 
participant observations conducted in classrooms at School 1 we may affirm that teachers might try 
practicing interactive methods, and children might want to actively participate, but there are huge 
differences between how this is going on in the ‘best class’ and in the other ones. The pupils of the 
latter are mostly active in the sense of resisting to the teacher, while the ones of the former are 
having a collaborative strategy of participation. Obviously, the pupils’ strategies depend also on their 
relationship with particular teachers. Depending on how are the latter acting and perceived by them, 
even the children from the ‘weak classes’ might accept to reply positively to the teachers’ demands (but 
there is always going to be an attempt to disrupt the order imposed by the teacher), while in the ‘best 
class’ pupils are usually teacher-friendly and even when they are upset they do not bully the teachers 
that they do not like for whatever reasons. Probably linked to these two different kinds of strategies 
of participation, there are at least two different sorts of feelings about being-at-this-school both on 
the side of teachers, and that of the pupils. Even if opened to interactive methods and even if trying 
to understand children’s behavior in the context of their social background, teachers might be more 
comfortably satisfied while working with the ‘good classes’. On the other hand, the children of the 
latter, being appreciated by their teachers, do have more often good feelings about being at this school 
(or in their very class), and they even have extra-curricular, and not only scholarly talks and events to 
share. But the pupils of the ‘troubled classes’, also under the impact of the disagreements coming from 
their teachers and the dominant system of assessment, might easier feel that they do not really belong 
to this school, and they could have a strong impulse to manifest their resistance to the school’s order 
reinforcing their sense of belonging to a marginal peer-group. Moreover, absenteeism, early school 
abandonment or the avoidance of enrolment might be forms of protest against a school and system that 
remembers them that they are not really theirs. The frustration and shame felt by these students due 
to their socio-economic background, completed with a generally contestant attitude characteristic of 
their age were fuelling on their part the tensions in their relationship with the school that erupted from 
time to time in explicit conflicts. 

As class-work is mostly organized frontally, grouping students according to any criteria is 
irrelevant. However, if allowed to choose where they sit, students mostly group by gender. Besides, the 
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most disciplined students (or those who, for any reason, do not mix with the rest of the class) are sitting 
in the first row, while the ‘trouble-makers’ prefer orchestrating the atmosphere from the back sits.   

With the occasion of another participant observation at School 8 we could notice how smoking 
at school also worked as a practice of resistance to the institution’s rule. Usually students were smoking 
somewhere in a hidden place, with the tacit acceptance of this by teachers. But when once two girls 
were catch up in the act of smoking in the biology laboratory, an open conflict exploded around this, 
and the students were threatened with severe forms of punishment.           

3.2.2. Being in peer groups 

Despite all of their hidden or explicit conflicts with the school, students still could have good feelings 
about being there, especially due to their time spent with their peer groups. In some cases our 
interviewed Roma children knew each other from their home environment, and this made their 
circle of trust and mutual influence even stronger. Out of the five Roma girls from School 1 four are 
classmates, and three are neighbors on Babilon street (two of them being sisters). With the exception 
of the two sisters (the older one is repeating the eighths grade in another class than the one where 
the other four girls are enrolled) these girls are getting along well. However, they do not visit one 
another with the ones living in other parts of the district. Laura (she is also bigger and also repeating 
the eighths grade) is mostly looking for her older brothers’ circle of friends, and Magdalena is raised 
within the networks of Pentecostals. Nevertheless, they share their major dream regarding future 
occupation: they all want to become hair-stylist, this job being on the top of their preferences, or 
at least on the second spot, after the profession of cooker. As far as their choice of schooling is 
concerned behind the eighths grade, all expressed the option for the same vocational school nearby 
Flower district. Some of them are having older friends there, being convinced – despite of their 
parent’s different opinions – that this is the best school to apply for and the job to be learned is nice, 
attractive and well paid.

But conflicts could occur in peer groups, too. During the observations made outside the 
classroom in School 2 once we had the opportunity to witness the discussions around a conflict, and 
the attempts of mediating between two pupils (boys) from the sixth grade, boys with different ethnic 
belonging, who had a conflict about two months ago. This case may illustrate not only the existence 
of acute conflicts at the school (that were not necessarily reported by the interviewees), but may 
also show that these conflicts are integrated into broader problems, of which ethnic conflicts are 
only one part. Both M. (a Roma pupil) and R. (a Romanian boy) come from dismantled families, the 
former living with his mother and several siblings, and the latter with his father. M. is a poor student 
who repeats the sixth grade, so being a year older than R. The latter is also a weak student in most 
of the school disciplines, and has a severe talking disability, being a very solitary child. The discussion 
and mediation started in the principal’s office. In a first phase there were participating the school 
principal, the father of R. (a divorced man about 35 years, worker) and the two involved students. The 
outraged father raised his voice and talked about the extraordinary stress that was put on his son, and 
said he was at the police to seek his truth, but people there advised him to try to solve the problem 
at the school. After talks in contradiction, that took about ten minutes without solving the conflict, 
the principal sent the father to the school mediator. In the second phase of the discussions that went 
on in the mediator’s office, after the students were sent to the classroom, the father told his version 
about the incident. He began by making reference to this incident as to an interethnic conflict, by 
saying that ‘I am not racist, but you see that the aggressive child is Gypsy, and they mock my son, who 
is a very reserved child.’ The Roma male mediator attempted to explain that not all the Roma peoples 
were bad or aggressive, and that he will take care of this issue, and tried to explain about the delicate 
situation of M. The father leaved after 30 minutes, but he visible was not convinced by the words of 
the mediator, probably because of his general distrust towards the Roma minority.
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3.2.3. Ideas about school performances: factors behind success and failure  

The sources of success in schooling are identified in different factors by the interviewed Roma. 
Magdalena thinks that one needs to be disciplined and avoid absences from school (“the only exception 
when I missed classes was the case when everybody ran away so I couldn’t stay either, for afterwards 
nobody would have talked to me”). Her dedication to perform well is backed up by being proud of her 
Gypsiness (however she thinks that besides the language and the dances, there are not so many Roma 
traditions that mark het), but mostly by her parents’ will to send her to school as far, as she said, “she 
does not like it too much, she likes more her colleagues and not the school in itself, but needs to do 
it.” Magdalena also thinks that the governmental support for Roma opens up good opportunities to 
them. Besides, the help of parents and friends is also viewed as a necessary element for her endeavor 
to succeed. 

Andrei’s mother is convinced that the education a child receives at home is decisive in 
what he/she does in school. In her case, as she trusted him fully, there was no need to check on 
Andrei’s school behavior. Otherwise, he looked for educational support at the after-school centre, and 
considered that besides the work he performs, he also needs luck to succeed in life. The father of 
Andrei, in order to convince him about the importance of school, tried to educate him to be honest, 
and not to lie (as he did to his parents) about his school attendance and performances. Ioana’s mother 
sustains that parents need to invest in their child’s education and even make sacrifices for this reason, 
but they also need to make them aware about the importance of school if not otherwise, at least 
by letting they know about the difficulties they, as parents are faced with as adults due to their 
insufficient schooling. Aron is convinced that one needs to be lucky, as he was with the foundation 
where he was raised, but also has to be friendly with everybody. Moreover, as he said, “one needs to 
learn how to succeed, and needs to really wish this, and also needs ambition. All these are easier to 
complete for those who have everything and never lack anything at home.” Laura thinks that “those 
with better grades like school more, like to learn, and are aware that they do it for their own sake; 
some say that is better if they learn and arrange for their life, others do not care whatever happens.” 
She argues that “one needs to have the will of doing this, but also to like what they are doing.” 
Laura observed that the work of the school mediator was important, for she managed to make the 
families to acknowledge the schooling problems of their children: “she was respected by parents, but 
unfortunately she could not do much, she could not solve their problems.” Daniel from Water district 
(a boy with lot of absences) told us that he had good results in design and enjoyed school, but it was 
hard to him to stand five-six hours daily in the classroom. 

When it came about pinpointing the causes of failure in school performances, the interviewed 
people were both self-critical and critical with the educational unit where their children were enrolled. 
Self-criticism was manifested especially on the side of parents. They blamed themselves of abandoning 
school at an early age, or not having school education at all. Women told their stories of marrying 
and giving birth at an early age, a destiny that they would like seeing avoided by their daughters. 
The latter, preventively, recognized that early marriage would endanger their school carrier. Others 
complained about the need to help their mothers in doing housework after school. Basically none of 
them mentioned that extreme poverty would have been the reason of not attending school properly – 
in the majority of the cases they were pupils of a gymnasium age during the 1980s when their father’s 
jobs were more secure and companies ensured to their employers an apartment to live in. They also 
blamed themselves of not being able to assist their children in doing their home-works as far as they 
did not have the necessary preparation for this. As far as the interviewed children are concerned, girls 
who repeated classes blamed their health condition, and one of them recognized that she was lazy and 
did not like to stay especially at particular classes. Curiously enough, they did not accuse the material 
condition of their family; some of them were even convinced that their family does not encounter 
financial problems. Excepting Aron, who haven’t had a family of his own since the age of four and was 
now under the care of his unemployed aunt with six other children: accepting that it is on his ambition 
to acquire a profession through school education, he mentioned that “this would be easier if he could 
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have everything that he needed at home”. According to Sorin discrimination practiced by some teachers 
strongly affect them: “most Roma kids do not succeed because they are Roma, and they are pushed 
aside by some teachers because they are Roma. Teachers should help them more”. 

Complains about teachers and/or school came on the surface only later in our discussions 
(at the beginning everybody thought saying that they were pleased and everything was quite fine). 
But when they decided to articulate these complain they even used the language of discrimination 
and a tone of protest. However, there was a difference in how pupils and parents explained the unjust 
situations encountered at school. The former did not perceive these in ethnic terms, but offered other 
types of explanations, like: “the mathematics teacher failed twenty children, Roma and Romanians 
as well, but at the correction exam she favored those who paid her”; “the mathematics teacher was 
biased, she treated us differently according to our look, she raised those pupils’ grades who were 
having a better socio-economic condition, but did not help us to get a passing grade”; “the drawing 
classes were the worst, the teacher was yelling on us, telling us that we were dirty and stinking”; “the 
drawing teacher made a difference between girls and boys, she had something especially with three 
boys from the class.” In a few cases, like in that of Laura and Andrei, older (threatening and bullying) 
colleagues were impugned for endangering their safety at school, and for that reason their continuous 
school attendance. The sometimes tensioned atmosphere in the class was explained by the conflictual 
relationship between teachers and pupils, both of them being held responsible for entering into a 
circle of bullying comments on each other. The way in which some teachers compare these pupils’ 
class with class VIII.B – forgetting what the selection for the latter “elite class” was actually about 
and “demonstrating that we are not worth for anything” – is quite frustrating for many and ultimately 
might have a demobilizing effect on them.     

The parental narratives on the school failures and unpleasant situations of their children – 
viewed probably through the lenses of their whole life experiences – were impregnated with ethnically 
colored explications. These stories were about the case of the schools’ attempt to constitute a Roma-
only class for the first graders; or about the lack of interest to protect Roma kids from the violent 
conflicts from the school they were faced with (“pupils are on the school’s responsibility when they 
are at school, but this school does not take responsibility, teachers do not care about children, and 
they believe that if we are Roma, we are fool”); or about teachers disregarding Roma parents due to 
their ignorance about Roma (“we are Gypsies, but we also have our seven years from home, 24 and I 
cannot accept if they treat us differently”; “I do not make scandals, so maybe this is why they do not 
pay attention to me, maybe if I would go and make have an attitude that they regard as being Gypsy-
like, they would take that seriously”); or about situations of embarrassment (“when the school asks 
for money, however they should not do this, they make you feel ashamed in front of other parents if 
you are not able paying”); or about cases when Roma kids’ were let failing a class due to their longer 
missing from school due to their health problems (“which is a clear case of discrimination that we 
experience besides other occasions, for example when physicians refuse  treating us”).  

Both teachers and students sustained that girls were having better school performances 
because they were hard-working, but boys were smarter and more intelligent. 

3.3. Being a teacher in a marginal school 

In her interview, the principal of School 1 stressed that she, by profession a biologist, decided to apply 
for this position in 1998 exactly because she considered that the biggest challenge of this school 
was that it enrolled disadvantaged, and among them Roma children from the neighborhood. She also 
emphasized that it was easy for the ‘elite schools’ to present brilliant results and school performances 
with children whose families were having better socio-economic conditions and were taking care of 

24 The interviewee cites by this the Romanian proverb according to which ones character and civilized manners depend on 
“cei țapte ani de acasț” (the seven years at home – referring to the period of life before school enrolment).   
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their school education: “our satisfaction here is that we can do a good job with the disadvantaged 
children, who are having material problems, and who maybe are neglected by their parents… I think 
that it is even a bigger satisfaction, witnessing how they manage to graduate the school, how they 
continue their school carrier and by time to time they return to us proudly.” On the base of our 
discussions with other teachers as well, we might think that despite the fact that this dedication might 
be sincere, under the pressure of the whole educational system (that evaluates teachers according to 
the school performances of the best pupils) this school also chose to have a ‘good class’ to correspond 
to the expectancies of the system and to have satisfactions in this sense, too. One may affirm that 
this practice is also part of institutional discrimination, sustained not necessarily by ethnicist/racist 
and/or classist attitudes, but maybe mostly by the way in which teachers are socialized in terms of 
the aims and means of successful school education.  

Besides this arrangement of the classes, altogether – probably also due to the programs run 
at the school in the past ten years and due to the social sensitivity of the teachers developed (among 
others) as a result of their educational trainings on human rights, cultural diversity and issues of social 
disadvantages –, the informal or formal discussions with the teachers from this school did not reveal 
to us any explicit discriminatory feeling or acts. The school principal mentioned that at the beginning 
of the 1990s, under the directorship of an older teacher, there were even explicit manifestations of 
anti-Gypsism, and there were practices of excluding them from school (usually by reducing their 
‘grade on behavior’ to a critical level that resulted in their expulsion). But one may observe that, 
willingly or not, after having so many tensions and problems in the ‘weak classes’, teachers forget that 
these were formed as they were and tend to blame only the children for the ‘atmosphere from these 
classes where one cannot do anything good’. The amount of the taught information, the teaching 
and assessment methods might be adapted to the level of the performance of the class with good 
intentions, but eventually they might end up in reproducing these children’s disadvantages and in 
tracking them to narrow future educational and job carriers.

According to the school psychologist of School 1, some teachers do not treat the children 
in the context of their home environment, but are strictly focused on their own discipline and on 
what pupils perform on it, which happens also because there is the pressure on them to advance with 
their teaching material. If viewed more closely, as she is having the chance to do, one may discover 
and should consider all the difficulties that these children are faced with. They have their everyday 
problems that they need to handle, so understandably they are preoccupied with them and want 
and need to talk about them. Otherwise, as the psychologist observed, these children are also having 
worries similar with the ones of the lyceum pupils, for example sexuality is a central topic for them. 
As far as their school performances are concerned, she mentions that there are no tops in the school, 
the majority is on an average level, but not even their grades reflect what they do actually know, 
because very often there is an indulgence on the part of the teachers towards them. There is a slight 
difference between the parallel classes also in terms of continuing studies behind the 8th grade. But 
according to the psychologist, their majority chooses vocational schools, even from the better class.    

According to the principal of School 2, they struggle with the big fluctuation of the number 
of students attending school, affirming that there is a big difference between those who enroll into 
school and those who regularly attend: “you should come on the 15th of September and see how 
many (Roma) children we have enrolled, and again on the first of October 1 to observe how many 
left.”
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4. EVERYDAY LIFE IN AND OUTSIDE THE SCHOOL
In the majority of the studied cases, the life-worlds of interviewed students are not intersected 
only at school, but also in their home environment, so their everyday activities are going on in 
similar physical circumstances marked by similar problems both at home and in school. Despite 
the fact that the socio-economic conditions of their families display a variety from the relatively 
better, but low status to deep poverty, altogether we may affirm that these conditions differ a lot 
from the circumstances they encounter at schools. 

It is not only the physical, but also the social distance and accessibility to school that 
differentiates among students living in Flower, Water and Forest district and their majority colleagues. 
In their home environment all of them socialize only among ethnic Roma, which is a medium that some 
of them like, 25 others do not.26 This fact is reflected in the number of friends they declare having from 
these sites or in the amount of time they look to spend outside of this neighborhood.27

Those few who live with their nuclear families in a neighborhood populated mostly by Romanians 
and/or by older people seem to be bored with their home activities. Their majority spend his/her daily 
life in the space of and between home and school. For those who live in deep poverty, gathering and 
selecting waste together with their parents is part of their daily life at home, which is a factor that fuels 
their feeling of shame at school and definitely is something that marks the huge gap between their 
home and school environment. Accordingly their discussion topics are also shaped by the problems they 
encounter in their home surroundings. Their most usual leisure activity in their home’s neighborhood 
consists in hanging around, chatting, smoking, or listening to music. 

This way of socializing and encapsulation in ones one ethnic or religious group, on the side of 
the students, is not necessarily a free private choice, but is inscribed in the placement of these families’ 
homes on the town’s margins and in their material conditions. Usually, parents do not have an influence 
on how and with whom their children spend their leisure time at this age, with the exception of Gabor 
Roma and the Pentecostal families, where the parent’s control and authority is much stronger. Otherwise, 
parents are mostly pleased with how their informal networks offer them a special support, not received 
from the outside world.28 Alongside with extended family and kinship ties, the minority situation and 
the persistence of traditional Roma cultural values also structure the inner social webs. Being only 
between themselves and trying to solve all the problems inside their communities are goals that many 
parents sustain and follow. For them, the most powerful resource for knowledge and information about 
everything, including public institutions, aids and welfare benefits remains the family and the relatives. 
They are reluctant to and have ambiguous attitudes and prejudices towards “others”, which do not 

25 Anca was the only child from Flower district who stressed that she was proud of being Gypsy: “Gypsies help each other, 
and help the ones who are in a need, offer them food or so, Romanians do not do that, and they say that we are black, but 
they go to solarium to get bronzed, we are naturally bronzed, and this is good.”

26 Aron, who was accepted by her aunt to stay in their apartment alongside eight other persons, was dreaming about times 
when “I am going to have a job and may afford to move out and to have a home of my own”.  Andrea from the same street 
complained about living in this neighborhood because “too many Roma do live here, and I would like to see around myself 
more Romanians”. She, alike to her older sister, has a boyfriend from another part of the town, but dislike of her, her sister, 
Anca, would like to stay in this very setting when she marries.

27 Andrei, from the same vicinity, told us that he has only two friends here and they are “avoiding to hang around this 
building as the other kids do all day long”, and like visiting the far-off after-school educational centre. While protesting 
against the strong control that her mother practiced on her, Laura, whose family lived isolated in a Romanian neighborhood, 
was happy about having more friends outside her immediate environments (school and home), mostly from the milieu of her 
older brothers.

28 The traditional extended Roma families are rich resources of support and protection. As Bianca’s mother from Water 
district said very proudly:  “we are a large family, we respect each other and this is the truth.” They are at least 25 or 30 
persons during family holidays, which they hold in one of her brothers’ or sisters’ or husband’s house or at their home. But 
there are cases in which isolated people do not complain about being alone, like Sorin’s father who relates only to some 
Roma neighbors, and confessed to us: “I do not really have friends but I get along well.”
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belong to their circles. Public institutions are often considered as belonging to the majority, to ‘them’, 
to ‘others’ and, as such, are avoided. In this context school is viewed as such an institution, a foreign 
unit that belongs to ‘others’. 

Teachers do not have any contact with the home environment of their students (they 
never visited them at home) and they are not capable either to attract them to leisure activities 
outside the school (so they do not have any contribution to how their peer groups develop, mix 
or not ethnically or socially). The only factor of bridging between the school and the home is the 
Roma school mediator, but he/she is preoccupied with ensuring children’s school attendance and 
solving conflicts that occur at school, so intervening in orienting their group relations outside 
the school is far behind their interest, time and energies. Occasions of participating on festivals, 
mediated by Romani language teachers, like that organized on the 8th of April, International 
Day of Roma at the town’s cultural centre, are rare events when they feel celebrated by a 
broader public and have the impression of being connected to people whom they usually do 
not meet.     

4.1. Daily life at and around home29  

Five of the Roma students of School 1, interviewed in the summer of 2009, lived in the last block of 
Babilon street. Out of them, a 15 year old and a 17 year old boy (Andrei and Aron) just graduated the 
eighths grade of School 1 and in the fall of 2009 enrolled into the ninth grade in a vocational school.30  
Three interviewed girls are among the current eighths graders of School 1. Two of them (Ioana and 
Andrea) are fifteen and are mates in the class enrolling five self-identified Roma out of twenty pupils. 
And the third one (the sixteen years old Anca, sister of Andrea) is repeating the eighths grade due to her 
absenteeism, being the one and only self-identified Roma in another class enrolling eighteen pupils.31  
Another eighths grader of School 1, Laura (17) lives in a house on River street in a neighborhood mostly 
inhabited by elder Romanian families. Magdalena’s (15) enlarged Pentecostal family shares a relatively 
isolated “Gypsy” courtyard placed in the vicinity of blocks that is somewhere on the half of distance 
from both Babilon and River streets, but still in the surroundings of the former socialist industrial milieu.  
Claudiu (15) moved recently to his mother’s and stepfather’s apartment that is quite far away from 
Flower district and for most of the times he is alone at home.    

The majority of these students are living in a two room apartment with their family of more 
than four members, so having to share rooms with older/younger sisters and brothers. Some of them 
express a feeling of dislike toward their neighborhood and – as a sign of this – do not sustain friendships 
here and look for alternative programs elsewhere (possibilities for this being very restricted).  The sense 
of not really belonging to one’s vicinity and longing to be somewhere else is stronger in the case of 
students who do not have their schoolmates around. But the Pentecostal girl’s perception about and 
possibility of making a choice in terms of locations for a desired daily life is restricted by her family’s 
religious affiliation. The newcomer boy – not connected to his schoolmates nor by previous collegial 

29 As far as we consider that the home environment strongly determines the frames of children’s everyday life, as well as 
their attitudes toward it and strategies of handling its shortcomings, in our Annex we are presenting more details about each 
child’s family milieu using the fictive names as we did all over this Report.     

30 Since a few years in the Romanian educational system ten grades became compulsory, but schools have not changed 
administratively. With the exception of the lyceums that run classes from the first to the twelve grade, children of the 
schools of primary and lower secondary education have to move to other school units after graduating the eighths grade. The 
schools of our surveyed sample belong to this category that is why it happened that at the time of our survey (spring of 2009) 
these children were still students of School 1but in the fall of 2009 moved to another school to continue their studies. They 
were admitted on the special spots for Roma as there was a repartition of pupils among schools according to their previous 
performances and options.         

31 As mentioned in our School Case Study Interim Report, School 1 runs three parallel classes on the level of the eighths 
grade, out of which class VIII.B, currently enrolling 15 majority students, is considered to be “the best class”. 
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bonds, or by his home, and not being controlled by his family – hangs around most often in the city 
(mostly spending his time at gyms) with his former friends.          

The mother of Anca and Andrea observed a generational change among herself and her 
daughters: „when we were young, went for walks, to cinema, to disco and balls together with Romanians 
and Hungarians, we hanged around a lot anywhere in the city; but these kids of ours do not go anywhere, 
just stay in this courtyard or the nearest park and chat and chat, they do not make parties, do not go 
out for a film, nothing.” However, she also stressed that she was afraid of letting her teenage daughters 
going to the afterschool educational centre that was in the other part of the city because “men on the 
streets might be dangerous.”  These types of generational changes might be explained by the growing 
social inequalities and distances among the (very) poor and (very) rich, by the more rigid divisions of the 
public spaces that informally impose whom they might be attended by and whom they do not tolerate, 
or by the increase of the costs of the recreational and entertaining programs. People of the interviewed 
families do sustain that ethnicity does not count in the way in which one chooses friends and spends 
his/her time with them, but in the real life their choices are really very limited to their immediate 
networks predominantly formed by other ethnic Roma.    

Three of our students from School 2 lived in Singular neighborhood of Water district in a 
relatively acceptable condition, Claudiu (15), Denisa (14) and Adi (14). The home of four more students 
from School 2 is located in the intermediate zone to the poorest vicinity, that of Daniel’s (14), Sorin’s 
(16), Cristina’s (15) and Iulia’s (13). At the time of our research we found three girls at School 2 from 
the poorest area of Water district, Bianca (15), Geanina (15) and Mari (15). 

Altogether, Water district’s students’ home environment is the most isolated from the rest of 
the city and bears the stigma of the poorest “Gyspyhood”. Their families moved here from other parts of 
the city or of the country. These two elements strongly restrict these children’s chances of spending their 
everyday life outside the colony. The most impoverished are forced working along with their parents 
on the wage dump. Their material shortages and isolation from the outer world result in the fact that 
they do not even have dreams about socializing or spending time elsewhere, nor in a shorter or a longer 
perspective.       

Families we talked to in Forest district lived in this rural-type area in houses built by the time 
of colonies brought by industrialization. They are not very comfortable, being composed by one or two 
rooms. The apartments are in one or two story buildings that are in poor condition, without modern 
infrastructure. The lack of funding of infrastructure is most visible in the case of the road that has not 
been rehabilitated for years. 

For many times, children struggle to disconnect from the given frames of their daily life and 
in this effort they look for the moral support of their chosen significant others. Feri (16) lives in an 
extended Gabor family, and his life patterns are strongly dominated by its traditional practices regarding 
jobs and schooling. However, he is having alternative dreams about his future and not necessarily those 
prescribed by his parents, but he keeps them in secret, enjoying a sort of freedom due to the fact that 
his parents are travelling a lot. His significant others and models are people (young students) he meets 
at the church he attends, or adults that managed to do something else in their life (like the school 
mediator). For Anabela’s (14) daily life the back and forth movement between home and the nursing 
institution represents a serious burden. She takes her life in the institution as provisory and waits for 
the moment she will be 16 and move in with her elder sisters. 

In other cases, the material constraints resulting from the lack of father’s support, who is 
missing from home – like that of Lavinia (13) and his brother Stefan (15), or that of Viorela (14) – and the 
fact of living in their mother’s extended families, create a situation in which their main preoccupation 
becomes helping each other in each and every aspect of the harsh daily life.    

4.2. Forms of togetherness and separation at school 

At School 1 students socialized within smaller groups formed on the demarcation lines of their formal 
classes and on the base of gender. The rooms of the three classes of the 8th graders at School 1 are 
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situated one near each other, on the second floor of the building. Despite their spatial proximity, the 
children of these classes do not mix and do not talk to each other nor on the corridor or in the courtyard, 
but they do not enter into conflicts either. At the most, by time to time they mimic ironically each 
other’s gestures, or make comments, like ‘they are <tocilari> (kids who learn a lot, and who are not 
doing anything else but learning)’, or – on the other side of this parallel world – like ‘they are bad guys’. 
Class VIII.B mostly spends its break in the classroom, so they go out only when is strictly necessary. The 
pupils of other classes usually are sent out from their rooms, and the door of their room is closed by key 
by the teacher who leaves them. As a rule, after the break, the next teacher brings the key, and picks up 
the children at the main entrance to the building. Later during the day it happens that they are allowed 
to stay on the corridors during the breaks. Altogether, there is not much to do in the courtyard (however 
it is not quite small), the space between the two wings of the school building, which than opens up to 
backward. The mostly cemented courtyard has two spots arranged with football gates, where usually 
smaller boys are kicking a ball. The courtyard also has its smoker’s corner, chosen as such by children 
probably because it is more hidden relative to the entrances into the building, but actually being right 
in front of the gate that is used as the entrance into the school from the street by children.

The parallelism of classes in School 1, or that between those more closely belonging to the 
standard school order and those who resist and protest against it by the means of their bullying behavior, 
it is also produced with the occasion of school festivities. The end of the year festivity remembers 
everybody about who the excellent students and classes are. The beginning of the school year reinforces 
at its turn the scholarly hierarchies by the ‘look’ of the classes that visualizes the re-placement of the 
failed students. The preparations for the Christmas festivity also reflect the fault lines of the school 
regime. When I asked them about such a festivity, pupils from VIII.C hardly knew anything. They were 
never told? They were not interested to participate? Or both? On the contrary, class VIII.B participates 
on preparations. The event in itself was offered and viewed mostly by the ‘B’ classes of the school, with 
the exception of one class of the six graders, and obviously by the coordinating teachers and some of 
their school colleagues. Only one Roma girl was among the groups that had presentations, and in the 
festivity room there were like 2-3 more Roma boys (probably her classmates from VI.A). This festivity 
reinforced the boundaries that separated this school’s students on the line of classes, it was a proof of 
the successful work of the teachers, a celebration made of and for the pupils who perform higher.

Our participant observations conducted in School 2 showed that the general climate between 
students and teachers might be characterized by tolerant, maybe even friendly relations. But there are 
some clues that may indicate hidden mechanisms of the unequal treatment of Roma students. While the 
principal told us that the students are enrolled by chance in the parallel classes, we could observe that 
the „English special class’ was populated only with non-Roma students living in better conditions and 
having higher school performances. The Roma students were enrolled into the „other’, or the „second’ 
class starting with the fifth grade, continuing to be together till the terminal class.

Relations at the level of students from different ethnic backgrounds are revealed by our 
interviews with teachers and students. According to the class masters, the students with Roma ethnic 
minority background are acting generally together with the majority students, and vice versa. Two of 
three teachers said that co-operation in studying or spending breaks together are typical for those who 
belong to the same class, and that bullying appears only occasionally or never. Students declared that 
interethnic relations were basically peaceful and tolerant, if not even friendly each time. 

In our interviews conducted at School 8, teachers affirmed that gender, or ethnicity was not 
a principle around which they or anyone should make distinctions between the school pupils. However, 
during our informal talks they put into discussions the phenomenon of ethnic discrimination, an issue 
mentioned both by the children’s parents and teachers, but mostly by the formers. A mother told us the 
story of a case of an interethnic bullying and fight between children that occurred, according to her, 
due to the negligence of the teachers and to the fact that they did not take a stance. In our private 
discussions, the leadership of the school complained about the teachers’ abuses on Roma children (for 
example some of them did not accept Roma kids to extracurricular activities). At their turn, Roma pupils 
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also confessed that they did not participate on such programs, and felt that they were not really wanted. 
If one compares the children’s, the parent’s and the teacher’s position in relation to their opinion about 
the existence of ethnic discrimination, may observe that parents were more eager to explain the failures 
of their children in these terms. 

Pupils’ seem to be more sensitive towards gender differentiations. Many of them mentioned 
that usually it was considered that boys were bad and pugnacious, causing more troubles. They also 
thought that the key element of school success was discipline. Consequently, argued that because girls 
were more disciplined they had a bigger chance to a successful life at school.  

Ethnic and gender differentiations were overcome in the smokers’ community. Smoking for 
them was a way of neglecting the rules imposed by adults, but also a chance for affirming their sense 
of belonging to a smaller group. Teachers were partially blind to children’s smoking habits. They only 
intervened when this had more severe manifestations, like the case of the Roma girls who were found 
at fault of smoking in the biology lab.

4.3. Socializing outside the school 

Interviews with students were conducted either at schools or in their homes. One of the biggest 
difficulties of our fieldwork was to find spaces and occasions outside the school, and outside their 
home where and when we could have meet them. This difficulty was part of their life. They really did 
not go out anywhere, or if they did, this happened very rarely. It seems that both in the school and at 
their homes they lived in a world that was disconnected from the rest of the town. They hanged around 
the house where they lived, in the courtyard, and on the nearby streets, smoked and chat, boys played 
football in the closer park. In the case when they were close neighbors, the class-mates obviously met 
outside the school, in their neighborhood, or in some cases went together to the same after-school 
educational centre, or visited some locations with the guidance of the school mediator or other teacher. 
That is how we had the chance to make observations at an educational centre, at a baptizing event of 
the Pentecostal church, or at the site of a summer cultural camp. Nevertheless our idea was to follow 
the children where they go and where they let us know about, still we encountered only a few of them 
at these sites. Moreover, children from Water district had no place where they went out from the 
neighborhood, so in their case the observation of their out-school activities consisted in observations 
at their home settings.   

The visited educational center offers after-school program for socially disadvantaged students, 
among them Roma. It is quite far away from the sites where our studied children lived that is why it 
was frequented only by a very few of them, mostly boys, who were less nurtured by their mothers’ fear 
of being molested on the streets. At the time of our investigation, only two boys from Flower district 
were attending the centre. Otherwise that is placed in a one-story building located in a quite elite 
neighborhood of Transilvan town and is sponsored by a local bank, being equipped with new furniture 
and a computer lab. Both its surroundings and interior are in sharp contrast with the settings and 
conditions of these children’s homes. Specialized staff is offering group tutorials for the interested 
students mostly on mathematics and Romanian language and literature, the basic disciplines on which 
they give exams in order to be distributed in the 9th grade at different lyceums of the town. At the time 
of our visit, children were sitting in the computer lab, playing individually different sorts of computer 
games. The boy, whom we knew, did not mind when we asked him to join us for an interview outside the 
centre and he did not want to return afterwards. 

With the occasion of the observed Pentecostal baptizing we haven’t met any of our known 
parents or students however the church was very near to the blocks of Flower district and the priest was 
ethnic Roma. Nevertheless, more than one hundred brothers and sisters gathered for this event, with the 
occasion of which ten persons were baptized, some of them couples, and others father and son. Beside 
its religious component, the gathering was passionately kept together by a sense of belonging expressed 
and sustained by joint praying and singing. During our parental interviews we heard skeptical opinions 
regarding their ability to keep all the rules imposed by Pentecostals, or about authentic religiosity, but 
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even the trustfulness of religious leaders.                    
The summer cultural camp was especially organized with the aim of bringing together children 

with different ethnic background for one week of activities that combined leisure and learning. They 
were trained in drawing, dancing and photo-video, were provided a joint lunch at a nearby restaurant. For 
socially disadvantaged students, brought here from School 2 and School 8 by Roma school mediators or 
social assistants, these were opportunities to socialize in new environments. But besides the organized 
activities, where children’s groups were mixed, the informal socializing mostly happened in smaller 
circles that reproduced the networks of those home or school backgrounds to where participants 
belonged to.      

5. EXPERIENCES OF BEING ‘OTHERED’. VIEWS ON “ETHNIC” DIFFERENCES 

The informal networks of the studied ‘Roma community’ form internal community bonds and build 
boundaries that separate the inner and the outer world, and creates the meanings of ‘us’ as not 
necessarily opposed to, but different from ‘them’ while it sustains communication and cooperation with 
the majority. Studied children are part of these networks, so their experiences of belonging or those of 
being othered are under their influence however, at their age – mostly due to schooling – they have their 
own ways of othering and being othered.  

The community of people living on Babilon street is experiencing its otherness both internally 
(when it acts for joint purposes as a single body) and in the front of the external world (when it is 
rejected, at school or on the labor market, despite of its will of integration), but also in relation with 
Gabor Roma. The Pentecostal community of faith is built around the promise of an “integrative Other” 
that lives a pure and innocent life, and in exchange it asks for the complete dissolution of the individual 
into Lord Jesus and for that reason, into the men propagating His words. The poorest Roma from Donald 
colony are strongly isolated from the outer world, they live and work on this ghetto, sometimes they 
do not even apply for social benefits because, as a couple of women said, they are too proud for doing 
this (or there is too much bureaucracy around this). Living in sub-human conditions, they are the most 
inferiorized other, rejected and despised by everybody, exploited even by their close peers, belonging to 
the network of dump entrepreneurs. Excepting them, in the other investigated cases, the outside world 
is a source of incomes, but also a battleground where one needs to fight for entitlements. But strategies 
of living, everyday knowledge, role models and decision-making are developed, practiced and nurtured 
within in the case of each studied group. Information about occasional jobs, arrangements for a work 
abroad, commonsense around the schools to be chosen, dreams about future professions, confidence in 
making the right options, knowledge about how to obtain something – all flow through the strands of 
this web. Nevertheless, if these webs are strongly seceded from the outside world they might become 
networks of dependence and exploitation. And in the case of the poorest families, perseverance and 
belief in the chance of improving their or their children’s life (by schooling) is very often impeded by 
hardships of their existence. 

The delimitation from the outside world in the case of Romanianized Roma is not oppositional 
like it is in the case of Gabor Roma, in the sense that people from within do not claim following 
different value system and aspirations than the majority society. It is more instrumental – being about 
the awareness of lacking the necessary means for achieving them, and/or about frustration or sense of 
shame or feelings of anger in the front of situations, in which one cannot act properly according to the 
models to which, in principle, he/she subscribes. The perception of danger as coming more from Gabor 
Gypsies than from the majority society is a theme that returned in many narratives, both of children 
and of their parents. Claudiu, the newcomer boy at School 1 related the stories of being frightened on 
the streets nearby the school by “these Gypsies walking in groups of many, and teasing everyone who 
do not belong to them”, probably as a sign that the space belongs to them. His opinion is that “they 
should have their own school, and they should not mix with others.” The father of Andrei from Flower 
district told us the story of an older Gabor Roma boy enrolled into the Second Chance Program who 
terrified smaller kids in the school’s courtyard with his a knife, a case into which the school asked both 
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for the intervention of police and of the Pentecostal priest. The mother of Magdalena shared with us her 
“fear of letting her daughters alone because these Gypsies from X town” (where, as “everybody knows”, 
a lot of Gabor Roma live). Consequently, the sense of being endangered or contrary, feeling safe, is also 
an important element of community and identity formation. Claudiu’s opinion also reflects this, but 
other way around: “it is a disadvantage to be a Roma, because Romanians know that many Roma are 
dangerous, bad and they steal, so when they see you as a Roma, they may think that you are alike”.       

In the case of our interviewed people from Water district, the sense of difference maintained 
in their relation with Gabor Roma is stronger than their demarcation from Romanians, especially those 
whom they share with the same socio-economic conditions. Most importantly, their identity formation 
is marked, on the one hand by being different from the “utter Other” (the Gabor Roma) and on the other 
hand by making attempts to integrate into the majority society. The othering processes that create 
them as a distinct group are structured exactly by this in-betweeness: self-identifying as Roma, they 
live in a socio-cultural space that rejects remote values, but is kept on the margins by a society that 
rejects them for their “Gypsyness”. In this situation they create themselves as “emancipated Roma”, 
who are proud of “having in their blood the gift (har) of singing and dancing”, who are able to switch 
languages (from Hungarian to Romanian and back) while using Romani among themselves, who aspire 
to the elements of a decent modern life, but who, at the same time experience how the majority society 
expels them to the margins. This marginality (and its negative outcomes, like the experience of failure 
in schooling or on the labor market) are easier to handle (and even to be transformed sometimes into 
something positive, i.e. a chosen separation) in the case of Roma from Babilon street, or in the case of 
the members of the Pentecostal community of faith than in the case of Laura’s family, whose isolation 
as self-identified Roma in a Romanian neighborhood is a result of the pressure coming from the outside 
world despite their desire to be integrated into the wider community. 

In many cases, families’ involvement into the broader world or their openness to other ethnic 
groups, and the relations between minority and majority are determined at a high level by people’s 
very poor social background. There is a huge difference between the (mostly superficial, so not really 
personal) social relationships based on relative reciprocity (i.e. trade relations) between the Gabor Roma 
and the majority, and the almost perfect isolation of the poorest of Peripheral Valley. In the case of 
the latter marginalized community, relationships and communication itself are structured by the work 
on the waste heap. The internal segmentation of Roma community from Water district is stronger 
on the demarcation line between people with different socio-economic background then the ethnic 
boundaries between ethnic Roma and majority, both from the point of view of the quality and density of 
their social, economic or cultural encounters. The mechanism of internal othering (Gabor Roma versus 
Romanianized Roma) also functions very strongly in the case of people from Flower and Forest district, 
who are proud of being “not traditional, but emancipated Gypsies.” 

5.1. Students’ practices and experiences of ethnic othering in schools 

At schools where Roma students are enrolled into the ‘weaker’ classes, interethnic relations are also 
functioning on the line of differentiations between the classes. Since classes do not mix and do not 
communicate in any sense, there is no space in this relationship where pupils’ might meet at all. Across 
classes there is a lack of interethnic contacts as far as there are no relations at all between them. But 
one may suppose that this is a hidden manifestation of at least the reluctance to share the school 
space with the Other (perceived in ethnic and/or socio-economic terms). Roma students do not feel 
this as an ethnic othering, and not even as a disadvantage based or not on ethnicity, but they take it as 
something natural, and inferiorize the supposedly superior others by calling them ‘tocilari’, duds. They 
tacitly accept their otherness by avoiding occasions and places where they might not be welcomed (like 
school festivities), but they do not motivate their absence by this argument, but mostly saying that 
these events are boring, so in this case, too they try to symbolically change the hierarchy between the 
excluded and the one who excludes.          

As far as in-class relations are considered, at School 1 both Roma and Romanian children 
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affirmed that they were in good relations, and a person’s ethnicity does not matter in becoming 
someone’s friend or colleague. As we observed, bullying by means of joking relationships occurred 
mostly between girls and boys, or between boys of similar position, or between the opinion leader and 
other class mates. Verbal bullying (together with smoking in the courtyard) is the mode of protesting 
against the institution’s order or against the unbearable teacher and/or against those students who 
respect them.     

There was only one Roma boy in School 1 who complained about the school because, as he 
said, it did not do anything about the fact that the Gabor Roma were frightening other Roma children 
even with knifes on the street right in front of the school building. During the classroom observations, 
we could hear that the term Gypsy was used by children for a few times to signal something wrong, like: 
“slums are neighborhoods where Gypsies live” (a comment occurred at the English class while talking 
about cities of India); or: “these Gypsies ran away from this class” (a comment on two Romanian boys 
who decided leaving the physics class).

For children from Water district schooling is the rare occasion when they may come in contact 
with pupils or teachers from other ethnic groups. Their relationships with other students are ambivalent, 
sometimes friendly, even if their overall status in the school community is low. There are times when 
they use their cultural otherness and the lack of interest of their parents in their schooling situation as 
a kind of shield. When a student of School 2 was threatened by the Roma school mediator that he will 
make a visit to his parents and announce them about his inappropriate behavior, the boy pretended to be 
scared by this prospect. However, after leaving the office of the mediator – according to his colleagues 
– he safely announced: “he can come to us, for mine parents are abroad. Only my grandmother is 
at home, and she does not hear, and do not see. I’ll have no problems.” Maneuvering between the 
relative close world of home and the school is considered a way to circumvent the strict rules in 
school. Repeated absences are not amended by parents, so the moral discourses of teachers have no 
practical effect on the Roma students. Differences in the life style or behavior tolerated in Roma families 
(understood as an accelerated maturation and libertine way of being) are the standard arguments for 
majority parents for separating their kids from Roma children. The Roma students who are relatively 
well integrated into the school have the opportunity to commute between their home environment 
and school ambient, developing contacts and relationships with others, which however might easily 
disappear after abandoning school. These important contacts and means of communication with the 
outer world are missing in the case of children who never enrolled into school.

Roma student’s sense of being different due to their way of acting in front of each other, or 
due to their skin color was mentioned for a few times with proud. 32 The gift of dancing and singing 
was also mentioned as a positive Gypsy characteristic, which needs to be recognized and appreciated.33  
But there were parents who, with the occasion of a focus group, said that they do not feel comfortable 
if Roma children’s groups are used to entertain a public formed by majority people.   

As the parent focus groups revealed, poor people’s children often feel shame because they are 
not dressed properly or do not have the appropriate snacks at school, or because their families cannot 
offer to the school the asked financial contribution. The feel of shame and fear of humiliation are 
factors that hinder poor Roma children’s school attendance. Talking about the different treatment of 
girls and boys in terms of schooling everybody heard about such situations, but nobody affirmed that 

32 “Gypsies help each other, and help the ones who are in a need, offer them food or so, Romanians do not do that, and 
they say that we are black, but they go to solarium to get bronzed, we are naturally bronzed, and this is good.” (Anca, Flower 
district).

33 “Our Roma students in the 5th grade, where even the minimal knowledge is hard to be offered,  do not feel being 
appreciated, that is why sometimes I ask them to show me how they dance, and they are so proud and enchanted. They 
like being appreciated.” “They socialize well when is about dancing or about their language and culture. But they do not if 
it is about something else.”  “It is hard to capture their attention with our disciplines, we try to make the lesson attractive, 
but they cannot concentrate to long, they are distracted by anything else, like when it starts snowing, or anything else.” 
(Fragments from teachers’ focus group). 
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such cases would be theirs. 34 Moreover, everybody disagreed that withdrawing children from school 
due to traditions is a bad thing, but accepted that if this happens under material constraints it might 
be understandable. Participants agreed that Roma children are accepted at school, but they are seated 
in the last desk, and teachers do no care if they really learn something or not, so it happens that they 
are in the 5th of 6th grade and they cannot write and read properly. In these situations parents may say 
that they are not going to send their children to school anymore, because it is no use. They are told by 
teachers that their child is not capable, but they think that a good teacher should be able to help each 
child. 35 

The issue of separation of Roma children in schools from their Romanian peers highlighted 
some contrasting views among the participants. Theoretically all Roma parents agreed that it would 
be better if Roma children would be in the same classes with the Romanians and to be treated equally, 
and considered that it is very dangerous that Roma are sent into special schools. But some parents, 
who experienced this directly at School 2 in the past, partly were satisfied that their children were 
treated well in the Roma-only classes (they were provided by those times with a bus, free lunch 
and after-school tutoring).They has been upset because the school did not announce them in time 
about dissolving such classes and orienting their children to a special school. 36 On the other hand, 
theoretically everybody considered that it would be better if Romani pupils would not be separated from 
Romanians,  and altogether thought that actually the isolated Roma colonies should be dissolved.37 
The participant Roma NGO leader expressed the idea that some Roma children might need special 
treatment, because otherwise they could not compete with others, who have better conditions at home. 
Under these conditions, according to her, it would be better to have separate classes for these children 
who at least would share the same school, than sending them to a totally separate school for disabled 
children.38  The Romanian parents participating on a separate focus group emphasized how they see 
the disadvantages of mixed classes. 39 

Asked about their opinion regarding the separation or mixing of Roma and non-Roma students, 
some of the pupils participating on the student’s focus group repeated basic schemes of explanation 

34 “In some Roma communities the man is the boss at home, and he thinks his daughters need to stay home. Gabors want 
to protect them, and their virginity.” “There are families where they say that girls need to learn writing and reading at the 
most, but the boys need to have at least eight grades, to be able to get a driver’s license.” “Girls are children, too. Parents 
should not make a difference among them. Many Roma mothers do not have school at all, and they wish that their daughters 
should have a different life.” (Fragments from Roma parents’ focus group).

35 “I realized that I send my child to school just for the sake of being there, she cannot read yet, and she is in the fifth grade.” 
“This is discrimination, very briefly put, that teachers neglect Roma children, and do not care of their results.” “I also was at 
a special school, but in my times teachers could teach me something, but today my son at the special school, he does not 
get anything.” (Fragments from Roma parents’ focus group).

36 “We were announced very late about these changes, only at the beginning of the school year. We were told that there 
were no spots for our children, and they have to be transferred into the special school. There was nothing to do, only to 
accept this.” (Fragments from Roma parents’ focus group).

37 “It is not normal to separate Roma children from Romanians. All children should be together.” (Fragments from Roma 
parents’ focus group).

38 When these separate classes existed, there was not such a high degree of absenteeism. Children received a free lunch, 
and were offered an afterschool program…. The principle of not separating children applies when all children have equal 
opportunities, but there are special cases that need special solutions, so we cannot apply the same receipt for each 
community.” (Fragments from Roma parents’ focus group).

39 „In principle it would be fair to be together, but with regard to Roma children’s behavior, it is better to be separated.” „The 
way in which young Hungarians are having their separate schools, it would be good for Gypsies, too.” „I think it is possible 
being in the same school, but in separate classes.” „There are problems in our school because of the presence and behavior 
of Roma children, they disturb the courses.” (Fragments from Romanian parent’s focus group).
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heard probably from their parents;40  others stressed that it is good having Roma in one’s class, because 
in this way “we hear different languages”; again others affirmed that “everybody likes manele, 41 both 
Romanians and Roma”. 

Traditional families, and families who live in extreme poverty, and their children were those 
who talked more about and felt strongly about discrimination, prejudices, and scapegoating from the 
part of the majority institutions or its representatives. The mother of Viorela speaks about the ignorance 
of institutions which cannot help her family because of bureaucratic regulations. The Romanian social 
security system cannot better their precarious condition. The mother and her two children asked for 
social housing, but since they live with her parents and his elder brother and all of them have paid jobs 
counting for as family income they are not eligible for social housing despite the fact that not all income 
is used to support all members of the household. Since there are two paid workers in the household their 
chance for getting social housing decreases. That is why repeatedly submitted request has not been 
met. Relief organizations had a ‘life saving’ idea to rent a house and thus increase the chances to get 
social housing. The family cannot afford that. There are almost ten years now that her mother applied 
to the local council for social housing. She has to comply with new requirements every year, but she 
has not got the house till now. They speak about the same mechanisms of exclusion, the attitude of 
ignorance experienced in relation to employees in the healthcare and educational system. “I gave the 
money for that book. After a short time the teacher took the book from my child and gave it to another 
one, because he was Romanian and mine Gypsy. You know: only Romanian child is allowed to learn in 
addition. For my child anything is sufficient. We are seen badly, other children of other nation are seen 
differently.” Despite all these negative experiences she considers that advancing toward mainstream 
society is the best way to better their condition. Thus, the education of children is priority. 

5.2. The sense of differentiation and processes of ethnic othering on the side of parents  

Our analyzed cases demonstrate that ethnicity (as a set of features attributed to ‘us’ and ‘them’) works 
as an instrument of the othering process, for it creates and maintains boundaries, being used by people 
as a compass that shows them whom they should relate with and how. Behind the general (normative) 
acceptance of anybody under the umbrella of humankind, and despite the consideration of material 
conditions as something that matters most in one’s life carrier, narratives of negative experiences with 
the ethnic/cultural other are building blocks of identifications. Now and again ethnicity is intersected 
with other types of differentiations constructed by appealing to religious faith, and definitely with those 
generated by references to gender. The way in which all these are happening, is marked by age that 
differentiates between the integration/separation strategies of adults and their children.

Othering knows various layers and is situational, and the otherness of “others” is grasped in 
different degrees. He/she might be “The Romanian”, “The Gabor”, “The Pentecostal”, “The poor”, and – 
according to this – the one who might be dangerous, foreign, ignorant, and for that reason should be 
dealt with, or accepted, or contrary, totally avoided. Anyway, the embeddedness of individuals into 
broader communities is mediated by their belonging to restricted groups ranging from the nuclear 
family, through the extended kinship, to neighborhoods, peer groups or communities of faith. 

The latter are always having the added value of being chosen, even if options are 
structured by socio-economic conditions, age, gender or cultural traditions. The informal networks, as 
alternatives to the formal institutions, have the potential of supportive webs that not only function 
as symbolic and material resources, but also counterbalance the shortcomings of unsuccessful 
integration. The separation from the foreign, dangerous or ignorant outer world works through the 

40 “That is racism.” “No, that is communism.” (Fragments from students’ focus group).

41 A particular genre of music composed of Oriental and local folk elements, contested by some as a manifestation of bad 
taste or even pauperization, acclaimed by others as a style that talks about issues of every-day life in a simple manner, it is 
considered by many as a Gypsy (injurious) influence on people’s musical culture.      
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integration into the inner circles of trust, but the delimitation of these two is always relative and 
under the pressure of renegotiation. Most importantly, in the triangle of ethnic majority, ‘us’ and 
the ‘Gypsy Gypsies’ one constantly aims to build and maintain a positive sense of distinctiveness. 
We could observe that the latter endeavor functions even stronger in cases when ‘the others’ are 
rejecting one’s attempts of integration into their (desired or envied) world.

5.2.1. Ethnic Roma in-between Romanians and Hungarians 

Our cases from Babilon street showed that informal networks and sense of ethnic belonging may 
function as a supportive web in the case of the Roma community. According to Alina’s and Anca’s father, 
in the first decades of the 20th century Babilon street was a Gypsy colony called „Bufnița”, so they „were 
here ever since”, and no wonder that even today this vicinity is mostly populated by Roma. These „local 
gypsies were not like the Gabor or Corturar gypsies who did not attend school at all; had not done a 
lot of schooling, yet they did some; and they became workers, were hired, and were more civilized, at 
least they were settled while the others traveled by carts and lived in tents; we were like the Romanians 
and the Hungarians.” He noted a major change in their local history: „while our parents were a mixture 
of Hungarians and Gypsies, speaking both languages, we combine Romani with Romanian; nowadays 
we do not really speak Hungarian, however we understand it a bit, while our parents could not speak 
Romanian; anyhow, the majority of us from here is Hungarian Gypsy (romungur, magyar cigány).”42  

Ioana’s family history is also marked by inter-ethnic mixture. Her grandfather on the 
mother’s side was partly Hungarian and partly Gypsy, originated from a nearby village, while her 
grandmother was born in Transilvan town “in a family of Romanianized Roma”. Ioana’s mother 
strongly emphasized: “in our family we do not speak Romani; we are Roma, but other kinds 
of Roma, however when I was a child our father talked to us a little bit in Romani; we are 
emancipated and civilized Roma, we have other traditions, we are settled, go to school, look 
for jobs to be hired, we do not wear clothes like them; and we are a quiet family, we are not 
alcoholics and troublemakers.” Andrei’s father named themselves “gentlemen Roma: we are not 
Gypsy-Gypsies, but gentlemen Gypsies, and in this regard we do not differ from Romanian or 
Hungarian gentlemen.” 

In the case of working people from Water district, job-related relations are important 
points of references in their life and in perceiving their own image. The recognition they experience 
at their working place counterbalances the negative image that they know they have in the eyes 
of the Romanian majority. For this reason, for its potential to at least neutralize the detrimental 
stereotypes through which their ethnicity is viewed they even value more the opportunity to have 
a job. Such arguments were expressed by Geanina’s mother: “Even if I’m a gypsy, bosses have 
great confidence in me and my work”, or by Iulia’s father, who told us about how his work was 
praised by his bosses, even if he was a Gypsy man. In contrast, it is important to observe that 
these Roma have a very low self-esteem. Those who feel that they are somehow integrated or 
are having reciprocal relationships with the majority (for example with their employers) while 
talking about themselves are making appeal to the majority’s stereotypes about Roma. They place 
themselves in a hierarchical relationship with other Roma (“I’m better than others”, or “I am 
different, even a model for other Roma”), which denotes an attitude that reproduces negative 
prejudices and talks about their internalization. The occurring conflicting and tensioned situations 
that involve persons of another ethnic group, namely the majority, the “others”, are presented 
very briefly and are passed over very quickly in people’s narratives. On the surface the interviewed 
parents try to stress the idea that they are in a harmonious relationship with persons belonging to 
the majority. But in the subsidiary they send the message of feeling and suffering discrimination. 

42 This story of the interweave is part of the history of the geopolitical location of the town that belonged for several 
times to Hungary and for other times to Romania, reflecting that Roma people tried to accommodate to these major 
transformations by always accepting the rule of the dominant linguistic regime.      
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A mother was complaining about the biased attitude of teachers, manifested in the assumption 
that “my girl brought the head lice to school”. And a father demanded: „we are in good relations 
with Romanians, but we should receive more attention from them. We are people as they are. 
Just like they are, God not worked longer on them as worked on us, we are all the same.” 

There are families from Forest district whose efforts to integrate into the majority society 
are substantial. They are those, like the father of Viorela and Mircea, who willingly or not stop 
working in traditional crafts and try to get a job mostly as unskilled workers. The boys’ father, 
by his own admission, has tried to guide his children toward the traditional craft of musician. 
When facing resistance he did not force his will to transmit these skills to the next generation. 
One reason might be that there have been few occasion, community events in rural areas or in 
the city demanding gipsy music. Today this is not a secured living for most of the musicians. 
The exceptions are musician dynasties who work with professional management. We do not know 
yet if this shift will be successful or not. The fact is that he is sad because the craft is dying 
within his family. The memory of his youth has positive connotations because back then he had 
two jobs, as paid worker and as musician who played occasionally.

5.2.2. Roma women and the maintenance of boundaries  

Ioana’s mother observed that however “each and every Romani girl quickly falls in love”, “we, the 
emancipated Roma do not marry at the age of eleven or twelve”. These kinds of differentiations 
prove that the boundaries between different Roma groups are also maintained in the terms of 
norms referring to female sexuality, marriage and childbirth. Nevertheless our interviews show 
that the “non-traditional” Roma mothers of today’s teenage daughters, even they advise them 
about not marrying and giving birth at an early age, usually married before their twenties, and 
abandoned or never attended school. And frequently, these teenage daughters do have older 
sisters who have similar life trajectories with their mothers’. Altogether, one may conclude that 
even if women from these Roma groups aspire to give up their traditional destinies shaped by 
a patriarchal gender order (and by this to delimitate themselves in principle from the “utterly 
other”, i.e. Gabor women) they hardly practice those models of life that they would like to follow 
(attempting by this to become “a civilized modern woman”). In this way they remain in-between 
two value systems, but have their strategies of solving the tensions resulted from this situation: 
while mentally detaching themselves from models that they did not agree with (incorporated by 
Gabor Roma), being unable to put into practice their options for life-styles that they consider 
positive, they pass the mission of accomplishing the latter on their daughters. At their turn, as 
children of their times, these girls (and in another sense boys, too) embody a new generation that 
give signs of being ready to transform the symbolic/desired integration into a pragmatic/fulfilled 
one among others through (re)negotiating their assumed Roma bonds.

Unemployed Roma women from Water district (like the mother of Mari, or Daniel) are the 
most withdrawn and socially isolated. Others with stable or occasional jobs have more developed 
social relationships, going for work even abroad. The existence or lack of a regular paid job 
strongly influences the extension of the social webs to which Roma adults are connected. If they 
are working as garbage gatherers or select recyclable materials they have only family or kinship 
relationships. These might be very strong, but they have highly unequal relationships with the 
majority. It is easy to observe that relations of the poorest waste collectors with people belonging 
to majority are almost non-existent. They communicate with them only through the intermediary 
of their heads, they are illiterate and are afraid to talk with workers (truck drivers or workers 
on the machines of the sanitation company) with whom they have some business relations but 
only through the mediation of their leaders. Especially Roma women from Peripheral Valley are 
the most isolated people from the colony: they collect garbage and make their selection, while 
others are those who get the selected materials at the collection center in the “ditch”.



46

5.2.3. The role of religion in defining Roma ethnicity  

Magdalena’s Pentecostal family pictures another path of identity formation whose resources are 
embedded into the network of a faith community. So her large family living under the same 
roof is not only shaped by immediate kinship relations, but also by the sense of belonging to an 
extended unit perceived as a web of brothers and sisters. The priest father of a Hungarian Roma 
origin promulgates their sense of difference and otherness in many directions: in front of “non-
integrated Roma” who do not live an “authentic life”; vis-a-vis the Romanian orthodox who is 
attending the church superficially and is not a “true believer”; or in the face of the state, with 
of its institutions that “was not able to really integrate the Roma”. He asks for actually practicing 
the faith in Lord Jesus, which guarantees, as he says, “emancipation for Roma”, but also the 
creation of a community that transcends ethnic boundaries.   

Based on the interviews conducted in Forest district we may state that religion plays an 
important role in the life of each family. The possibility for some members of the minority to be 
actively involved and have a visible role in religious institutions such as Pentecostal or Baptist 
churches (as preacher etc.) increases group cohesion on the one hand and becomes a possible 
path to embark on for the members of the minority on the other hand. School nr 3 has given 
place to newly emerged religions in Romania. Although it is a secular institution, it puts great 
emphasis on religious education, which is reflected by the fact that on ceremonial events priests 
and other religious officials are present. The fact that pupils may choose from different religious 
classes the one that teaches beliefs that are present in the religious communities they attend to 
increases the trust of minority members in the mainstream institution. 

The interviews highlighted the fact that both the parents’ and children’ religiosity is 
defined by a continuous searching for the proper religion. There are only few individuals who 
have already decided what religious practice suits them best. The most frequent case is that they 
attend ritual events organized by more than one religion. For the families under scrutiny, orthodox, 
catholic and protestant are religions in which they entered as children and socialized later. In 
eyes of many this is an option for a conservative world, while neo-protestant religions chosen 
represent a revolutionary possibility for the radical transformation of their everyday life.

5.2.4. Gabor Roma and Romanianized Roma 

There are traditional Gabor families who proudly assume their otherness and are self-sufficient 
within their extended family and informal community networks. Parents try to reduce to a 
minimum their children’s connections and interactions with formal institutions, for that matter 
with school, too. Thus, education is not considered desirable after the age of 10-12. The values 
and available knowledge provided by mainstream society and formal institutions is considered not 
being relevant for this group. Contrary, they perceive the outer world as a place full with dangers, 
in front of which, also in order to protect their family’s honor, they shelter their girl child, who 
is not allowed attending school after few primary classes.  

In Gabor Roma families “otherness” is associated with pride – at least on the level 
of statements – and not frustration. This is about the pride on their mother tongue that also 
functions as a medium through which social and cultural norms are transmitted. Their wear 
(particular hat, long mustache for men, colored silk skirt for women, colored blouse with various 
patterns, pleated apron colored as the skirt and head scarf) makes them different not only from 
majority, but also from other Roma. They also guard their distinctiveness through specific marriage 
practices. They marry at young age and parents choose partners for their children exclusively from 
other Gipsy-Gabor family. 

In the case of our interviewed people the sense of difference maintained in their relation 
with Gabor Roma is stronger than their demarcation from Romanians, especially those whom 
they share with the same socio-economic conditions. Most importantly, their identity formation is 
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marked, on the one hand by being different from the “utter Other” (the Gabor Roma) and on the 
other hand by making attempts to integrate into the majority society. The othering processes that 
create them as a distinct group are structured exactly by this in-betweeness: self-identifying as 
Roma, they live in a socio-cultural space that rejects remote values, but is kept on the margins 
by a society that rejects them for their “Gypsyness”. In this situation they create themselves 
as “emancipated Roma”, who aspire for integration (as a key for decent modern life), but who, 
at the same time experience how the majority society rejects them. This marginality (and its 
negative outcomes, like the experience of failure in schooling or on the labor market) are easier 
to handle (and even to be transformed into something positive, i.e. a chosen separation) in the 
case of Roma from Babilon street, or in the case of the members of the Pentecostal community 
of faith than in the case of Laura’s family, whose isolation as self-identified Roma in a Romanian 
neighborhood is a result of the pressure coming from the outside world despite their desire to 
be integrated into the wider community. 

The perception of danger as coming more from Gabor Gypsies than from the majority 
society is a theme that returned in many narratives in Flower district, both of children and of 
their parents. Claudiu, the newcomer boy at School 1 related the stories of being frightened on 
the streets nearby the school by “these Gypsies walking in groups of many, and teasing everyone 
who do not belong to them”, probably as a sign that the space belongs to them. His opinion is 
that “they should have their own school, and they should not mix with others.” Thus, the sense 
of being endangered is also an element of demarcation from others.       
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6. IDENTITIES, IDENTITY STRATEGIES, AND IDEAS ABOUT ADULT LIFE

Identities are constituted at the interplay of subject positions prescribed by the political economies, 
institutions and discourses of the outside world, and of concrete peoples’ subjectivities (lived experiences 
and actual performances). In this sense, ethnicity, gender, age, religion, socio-economic class and status 
exist as continuous practices of identification, including negotiations on the meanings of the prescribed 
subject positions. Identities are relational, are always produced and used in the process of creating/ 
maintaining/ destroying the boundaries between “us” and “them”, being at the same time about inclusion 
and exclusion, integration and separation. Identities are also situational: a person’s/group’s performed 
identities are constituted by and constitutive of the situations into which they are part of on different 
domains of life. They are both cultural constructs (set of meanings) and processes of differentiation/
signification: people create them as they react to what is happening to them in their daily life, while 
creating themselves as similar with some and different from others.  

Our analysis outlines how identities look like as outcomes and practices of reflecting on people’s 
socio-economic situations, communities into which they are embedded, and experiences and desires 
related to schooling. We are going to address these outcomes as identity models, and these practices as 
identity strategies nurtured and followed by the interviewed Roma people while situating themselves 
in their everyday environments as gendered and ethnicized individuals of a particular age and material 
condition. One must note first of all that the identified models and strategies do not exist as pure 
entities, but they are always mixed. Nevertheless – depending on how people are socialized as Romani 
men or women, adults or children, poor or more established, schooled or with no school education 
– their identity-economy is dominated by particular models and strategies. But regardless of their 
gender, age and socio-economic status all of the interviewed people shared hybrid identity strategies 
and models, however in different moments of their life-path and depending on their embeddedness into 
informal networks, they favored certain ones over others. 

At any rate, they practiced a threefold identity strategy, which included the separation from 
other types of Roma communities than theirs (as embodiments of negative identities), the integration 
into the majority community (as container of a desired life), and the maintenance of a third, hybrid but 
positive identity that gave them the sense of a particular body related to and bridging between different 
life-worlds. As mentioned at chapter 5.2.2., this condition and sense of in-betweeness is reflected, 
among others, in the perception of the aspired and the de facto gender orders of the studied ethnic 
minority community. The new aspirations of the girl children are not only made possible, but also limited 
by their socio-economic environments, and in themselves – without the changes of broader political 
economies and cultures of minority-majority relations –, are hardly enough to structurally transform the 
life conditions of those who are practicing them.

6.1. Students’ ethnic identification in the light of their home heritage 

The ethnic identity of persons included in our qualitative sample who self-identified as Roma is not a 
singular and static one, and it always intersects with other identifications, like socio-economic status, 
gender and age. It is permanently (re)built in accordance with the political, economic, social, cultural, 
interethnic, gender, age, and other contexts and is a function of all these various situational factors. 
Values, ideas and principles that guide people’s life strategies are subordinated to learned ethnicity, 
but also to their economic and social problems. Which element is determinant is function of social 
and economic condition, and it can change several times during one’s life. In the case of parents we 
noticed the existence of a strong sense of ethnic identity built around home, language, family, kinship, 
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tradition, or on the contrary, the expression of aspirations to assimilation (“we are Romanianized Roma, 
we do not have traditions”). The assumption or rejection of Roma identity is considered by them as 
something taken-for-granted and static: they acknowledge and recognize their ethnic identity as a 
given, something from which they cannot escape. Some try to keep a distance to their ethnicity, but 
resign on the impossibility to be accepted by the majority society. Attachment to ethnic identity and 
the strong wish to preserve it was manifested in relation with the future of children, primarily in terms 
of their marriage. The majority of Roma parents hoped that an ethnically homogeneous marriage would 
assure and reproduce their ‘ethnic origin’. 

In the case of students, ethnic identity is not such a well-anchored construction, but a more 
fluid, relative and contextualized one. Through their movements from school to public places and back 
to families they changed their language and attitudes according to the particularity of the situations 
they were faced with. Trying to conform to their parents’ expectations at home, their attitudes were 
controlled by them (due to this it was almost impossible for us to approach them face to face without the 
presence of the parents or relatives and siblings). In the schoolyard or in public places they manifested 
different attitudes. The latter, practiced in the absence of the eyes and control of their parents, expressed 
their tendency to integrate into the peer community and to identify with their schoolmates, belonging 
to the majority population. If at home children affirmed that they were proud of being Roma, in the 
public places often they tried to hide their ethnic identity.

6.1.1. The hybridity of identity strategies and ambiguities of self-perception  

The hybrid life strategies of interviewed people from Flower district (that combines the desire of 
integration with the will to be kept separated from the outer world) shaped their attitudes towards 
school education: aware of the necessity of schooling they still occupied an oppositional position in 
front of the system, being unsatisfied with what the school offered and how treated them as Roma. The 
adults’ such attitudes were having an impact on their children, too. The latter ended up being ready to 
socialize with Romanians, but mostly preferring their Roma peers when it came about more intimate 
relations. However, we also encountered cases of parents and children who felt uncomfortable in this 
environment, desiring to leave it. In the eyes of the majority being identified through their belonging 
to this Gypsy environment (țigțnie), willingly or not they saw their source of troubles in their Gypsiness 
as something negative. But predominantly the sense of collectivity that these people maintained gave 
them the force to transcend victimhood and pejorative identities towards creative and resourceful 
strategies of survival and positive self-evaluation. Their voluntary ethnic differentiation (also shaped 
by residential segregation) was only partly based on Romani language and shared past, as their history 
was mostly about finding niches of personal and collective survival under the conditions of changing 
ethnic regimes, or about their abilities to maintain Romani while shifting from Hungarian language 
to Romanian and vice versa. The “Hungarianness” of those who stressed their  mixed (Hungarian-
Gypsy) origins, was mentioned mostly as something exotic, part of their childhood, but not a belonging 
that had any current cultural significance. At the most it was referred to as a generational borderline 
marking the difference between them, today’s adults, and their own parents, while suggesting the 
similarity they shared despite this differentiation: Gyspsyness was in this context the condition shared 
across the changing ethno-political regimes, which demanded or Hungarianization or Romanianization, 
a challenge to which both their parents and themselves were able to accommodate to as they learnt, 
when it was needed, or Hungarian or Romanian.

Bianca from Water district thinks that Roma and Romanians are not different in basic features, 
and even more, some of her majority colleagues are jealous on the gipsy kids’ port and dances at the 
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school celebration. The very openness of Roma children towards entertaining with others is demonstrated 
by Cristina’s words: “I guess I have even more Romanian friends as Gipsy” and “I also have some friends 
who are poorer than me.” Daniel was strongly differentiating between friends and buddies: “my friends 
are Roma, but my buddies could be Romanian as well.” Geanina compared her sense of Gypsiness with 
that of her grandfather’s who lives in downtown: “he is not proud of this, but I am”. The grandfather 
(on her mother’s side) is an ethnic Romanian – and is probably not too happy that his daughter married 
a Gypsy man and her grandchild assumes her Roma identity as something natural. Iulia’s situation 
is special, because she has an ethnically mixed family origin, having a Roma father and a Hungarian 
mother. Sorin made some short and pragmatic remarks on his ethnicity: “I am a Romanianized Roma. 
We have no traditions. Our family only speaks Romanian.” Some parents emphasized that despite their 
will of integration they keep a distance from Romanians. Mari’s mother told us:”I’m proud to be Roma. 
We have friends of other ethnicity. Even in the downtown I know people very well, but they do not visit 
me.” Other Roma peoples are altogether isolated as Sorin’s mother confessed that she does not have 
any friends, but maintains warm relationships with Roma neighbors. Daniel’s mother (a good Romani 
speaker) affirmed: „I’m glad that I’m a gypsy. And I am glad that they say we are not Gypsies, but we are 
Roma. In my life I had both won and lost due to my ethnicity.” 

Among the interviewed Gabor Roma families from Forest district there were some that saw 
school as an institution, which integrates children in a society whose values are rejected by the family. 
Thus they do not take into consideration education as something beneficial. In this case, the attitude 
to school has different implications for boys and girls. Gender stereotypes are more powerful in these 
families. The girls do not reach other level of education than that of secondary school. There are many 
cases in School 8 when Roma girls abandon school because of family traditions, for example, they marry 
at the age of 12-13. 

6.1.2. Strategies of separation backed up by a positive self-perception

The home environment of an interviewed Roma girl from School 1 was marked by the family’s belonging 
to a community of faith, and most importantly by the father’s position who acted as the Pentecostal priest 
of Flower district. They lived in a mostly Romanian neighborhood, but their large family of seventeen 
members acted as a small community on its own. Due to the way in which his belief conceived the role 
of religion in Roma emancipation, they exemplified the case of a self-conscious acceptance of ethnic 
minority affiliation while giving importance to social integration. They were proud of Gypsies’ gift in 
singing that they practiced during the church rituals creating in this way a public space where this 
ability was applaud. The positivity of Gypsiness was also sustained by the idea that Roma Pentecostals 
do not only facilitate the integration into the majority society of their own ethnic group, but they show 
the “true path of life” to the former, too. They promulgated the value of transgressing ethnic boundaries 
by creating a community of people who were ready to dissolve their personal and group individuality in 
the ideal of melting into Lord Jesus. The Pentecostal’s community promised to function as a supportive 
and protective network for its believers, based on mutual help regarding any kind of problems that they 
faced from inter-personal relations trough housing to accommodation to the school environment. As 
such they acted as a group with a separate and distinct identity both in front of the Roma, and the 
majority larger community.

In cases of people from Forest district, religious identity is characterized by searching. Parents 
and pupils who were socialized in a religious system (orthodox, reformed or catholic) and have not 
turned to other religions are more relaxed regarding belief and observance of religious norms and 
rituals. Those who search new models and communities with definite rules are more observant and their 
attachment to religion is more intense. The problem of what and who is worth following is a matter 
of constant thinking both for pupils and for their parents. From this point of view, the norms of Gabor 
communities do not make room for doubts. However, as we have seen, when young individuals are 
exposed to outer stimuli, they choose eventually models given by the outer world and not by their family. 
For the Gabor-Gipsy families from Forest district the model of extended family, keeping traditions, and 
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distance from the majority population represent the foundation of identity strategies. They try to keep 
distance not only from other ethnic groups but also from other Roma groups. Ethnic identity for them 
is very self-conscious; they call themselves Gabor-Gipsy and not simply Roma. During interviews and 
discussions, no one used the term Roma. Instead, they use the term Gipsy. Their identity model built on 
their own particular traditions cannot accommodate outer systems of norms used by majority society. 
Therefore, education does not occupy a prominent place in their life. The two older sisters of Feri were not 
allowed to go to school after they finished four or five grades. Apart from the specific identity building 
mechanisms of this family, all other families emphasized integration through education. These parents 
identify themselves as Roma. However, the pride found in Gabor-Gipsy families does not appear here. 
Children of these families willingly and consciously depart from the Roma identity. Take for example 
Mircea and Viorel. Mircea applied as a Roma pupil for admittance to the ninth grade on special places 
reserved for Roma pupils. However, his younger brother, Viorel identified himself as Romanian not Roma. 
Their father, coming from a musicians’ dynasty, was bitter about it, but he did not want to intervene 
and stop the process. All these examples add to the observation that children do not necessarily follow 
identity models provided by their parents.

In the base of our participant observations conducted in classrooms at School 1 we may affirm 
that students of the ‘weaker’ classes, among them Roma, are mostly active in the sense of resisting to 
the teacher. Students of these classes, also under the impact of the disagreements coming from their 
teachers and the dominant system of assessment, might easier feel that they do not really belong to 
this school, and they could have a strong impulse to manifest their resistance to the school’s order 
reinforcing their sense of belonging to a marginal peer-group. Moreover, absenteeism, early school 
abandonment or the avoidance of enrollment might be forms of protest against a school and system 
that remembers them that they are not really theirs. The frustration and shame felt by these students 
due to their socio-economic background, completed with a generally contestant attitude characteristic 
of their age were fuelling on their part the tensions in their relationship with the school that erupted 
from time to time in explicit conflicts.

Lavinia and Stefan from School 8, along with many of their colleagues, do not accept domination 
in school, the prevalent hierarchy and they do not want to integrate in the system but confront it. Thus, 
they create their own little group of resistance. They smoke together during breaks, there is a permanent 
conflict between them and their teachers and they are disobedient as weekly occurring events certify. 
Parents do not even know about these. They are penalized within the school.

Having a good performance in school matters is something to be proud of in the elite classes, 
but it is a sign of weakness in the other classes (in the sense that who learns is ‘tocilar’, is accepting 
what the system dictates). So one may conclude that in the context of the peer-groups, in the former 
class it might be good to be a (stereotypical) girl, while in the latter boys are more respected, as far 
as they protest against the teachers sustaining a sort of competition around who dares to bully more 
the teacher. If one juxtaposes the ethnicized and gendered systems of classification and stereotypes, 
might conclude that in this regime ‘Romanians’ (in the sense of those who are more teacher-friendly 
and successful, but also obedient) are girlish (or feminized), while ‘Roma’ are manifesting the features 
of powerful masculinity (like resistance and rebellion).

6.1.3. Negative self-perception and the strategy of assimilation

Strategies of assimilation involve by time to time the push of ethnic origin into the background. Living in 
vicinities mostly populated by Romanians (one of them closer, the other quite far away from Flower district) 
the two investigated families were not belonging to local Roma groups through which they could have 
sustained their feeling of separation from the majority society. They had not have networks of support 
neither in the sense of maintaining Romani language, nor in the sense of solving pragmatic problems that 
they were faced with. One may conclude that mostly they were struggling with the difficulties of being in-
between two worlds: defining themselves as “not traditional”, so as ones who aimed to integrate into and 
become accepted by the majority society, despite of this will of theirs, remained on the margins. Unable to 
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change their 
situation, out of the observed cases, they were the most predestined to interiorize the negative label of 
Gypsiness promulgated by the majority society and become the most isolated, however, paradoxically, 
they acted as the “less Gypsy-like” peoples (which was reflected by their experiences of talking to 
Romanians who were surprised to hear that they would have had Roma origins, which otherwise they 
did not hide).

Aspirations of assimilation were also expressed by Cristina’s father in Water district, when 
he confessed that they considered that by now „we are almost Romanians, we are not gypsies any 
more”. Geanina’s mother explicated where do they stand in terms of their ethnicity and expressed their 
tendency to assimilate to the  majority: „we do not know our traditions, and actually we really do 
not have traditions like, by the way the Gabors, or tent dwellers (Corturari) has, we are Romanianized 
Gypsies, we do not have traditions or specific port.” At the same time she affirmed that she was proud 
to be Gipsy. Iulia’s father talked about losing his former ethnic Roma identity with a kind of nostalgia. 
He said that all Roma people are Romanianized by now, because they live between Romanians and they 
left their original social environments.

6.2. Students’ ethnic identity from the perspective of teachers 

Asked about the role of ethnicity (and gender) in shaping the pupils’ school performances and carriers, 
teachers from School 1 usually referred to the fact that they do not make differences between Roma 
and Romanians (or girl and boys), and they treat everybody on the same ground. The normative discourse 
about how things should be, prevailed above the acceptance of the fact that there might be something 
about ethnicity that counted in these terms in the case of Roma, and consequently in their stories the 
normative became the real. 

This attitude might be explained by the fact that teachers were convinced that they were not 
having anti-Gypsy stereotypes (if referred to these by any sense, they located them in the past) and 
that Roma kids shared their destiny with the fortune of many Romanians with similar socio-economic 
status. Moreover, they believed that their school made everything that one might do in order to integrate 
Romani children into the school, and they also had a positive control on what was happening in the 
relationship between Roma families and the school. Teachers mostly considered that the lower level 
of school performance was determined by the children’s family background (they said: some do not 
have homes; some do not earn anything; others are raised by single parents or grandparents; others 
are having many siblings whom to take care of). They also affirmed that this was linked to the fact 
that under these conditions parents do not present interest to their kids’ school education (as teachers 
told: they did not participate on the announced meetings; they think that it is enough to enroll them 
and they should not attend the classes; they suppose that they may come only at the end of the year 
asking for forgiveness and promising that things will change next year). Others judged this problem in 
the terms of the pupils’ and their parents’ character, which, as they said, was also about the interest one 
shows towards the school and about the degree of consciousness regarding the importance of school 
education. 

We heard opinions according to which the inferiority complex of many Roma makes them 
to feel discriminated and to act in a way that a teacher does not really like. Whatever would be the 
explanations behind, teachers were convinced that absenteeism was the major cause of pupils’ failing 
one grade or another (they affirmed: if children would have attended regularly the classes, they could 
have passed the grades; we do not expect too much of them and they could have assimilate that little 
in the classroom, because it is clear that they do not learn anything at home). They acknowledged that 
for one reason or other, absenteeism was occurring more often among Romani children. Asked about 
the possible reasons behind different types of conflicts between children, nobody thought that ethnicity 
would have something to do with these. They affirmed that intimidation, frightening, or harassment 
usually happened between children of different ages, and it was very rare when these were about very 
serious issues. Among the latter were those when smaller girls were harassed by older boys enrolled 
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into the second chance program.          
Our participant observations in School 2 show that the general climate between the students 

and teachers might be characterized by tolerant, maybe even friendly relations. But there are some clues 
that may indicate mechanisms of the unequal treatment of Roma students. While the principal told us 
that the students are enrolled by chance in the parallel classes, we could observe that the „English special 
class’ was populated only with non-Roma students living in better conditions and having higher school 
performances. The Roma students were enrolled into the „other’ or the ‘second’ class starting with the  
fifth grade, continuing to be together till the terminal class. But more generally, at the enrollment time 
into the first and the fifth grade, a great part of Roma pupils are advised to choose the special school. 
The criteria of enrolling someone into a special school, is both the low level of his/her previous school 
or kindergarten performance, and the children’s social background.

Relations between students from different ethnic backgrounds are revealed by our interviews 
with teachers and students. According to the class masters, the students with Roma ethnic minority 
background are acting generally together with the majority students, and vice versa. Two of three 
teachers said that co-operation in studying or spending breaks together are typical for those who 
belong to the same class, and that bullying appears only occasionally or never. Students declared that 
interethnic relations were basically peaceful and tolerant, if not even friendly each time. Altogether, it 
is interesting to observe that conflicts between the students occur more frequently on a gender basis, 
than on the base of ethnic differences. The existence of bullying on gender basis was indicated by two 
class masters (out of three) from the seventh and the eighth grade.

In our interviews, teachers from School 8 affirmed that gender, or ethnicity was not a principle 
around which they or anyone should make distinctions between the school pupils. However, during our 
informal talks they put into discussions the phenomenon of ethnic discrimination, an issue mentioned 
both by the children’s parents and teachers, but mostly by the formers. A mother told use the story of 
a case of an interethnic bullying and fight between children that occurred, according to her, due to the 
negligence of the teachers and to the fact that they did not take a stance. In our private discussions, 
the leadership of the school complained about the teachers’ abuses on Roma children (for example 
some of them did not accept Roma kids to extracurricular activities). At their turn, Roma pupils also 
confessed that they did not participate on such programs, and felt that they were not really wanted. If 
one compares the children’s, the parent’s and the teacher’s position in relation to their opinion about 
the existence of ethnic discrimination, may observe that parents were more eager to explain the failures 
of their children in these terms. 

Pupils’ seem to be more sensitive towards gender differentiations. Many of them mentioned 
that usually it was considered that boys were bad and pugnacious, causing more troubles. They also 
thought that the key element of school success was discipline. Consequently, argued that because 
girls were more disciplined they had a bigger chance to a successful life at school. Ethnic and gender 
differentiations were overcome in the smokers’ community. Smoking for them was a way of neglecting 
the rules imposed by adults, but also a chance for affirming their sense of belonging to a smaller 
group. 

6.3. Schooling and students’ views on professional and life career  

Under their relatively better circumstances the interviewed school pupils were having higher school 
expectations and longer school carriers than their parents had, and this might empower them to break 
the circle of “Roma working at the street cleaning companies” or as unqualified laborers in low-paid 
occasional jobs. The possibility of generational break-through seems to be more radical for girls, whose 
mothers in the majority of cases lacked any school education and at their time married around the 
current age of their daughters. If this change is going to really happen, the ethnicization of occupational 
segregation, which happens on the line that separates ethnic Roma from the majority population, 
will overwrite the “traditional” gendered division of labor that was predominant in these Roma 
communities. More precisely, Roma women will have to face the more general gendered occupational 
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segregation characterizing the Romanian society while – once on the labor market – being exposed 
to disadvantageous ethnic classifications, too. Because of this intersectionality, it is hard to tell which 
dimension of subordination, the gender or the ethnic one, would be easier for them to overcome, 
because gendered and ethnicized disadvantages actually exist one through the other, the latter being 
experienced – among others – through the socially created conditions of femininity or masculinity.  

In conditions of poverty, ethnicity plays even a bigger role in shaping Roma children’s negative 
attitudes towards school education when the discriminatory stereotypes get internalized and the only 
way of surviving in this exclusionary system remains that of resisting to it. This is reflected in the fact 
that they miss the will to perform better or to attend more prestigious schools, lacking even dreams 
about another future than that prescribed by and inscribed into their given life conditions. However, 
when accepting the importance of school education, Roma parents and students considered that this 
should provide them a craft, which should ensure them a better future, most importantly a secure job. 
The existence of special spots at vocational schools increased their appetite for such a path, so Roma 
students from the selected schools, according to their gender, dreamed about becoming hairdressers 
or car mechanics. Altogether, in the studied community, parents with a low educational level aspired 
to ensure a longer school career to their children than there owns was, even if they were afraid that 
financially they would be not able to sustain this desire. For the majority of them (excepting Gabor Roma 
still confident that their professions secure their living without formal school education) school seemed 
to be the single available route to escape from hopeless precarious socio-economic conditions. 

In some cases our interviewed Roma children knew each other from their home environment, 
and this made their circle of trust and mutual influence even stronger. They share their major dream 
regarding future occupation: they all want to become hair-stylist, this job being on the top of their 
preferences, or at least on the second spot, after the profession of cooker. As far as their choice of 
schooling is concerned behind the eighths grade, all expressed the option for the same vocational school 
nearby Flower district. Some of them are having older friends there, being convinced – despite of their 
parent’s different opinions – that this is the best school to apply for and the job to be learned is nice, 
attractive and well paid. Andrea is confident about her father (“he promised me to give me money to 
open up a hair-dressing saloon”) and is motivated by her friends to have good performances in order to 
gain the job that she dreams for. Laura is convinced that she is gifted in what she likes doing (“since I 
was a little girls always arranged people’s hair; and now, if I observe an interesting hair-style, go home 
and try it on myself.” 

Among the relatively well positioned Roma students from School 2, Geanina wants to become 
an actress (acting in a night club in Spain), and she thinks it is worth learning to achieve this goal. Iulia 
desires to go to the faculty of economics, but, according to her, her school success depends a lot on the 
personality of the teachers. Claudiu wants to become a football player at the local famous team, and 
Cristina wishes to continue her studies and to become an accountant, because she loves mathematics. 
The Romanian students also plan continuing their school carrier behind the gymnasium. Adi plans to 
attend the pedagogical high school and then college, to become a teacher. Denisa observed a masked 
discrimination of teachers towards Roma students, saying that teachers looked “weird” to them. She 
still does not know what she wants to become and says: „I would like to be a lawyer or teacher or a 
successful choreographer, so I have more options but I do not know yet which one to choose.”

Pupils from School 8 have alternatives for the models expected by their parents – for example 
Viorel wants to be a football player or electrician, Feri a lawyer or driver, Anabela business person or 
hairdresser. Moreover, they have their own variants. The fact that Roma children are not sensitive to 
status implications covers a parry. Uncertainty of everyday life models could be one reason for the parry. 
As such, they formulate more than one possibility for themselves and their parents while taking into 
consideration the near future, the advantages and disadvantages of continuing education after they 
finish eighth grade.
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CONCLUSIONS

In order to identify possible policy recommendations in the context of Romania, on the base of our 
qualitative research here we would like to highlight the issue of integration/separation and/or Roma 
school segregation. In the framework of the current Romanian debates on the new law of education this 
might have a contribution to thinking about the access to quality education of ethnic Roma minority. The 
new law includes a chapter on the right to school education in minority languages, an issue negotiated 
by the Democratic Union of Hungarians from Romania and supported by representatives of Roma Party. 
But it totally neglects the issue of school segregation, so the ministerial notes from 2004 and 2007 
regarding the eradication of segregation as form of discrimination still remained the only and weak 
instruments of reference for desegregation policies. At the same time, the new law does not clarify the 
position of school mediators (it barely states that they offer mediation services, but does not refer to the 
obligation or ways of hiring them). Moreover, it affirms that schools might extend their regular curriculum 
with after-school programs (that could offer remedial education for disadvantaged groups), but it only 
mentions that the state might support them financially, so it does not offer any guaranty for organizing 
them. As far as special schools or special classes integrated into mass education are concerned, the law 
keeps the denomination of “children with sensorial, motor, psycho-motor, mental, communicational 
and relational disabilities” (the latter being an extremely vague condition), and continues supporting 
them with free meals and school supplies. The law keeps the program offered for children with special 
educational needs integrated into mass education, covering them by the so-called support teachers. It 
reduces compulsory education to the age of 16, and in this way endangers children with eight grades 
with taking up unqualified and heavy jobs on the labor market that might be dangerous for their 
development. And last but not least the new law conditions the attendance of Second Chance Program 
by age limit, making impossible for children under the age of 14 to enroll into this program, however 
due to several reasons (for example that of stigmatization due to age) this might be preferred by all the 
children who are older with 3 years than the usual enrollment age of a particular grade.

Especially the total neglect of school segregation in this new law (probably due to the lack 
of clarification of how it differs from the separate classes/schools organized for minority children, the 
latter being a major interest of the Hungarian minority) convinces us about the usefulness of recalling 
attention of policy-makers from Romanian to this form of discrimination. That is why, in what follows, 
our Conclusion discusses about forms of school segregation and modes of thinking about difference 
and socio-ethnic mixing in the context of the map of the studied ‘Roma community’ that exists in-
between individual families, colonies more or less connected to the outer world, and isolated ghettos. 
In the light of these socio-economic and institutional givens further on we are going to present Roma 
parents’ and students’ practices of separation and integration by schooling, but also the means by which 
they affirm their ethnic identity and schools get acquainted with them. Eventually, on the base of the 
whole analysis, the Conclusion drafts some principles for an inclusive educational policy that ensures 
both equal opportunities and cultural recognition for all, while mostly emphasizing the need to ensure 
everybody’s right to negotiate on the acceptable social order within and outside the school.           

1. The ‘Roma community’ from individual families through colony to ghetto    

The term ‘Roma community’ used in our report does not cover a homogeneous group of people, 
as far as the latter is shaped by several internal differentiations generated – among others – on the 
lines that separate families living in deep poverty from those with better socio-economic status. The 
community of Water district (harshly separated from the outer world) massively lacks the elementary 
conditions of a decent life and is pushed on the edges of legality (in terms of housing, labor or identity 
documents). However, due to our research methodology (using schools as a departing unit) we could 
observe differences even within this area by visiting families whose children were enrolled into school 
and therefore enjoyed more secure economic backgrounds. Inhabitants of Flower and Forest districts 
(living in compact groups or dispersed families) were doing slightly better, the block apartments or the 
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houses that they owned or not, in the majority of the cases (even if usually were small spaces of one-
room-and-kitchen) besides electricity, did have running water inside and gas, and access to sewerage. 

The severity of ghettoization is another factor that produces and maintains differences within 
the studied community. The space of Roma colony might be both source of solidarity and support, and 
of deprivation or even exploitation. We could learn about cases with relatively better socio-economic 
conditions (like those in Flower district) showing that compact groups of Roma could attract more 
support in their living arrangements than families who lived isolated from their Roma peers. However, 
on the overall, according to an interviewed local NGO leader, Roma families dispersed across the town 
(and as such integrated into the broader urban community) are doing much better economically then the 
ones living in colonies on the town’s peripheries. This is because the latter are formed and maintained 
by “attracting” people from or outside the town who lose their apartments and jobs, and are desperately 
looking for solutions of housing and for a support that informal networks supposedly offer. The mechanism 
of reciprocal assistance might indeed function in some cases and aspects, but it could happen that 
under these conditions marked by several shortages, competition on scarce resources, mutual suspicions 
and the inability of jointly organizing would structure the order of cohabitation. Moreover, as the case 
of families from the wage dump of Water district illustrated, people living in encapsulated spaces might 
become dependents on and at the mercy of local informal leaders and entrepreneurs, who exploit their 
cheap labor force. The huge difference between the case of the Roma group from Babilon street and 
that from Donald colony rests in the degree to which the colony transforms into a ghetto, the latter 
being characterized by an acute isolation from the outer world, as its inhabitants are living and working 
in the same space, where the resources are very limited and children do not have an opportunity for 
schooling.    

The investigated Roma families (all having children enrolled into the seventh or eighths grade) 
look like a community as far as they share major common concerns (even if these have consequences 
of different severity), among them: living on the margins of the town; frequent changes of homes; 
unemployment and day laboring in the informal economy; low level of school education (which is the 
lowest in the case of the mothers in their 30s) and difficult access to quality school education; but also 
higher educational aspirations of/for their children and a desire of integration into the majority society. 
Last but not least these families (living in compact groups or dispersed) become a community because 
they are perceived as ‘Roma’ by the outer world (a term designing a supposedly homogenous entity 
living in poverty) and share experiences of unequal treatment and exclusion on different domains of life 
(labor market, schooling, public health, or housing).

2. The embeddedness of ‘Roma community’ into the broader urban context 

The studied ‘Roma community’ is characterized by two major patterns of embeddedness into the outer 
world: one of relating directly to it as an individual (family), and the other of developing and sustaining 
temporary contacts with it through the mediation of particular groups of “their own”. 

As far as the latter – otherwise predominant – paradigm is concerned, according to its sources, 
it knows four types of community cohesion: one built around a sense of ethnic proud (mostly in the 
case of Gabor Roma); another constructed on a religious faith (as in the case of Pentecostal families); 
a third one generated from the desire to integrate together into the majority society (in the case of the 
“Romanianized” Roma from Babilon street or from Forrest district); and a fourth one produced around 
reciprocal dependences (as in the case of Roma living in deepest poverty, especially those from Donald 
colony).

At their turn, these types of internal cohesion – as they are both resulted from and fuelling a 
sense of identity –, are linked to different degrees of integration into/ separation from larger communities 
conceived as others incorporating difference. Gabor Roma (besides their superficial contacts of trading 
with the majority), with a well-developed sense of ethnic proud, maintain strict boundaries between “us” 
and “others”. Pentecostal Roma (sustaining that their faith connects them to other ethnic groups, too) 
equipped with a confidence regarding “their own” authenticity, see their integration and emancipation 
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in the earthy life as a way of preparation to what comes afterwards. Romanianized Roma, expressing 
a strong will and also sense of belonging to the majority community, while explaining their failures in 
integration, maintain their sense of positive distinctiveness by distancing themselves from the Gabor 
Roma. The Roma inhabitants of Donald colony – under severe material constraints – identify themselves 
with their marginal position (they are those who are not wanted by the outer world) and interiorize the 
related negative images of people making a living out of others’ waste; in these conditions the desire 
to be accepted by the outer world (at school or at the working place) receives very weak and fragile 
positive feedbacks.  

Regardless of the degree of the internal cohesion and embeddedeness of the groups to which 
they belonged to, all the interviewed children expressed a strong will to socialize with the ethnic 
majority (but less with other groups of Roma) and to accept other life models than those that were 
predominant in their families and immediate communities. For them, the school definitely is a channel 
through which belonging to the outer world might be practiced, but – under the impact of different 
sorts of material constraint that their families are faced with and of the recurring anti-Gypsy attitudes 
they encounter in the school or on the street – this path is under the risk of locking up and redirecting 
them back to encapsulation.

3. Forms of Roma school segregation 

School segregation is strongly linked to forms of residential segregation described above, but it may 
result from other factors and mechanisms, too. The qualitative school case studies offered us a slightly 
different picture on this phenomenon than the survey data. While on the base of the latter we could 
not detect significant differences among the students of the same schools, the qualitative methodology 
allowed us to get a sense of the more subtle relationships and hierarchical orderings that shaped pupils’ 
position at these educational institutions. We could learn for example, that the frustrations of the 
teachers resulted from their marginal position in the broader teacher’s community due to the position 
of their school in the larger local educational system, could become a source of their discriminatory 
attitudes towards the children who were causing them to much troubles. Or we could observe 
that many children with disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds, performing badly and being 
devalued at school, showed a strong resistance to the school regime: on the one hand they acted 
as victims of a self-fulfilling prophecy, but on the other hand they practiced an agency that made 
fun of school and of teachers, by this also acquiring a respected position in their immediate peer 
group. And last, but not least we could note that despite sustaining that there was no conscious 
principle of differentiating among the parallel classes, or between Roma and non-Roma, or between 
boys and girls, teachers eventually constructed hierarchies among them, and willingly or not, 
under the pressure of many institutional arrangements, they preferred and valued more positively 
the disciplined communities and individuals, with whom they could perform better their teaching 
duties.           

From another perspective, this qualitative research reinforced the main conclusions of our 
survey: in the case of these schools situated on the poor margins of Transilvan town the main 
inequalities between children are not produced by their immediate school environments, but are 
resulting from the broader regime of the unequal (re)distribution of wealth in our society. So the 
disadvantages faced by Roma children in accessing to and advancing in school education, for example, 
should be viewed in the context of the juxtaposition of many factors that in the strict sense are 
external to their immediate schools: their parents’ material conditions (housing, occupational status, 
school education) and familial and health circumstances; their teachers’ professional formation, 
personal convictions and position in the broader educational system; the latter’s mechanisms of 
differentiating between schools and sustaining the segregation between the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ 
schools, but also its commitments towards consequently supporting disadvantaged groups and its 
financial incentives that might really ensure the implementation of its policies; the broader socio-
economic environment of market economy and of a general societal crises. As far as ethnicity 
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is inscribed into people’s bodies and minds, into face-to-face relations, but also into systems of 
classification and differentiation, and ways in which institutions function, it plays a role in shaping 
ones educational and life carrier. As far as ethnicization of poverty is an ongoing phenomenon in our 
society, the disadvantaged socio-economic conditions and the stereotypical cultural conceptions will 
continue to reinforce each other and to locate, for example, the Roma children living in poverty into 
positions that they hardly can change or by-pass (structurally being subjected as ‘Gypsy’ because 
they are poor, and becoming poor also because of being treated as ‘Gypsies’).            

Besides, the experiments played with Roma school education during the past twenty years 
proved to be fatal,  as illustrated by the case of School 2. This shows how, after a few years of 
sustaining Roma-only classes, desegregation lead to re-directing many Roma children into special 
schools (however, as we showed in our report, even before ‘desegregation’ these classes functioned 
as ones for children with special educational needs). This case reflected that even if desegregation 
aimed to eliminate a form of ethnic discrimination, the way in which it was put into practice, could 
result not in the improvement of the quality of education, but on the contrary, it might have had 
negative effects, like that of excluding many Roma children from the ‘normal schools’ and placing 
them into units that reproduced even stronger their disadvantages. Altogether, school segregation 
cannot be eliminated without changing many other aspects of not only the educational, but also of 
the broader social life (like the existence of isolated Roma ghettos). 

Mechanisms of segregation function within one school also in the way in which classes 
are constituted, distinguishing them as A, B or C right from the first year of elementary education 
according to the ‘quality’ of their schooling performances (but implicitly to the socio-economic 
status of the children’s families). To the extent to which segregation means differential treatment 
on the detriment of the already disadvantaged, the prejudicial spatial placement of the latter in the 
classroom, and his/her mistreatment in terms of the accorded attention, expectations and evaluations 
or generally the lower quality of education are also manifestations of segregation. Moreover, the 
ways in which schools and teachers are appreciated by the educational regime that favors the 
performances of the elite and values less the successful promotion of disadvantaged children, are 
also sustaining segregation as far as this means the unequal distribution of the elements of quality 
education across the system. 

Most importantly, one may assume that as far as segregation on ethnic lines in the ‘normal 
school’ is forbidden, this phenomenon will be reproduced on the dividing line between normal and 
special schools or through the separation of the elite classes from the ‘weaker’ ones. The educational 
system, which places the pupils with not only psychological, or physical or behavioral problems, 
but also with social disadvantages into special schools drastically reduces the choices of poor 
Roma children to continue their studies on higher levels and to ensure the quality of their adult 
life at least at the level of their parent’s standards. As far as the selection of children into special 
schools is concerned, one should note that in this process the Social Work and Children’s Protection 
Directorate of the local council plays an important role. The latter follows the aim of reducing 
school abandonment, considered as a risk in children’s life. Its personnel support the maintenance 
of children within their families and their enrolment into different educational units. During the 
interview conducted with a Roma male inspector from this directorate he stressed that many Roma 
parents do not enroll their children into school at the age of seven or eight, so at the time when 
they decide going to school are over-aged for the normal schools, so they are headed towards other 
directions. In these cases, a body of experts from the Directorate evaluates their situation, and 
it mostly happens that the over-aged pupils are suggested to enroll into the special schools. The 
majority of the cases he mentioned belonged to the catchment area of School 2. The discriminatory 
nature of the Romanian educational system, or the structural discrimination that Roma are faced 
with, consists, among other, in such procedures of selection. 
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4. Modes of thinking about difference and mixing 

One needs to observe that, besides the structural mechanisms presented above, the predominant modes 
of thinking about cultural diversity and (ethnic) mixing, and the existing ethnicized prejudices are 
not sustaining the intercultural exchanges and the belief that ‘together, and not separated, would be 
better’. In Romania, by and large, ‘multicultural education’ is based on the idea that ethnic minorities 
should learn (in) their mother tongues and should have their own educational units. As such, it lacks 
core elements of inter-culturality. The right to learn in one’s native language is a right enshrined in the 
Constitution of Romania; differentiation by language is not conceived of as a something that generates 
disadvantage. 

Comparing differentiation by the teaching language of the schools/classes in the case of 
ethnic Hungarians, on the one hand, and the case of Roma from Romania, on the other hand, we 
notice several differences. In the eyes of Hungarians, Hungarian-only schools/classes are a matter of 
cultural autonomy and as such, they have a positive sense: even if the quality of education at these 
schools is not necessarily good, or better than in the mixed or ‘Romanian’ schools, this perception is still 
maintained by teachers, media, and politicians. In the case of Roma, the Roma-only educational units 
are defined as segregated schools, which effectively offer an education of a lower quality. According to 
the current official consensus – shared by Roma and non-Roma – schools/classes where pupils study 
in Romani (e.g. Romani language and history, and rarely, other disciplines, too) are not considered as 
segregated units. All of our selected schools declared that they offer Romani language courses. But this 
was not practiced at each educational level in each school, and was organized differently from school 
to school. Some of the interviewed children and parents said that they do not see the significance 
of learning Romani at school, or because children already know it, or because they do not use it 
anywhere. Moreover, they suggested that Romani was not valued alike with other languages, and was 
not necessarily considered as a mother tongue, but it happened that children learnt it only at school 
and not practiced it at home. 

Consequently, our research showed that the existing public policies in this domain do not result 
in the improvement of the access to school education, if are not sustained by structural transformations 
in terms of redressing socio-economic inequalities, and if are not completed by changes in the cultural 
evaluations of the ethnic other and of sharing the joint social spaces, but also by transforming the 
way of thinking about the separation of elite schools or classes from the ‘weak’ ones. The latter is 
backed up not only by the criteria of evaluating the successful teacher (who is appreciated by the high 
performances of his/her students and less by the effort to promote disadvantaged pupils), but also by 
the neo-liberal ideas of competitiveness (as if the starting points of competition would be the same 
for everybody). 

The separation of students on the base of their performance (which in many cases overlaps 
with separating children with better socio-economic conditions from those with precarious material 
family background, among whom Roma might be over-represented) and the principle of mixing students 
of different backgrounds within the same schools/classes (which would necessitate the use of real 
student-centered teaching methods) are part of distinct mentalities regarding quality education. Mixing 
would have a greater potential from the point of view of integrating into the mainstream education of 
disadvantaged students or from the point of view of their more fortunate colleagues, whom in this way 
might become aware both of the socially produced inequalities and of cultural diversity, both elements 
being necessary of a system that wants to promote equal opportunities for all. But, by now, our society 
is characterized by a resistance towards mixing both on the side of parents and that of schools, while 
both are legitimizing separation by referring to each other’s supposed desires. In this context, more 
fortunate families and elite schools/classes prefer the elimination of socially disadvantaged from their 
life-world, while the latter might choose being among themselves where they do not need to face 
humiliation and shame around how do they dress, what snacks they bring to the school, or to what 
degree they might contribute to the schools’/classes’ funds.
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5. Generational practices of integration and separation by schooling     

Our interviews with Roma parents and students show that in terms of separation/isolation from the 
outer world an inter-generational change is going on. The strategy of sharp isolation or enclosure 
into kinship networks, which is a sign of marginality, is less pronounced in the case of youth. In all of 
the studied cases we observed that younger people had a more powerful desire to comply with the 
requirements of majority society. They did not interiorize mechanisms of exclusion as profoundly as 
their parents did. Voicing the lack of group solidarity was more important for traditional, religious and 
socially disadvantaged families. Obviously, they are more exposed to mechanism of exclusion prevalent 
in mainstream society.

Behind their general way of discussing about “accepting anybody as my friend regardless of 
his/her ethnicity” there were some hints in children’s talk that signaled a stronger will to open up more 
towards the outer world than their environment allowed. Andrea from Babilon street complained about 
living in this neighborhood because “too many Roma do live here, and I would like to see around myself 
more Romanians”. She, alike to her older sister, has a boyfriend from another part of the town, but dislike 
of her, her sister, Anca, would like to stay in this very neighborhood when she marries. Anca was the 
only child who stressed that she was proud of being Gypsy: “Gypsies help each other, and help the ones 
who are in a need, offer them food or so, Romanians do not do that, and they say that we are black, but 
they go to solarium to get bronzed, we are naturally bronzed, and this is good.” Andrei, from the same 
vicinity, told us that he has only two friends here and they are “avoiding to hang around this building 
as the other kids do all day long”, and like visiting the far-off after-school educational centre. Aron, 
who was accepted by her aunt to stay in their apartment alongside eight other persons, was dreaming 
about times when “I am going to have a job and may afford to move out and to have a home of my 
own”. While protesting against the strong control that her mother practiced on her, Laura, whose family 
lived isolated in a Romanian neighborhood, was happy about having more friends outside her immediate 
environments (school and home), mostly from the milieu of her older brothers.

The strategies of integration/separation of Roma students observed in Water district differ from 
those of their parents. There is definitely a youth orientation toward cultural assimilation in the sense of 
adapting to the challenge of consumerism of today’s society. They are open to wider societal values and 
means of their achievement, so they are more opened to the majority. The students’ narratives show an 
ambiguity around their relations with the inner group and inter-ethnic relations. They affirm that they 
have Hungarian or Romanian friends and colleagues, buddies that get along very well with. But usually 
meet them only in the school or in public places. These friends, no matter how sincere they are, keep 
a certain distance from them, “never forget that we are ethnic Roma” as Bianca said. Daniel explained 
that his friends were Roma, but “we get along well also with Romanians”.

Interviewed families from Forest district try to organize their living with or next to majority 
society in different manners. For older members of the Gipsy-Gabor community staying apart from 
majority is the accepted norm. For their children, especially for sons who attend school and stay close to 
the educational system for a longer period integration serves also as model. The rest of the families are 
pro-integration. They see successful integration stemming from education. Families with more stable 
economic and material status want a better and easier life (football player, car mechanic, and waiter) 
for their children compared to their own life as hard blue collar workers. Mobility and better life through 
work appears as a real and relevant possibility for families living in extreme poverty. In their case, 
however, perseverance is much more often impeded by hardships of their existence.

People’s will to integrate into the majority society may evolve into the direction of assimilation 
– “we become like Romanians”, as they say. Or, on the contrary, under the pressure of discrimination, 
the disadvantages and failures experienced “in the world out there” might make them to return to 
their secluded ethnic identity and social networks. If – after leaving school – children’s networks of 
inter-ethnic relations, for any reason, disappear, they may be ready to restore their bonds with the 
“community of their own”, and even to desire living in ethnically homogeneous social spaces. Our field 
observations in Donald colony show that former students who did not continue their studies returned to 
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their family relationships, reproducing the communal daily activities (like gathering and sorting waste 
from the landfill), loosing almost totally their trans-ethnic relationships developed in their former school 
environment. Many adults shared with us what a good relationship they had with their fellow ethnic 
Romanians or Hungarians in school, but that they lost these contacts after leaving the school (started 
work or married) and returning to the community. This situation is also characteristic in the case of 
those who, by losing their jobs lost their inter-ethnic relations sustained at the workplace. Leaving 
school or work meant withdrawal into their close community or family and ending the relationships 
with the outer world. As a general rule it can be said that the continuation of studies means for Roma 
children a channel for inclusion and the chance for developing inter-ethnic relations. Likewise, a regular 
job implies deeper and more functional inter-ethnic relationships for the adults, the parents of the 
investigated pupils.

In addition to the diverse motives for integration by schooling on the side of parents and 
children, one should also note that the importance they give to school education also depends on the 
educational system as a whole. In these terms today there are more mechanisms that open up the 
schools towards enrolling disadvantaged groups than there were when these parents were at their 
school age during the 1980s. Some of them are part of structural developments (like the decrease of the 
number of school aged children, or the liberalization of school enrolment regardless of their catchment 
areas). Others are pieces of affirmative action policies, like the separate spots for Roma in high school 
(and at university level, which might make attractive and reachable such carrier paths), the existence 
of school mediators and of the Second Chance Program (that might result in the sense of being taken 
care, as Roma, by the Romanian state). Ethnicity is engraved into both of these factors. Losing their 
pupils, schools from the peripheries would be more and more interested in attracting and keeping Roma 
children who previously did not attend school and who “happen” to live in their neighborhoods. Despite 
their positive effects, affirmative action plans dedicated for Romani people (without enforcing their 
sense of self-confidence or even pride, and without breaking down the negative self-fulfilling prophecies 
sustained by the majority population in relation with Roma) might reproduce the risk of their (self) 
exclusion especially if these actions are not consequently applied, but remain temporary experiments 
and if are not sustained by the diminution of socio-economic inequalities. Moreover, periods of times 
marked by crises (like the collapse of socialist industries, or the recent wave of economic recess) do not 
only decrease the already disadvantaged people’s chances to keep or obtain jobs, but also endanger the 
system of public (educational) policies aimed to secure their social welfare.

6. Affirming and recognizing Roma identity 

The case of Gabor Roma and that of Romanianized Roma, who lived in better material conditions, 
reflected a stronger sense of Gypsyness as something positive and to be assumed proudly. However, 
these two groups were sharply differentiated from one another, sustaining explicitly this reciprocal 
delimitation. In the case of the former positivity was sustained by their ability to keep themselves 
separated from others (including Romanians, Hungarians and other Roma). While for the latter the 
confident values attached to their assumed Roma identity were fueled by their desire of and successes 
in integrating into the majority society. This reflects that the borderlines maintained between ethnic 
Roma and Romanian majority were also sustained by permanently redrawing the internal ethnic Roma 
boundaries.

Nevertheless, in both cases, the better socio-economic conditions were related to a certain 
degree of embeddedness into the outer world (viewed as something foreign by Gabors, or as something 
desired by Romanianized Roma). This also expressed their abilities to maintain contacts, to practice 
businesses, to get jobs, to trade, to school, to impose demands and claims, to enjoy some sort of 
acceptance and recognition, so on and so forth. Due to their different attitudes toward the non-
Roma world, the meanings of embeddedness were different in their cases, as the former maintained 
it exclusively as a source of living, while the latter hoped that this was about their real integration. 
Contrary to these cases, the Roma families living in deepest poverty were the most isolated from the 
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larger society, living on its very margins physically, symbolically but also legally.  
Dilemmas of identification were the strongest in the cases of those self-identified Roma, who 

opted for life styles and values embodied to them by the Romanian majority, and happened to 
live isolated from other Roma families. They maintained their sense of Gypsyness, i.e. of a Roma 
identity that was positively valued because it differed from the Gypsy Gypsyness of Gabors, and 
was marked by the aspiration of being accepted as Roma by the majority. Their identity crises 
was deeply felt in cases when they recognized that they gave up and missed something, while 
remaining rejected by those with whom they desired to identify with.    

At their turn, the investigated schools offer to a different degree spaces for affirming 
Gypsy identity. The two institutional actors – the school mediator and the Romani language teacher 
–, in the eyes of the school, both embody Roma identity and are held responsible for taking care 
of the presence of Roma children in schools. One of them is viewed mostly as the factor dealing 
with the school attendance of the latter as a social problem, and the other is thought to be 
liable on cultural issues. Consequently, the former predominantly remembers everyone about the 
negative aspects of ‘Gypsy schooling’ (like absenteeism, abandonment, special educational needs, 
conflicts between schools and families), even if this happens with the aim of finding solutions 
to them. Besides its positive outcomes – together with its weaknesses (rooted in the lack of 
authority of generating sustainable changes that characterizes this position both in the relation 
with the school and families) – this policy produces all the side-effects of any affirmative action: 
the reproduction of negative stereotypes about the beneficiaries of such interventions (mostly by 
creating the sense that everybody who is confronted with these problems is Gypsy, that all Roma 
are in the same situation, and all this is rooted in a Gypsy biological and/or cultural destiny); 
and the creation of a dependence on this services both on the side of schools (who transfer the 
whole problem of communication with the “Roma environment” to the school mediator) and on 
the side of parents (who heavily or even exclusively rely on his/her assistance in solving any of 
their problems). 

In the investigated schools, at the time of our research, the role of school mediator 
overcame the function of the Romani language teacher. Theoretically she/he could have the 
responsibility to nurture Roma cultural traditions as the core of an ethnic identity that would 
have been appreciated and respected by majority teachers, pupils and parents. But their situation 
in the educational system was always very fragile (they were always among those teachers, who 
have not had a permanent and full position, and received the lowest salaries) and – under the 
conditions of the ways in which the government treats the current economic crises by firing 
and cutting the incomes on this domain – they are under a major risk. On the other hand, 
their activity was not highly appreciated by the parents and pupils themselves: they considered 
that if a child already knows Romani, there is no reason why he/she should learn it at school; 
they complained that Romani language classes were always the last ones on the daily schedule 
and often happened that the teacher missed to appear after pupils expected her a lot, or that 
the language taught at school is very difficult and is different than Romanes talked at home; 
and, altogether, these classes were not efficient in bringing children together across ethnic lines, 
but reinforced their separation. However, Romani music and dance – usually promoted by the 
Romani language teacher – were acclaimed on each and every side: parents were proud about 
their children performing and/or winning recognition with the occasion of different festivals and 
contests; Roma pupils gained self-confidence as were celebrated by their Romanian peers; majority 
teachers were pleased about being multicultural by giving space to such occasions. Among the 
investigated schools, School 8 was the most advanced in these matters, where the role of school 
mediator and Romani language teacher was played by the same person (who enjoyed prestige and 
recognition at school due to her close personal ties with the school principal, a person valuing 
diverse cultural manifestations from Romanian through Romani to Japanese).
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7. Sketches for policy recommendations 

While identifying mechanisms of segregation but also of integration at schools and in their broader 
context (as our Report did in its subsequent chapters) we observed the negative impact of the 
former on the access to quality education and life conditions, and the advantages of the latter in 
terms of interethnic mixing and improving the circumstances of livelihood. Consequently, our policy 
recommendations should regard both the neutralization of sharp isolation of ‘Roma community’ and 
the strengthening of exchanges between different social and ethnic groups, while sustaining the desire 
to nurture those particular elements of their identities that Roma children and parents are proud of. 
Altogether, educational policies should support the access to quality education of all children, regardless 
of their ethnicity, gender, or socio-economic condition, which would ensure them both a decent life and 
cultural recognition. They should guarantee both equal opportunities and cultural recognition for all, 
while effectively facilitating everybody’s right to negotiate on the acceptable social order within and 
outside the school. 

Acknowledging the weaknesses of the Romanian educational system in these aspects, below we 
are sketching a few principles that would need to be respected if aims from above would be accepted: 

Strengthening the governmental ordinances as regards the elimination of school segregation •	
and assuring actual desegregation 
Combating, on societal level, the phenomenon of isolation and ghettoization as responsible •	
factors of the unequal distribution of resources   
Promoting inter-cultural education and joint programs for children with different ethnic •	
backgrounds as core elements of school curriculum and extra-curricular activities  
Promoting relationships of cooperation between family and school, or between families •	
with different ethnic and social background
Training teachers on issues of social inequality and marginalization, and on ways in which •	
these produce disadvantages that might make them avoiding culturalist explanations of 
differences  
Promoting on societal level the value of cultural diversity and respect for the ‘other’ parallel •	
with the recognition of the value of cultural exchanges and respect for the right to mix with 
‘other’ cultures       
Recognizing both financially and symbolically the work of teachers who deal with •	
disadvantaged groups
Supporting by all the means the integration of disadvantaged children into mass education •	
(by consequently sustaining the job of school mediator or the after-school programs or the 
Second Chance Program)  
Allocating funds for the material support (free lunch, transport, school supplies) of •	
disadvantaged students enrolled into mass education.

*
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ANNEX

Students’ home environments

School 1 (Flower district)

Five of the students’ apartments are located on Bablion street. Anca (16) and Andrea (15) are 
daughters of a family with five children, living in four rooms, a kitchen and a bathroom. They 
have a sister who is in the sixth grade (according to their parents, she is the best school 
performer of the family), and two smaller brothers (in the first and third grade of the same 
school). Andrea likes school, she definitely wants to end the eighths grade and enroll to a 
vocational school to become a cook. She is motivated by two very good friends of hers, who 
also continued school behind the eighths grade. As she said, she does not like living in this 
neighborhood, because there are so many Roma. Anca is not so positive about schooling, she 
runs away from classes (she failed to pass the eighths grade last year due to her absenteeism), 
and does not really know what she would like to do, maybe to become hairdresser. She is 
pleased with her environment, would like continue living here when marries. 

Ioana (15) is living with her mother, father, seventeen years old bigger sister, her partner 
and their little daughter. They share two rooms since 12 years, when their parents bought this 
apartment from his father’s sister, who moved to a poorer Roma neighborhood. Before that they 
lived in a house in another part of the town, but had to sell it due to their financial problems. 
After gymnasium, Ioana plans enrolling into a vocational school, to become a cook. As she said, 
she was a good student till the fifth grade however she repeated once the second grade. There 
were times when she went to the after-school educational centre, but now she is not doing 
her homework anymore and, as she says, behaves insolently with teachers. Her mother does not 
like this neighborhood, but they had no choice, had to move here. She especially dislikes, that 
the majority of people from here do not have jobs, so, willingly or not, she is also perceived 
as belonging to this category. They do not have problems with the neighbors, but they do not 
visit anyone, and no one visits them. 

Andrei (15) is living with his 34 years old mother, 30 years old father, a nine year 
old sister and two grandparents in an apartment with two rooms, a kitchen and a bathroom. 
He does not like this vicinity. He is having only two friends here, and that is why he does 
not really go out in the courtyard, but by time to time, walks away with his friends, goes to 
the educational centre, from where they make trips, sports and different kinds of visits in the 
town. 

Aron’s (17) mother died when he was four, and his father left him right away, he never 
saw him since. Her grandmother took care of him till she died, when he was nine. Meanwhile 
an American family wanted to adopt him, but the grandmother did not agree. At nine he was 
taken, as he said, to a foundation for children, located in another Romanian town. He could 
stay there till he became fifteen, so in 2007 he had to leave. His aunt accepted him in her 
apartment from Babilon street. Otherwise he was actually born in this very building, so he kind 
of returned home. Nine persons share here the two room apartment of the aunt. He has two 
good friends, Andrei and another boy, with whom they go to the educational center, or to the 
park to play football. Currently he enrolled into the ninth grade of a vocational school, learning 
electro-mechanics.

Laura’s (17) parental home is located on River street, that is another social environment 
of the industrial district under scrutiny, which is actually outside of the administrative borders 
of Flower district towards West. She lives here with her 35 years old mother, father, and two 
older brothers in an apartment of four rooms, a kitchen and a bathroom, located in a house on 
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River street. Mostly older people live in this neighborhood and mostly Romanians. There is one 
more Romani woman in their building with two sons (a boy now enrolled for the second time 
in the seventh grade who hardly goes to school because he already works, and a first grade 
boy). And there are two Gabor Roma families down on the street with five children each of 
them abandoned school after the second grade. Laura was enrolled to school a year later than 
the usual school-age, because she had health problems. She moved to School 1 two years ago 
from another school from the town, after failing a class. She was enrolled into VIII.B, the “B” 
classes being considered the best ones at each educational level. But she failed passing it, due 
to her bad results on mathematics (the teacher let 20 pupils failing on her discipline but now 
fortunately left the school) that is why now she is repeating the eighths grade, becoming the 
classmate of Ioana, Magdalena, Andrea, and Claudiu.

Magdalena (15) is the daughter of Flower district’s Pentecostal priest. The environment 
of her home, where her family moved thirteen years ago from another district of the town, is 
again different relative to the environments of those living on Babilon, or on River streets. They 
could build this house by selling their smaller apartment and due to the incomes of the father 
who worked abroad for a while. Administratively, Railway street is located outside the borders 
of Flower district, somewhere on the half of distance from both Babilon and River streets, but 
still in the surroundings of the former socialist industrial milieu. It is right nearby the town’s 
railroad, being a dead-end street hidden in the back of some socialist blocks of flats. This 
immediate vicinity is mostly populated by Romanians. Magdalena’s Romani family is very large, 
out of which seventeen members are staying together. The 43 years old mother, the 46 years 
old father, nine children of theirs, two daughter-in-laws, and four grandchildren are living in a 
house of their own with five rooms, two bedrooms and a kitchen. Magdalena shares a room 
with two other sisters. Two boys are staying together. Parents are having their own room. And 
each of their married sons has their separate rooms. Magdalena wants to become a hair-stylist 
(as many of her class mates, aspiring for the same vocational school).

Claudiu (15) is a newcomer to School 1 and to Transilvan town.  He recently moved to 
his mother’s and stepfather’s home from a nearby village where he stayed ever since with his 
grandmother. Claudiu does not really reflect on his childhood, he just sustains that his relations 
with his mother were all right all the time, he visited her for many times in the city. As he 
said, recently he left the village because there was too much agricultural work to be done there 
on the fields however he felt calmer in his former school. Neither he nor his family and home 
are connected to Flower district. His uncle advised and arranged for him to enroll into School 
1 probably because he knew that it accepted Roma kids, despite the fact that their apartment 
was quite far from this unit, being situated nearby the main road that went from the railway 
station to downtown and had many other schools in close proximity. Claudiu does not really like 
the chosen school because of its vicinity is dominated, as he said, “by bad Gabor Gypsies who 
are terrorizing others and the teachers do not do anything to protect them”. At the moment, 
he was alone at home, his stepfather being gone for work to Italy, and her mother to another 
city where she found a temporary cleaning job.

School 2 (Water district)

Three of our students from School 2 lived in the Singular neighborhood of Water district. Claudiu 
(15) belongs to a Roma family of four persons, with only one parent (mother) and a very low 
income per person in the family. His mother is originated from somewhere else, his father is 
native, but they are separated now. The mother considers that their housing conditions are good 
enough. She also speaks Hungarian and works as a cook help, considering that her work is very 
important. Denisa (14) belongs to a Romanian family of four members. Her housing conditions 
are decent, both of the parents work, but their financial situation is precarious because they rent 
the house and approximately one third of their income is spent on this. They are originated from 
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another Romanian town, moved here while looking for a work place. Adi’s (14) family has eight 
members. They inherited a house with a yard from her grandparents. Their housing conditions 
are acceptable, but their income is low. Only her father works at the sanitation company, and 
he earns less, so their income per person is very low. 

The home of four more students from School 2 is located in the intermediate zone 
to the poorest vicinity. Romanian and some Roma families are sharing this space. The majority 
families are composed of retired people and former small farmers whose children have moved 
downtown, becoming employees (workers with low qualifications). Daniel (14) believes that they 
are living in pretty good conditions. His Roma family moved here from a nearby village. First 
they moved into another district of Transilvan town, but because costs were too high there, they 
sold it and bought a small house here. His parents are working at the green spaces maintenance 
company of the City Hall earning very low salaries, but, as they say, they manage to sustain 
themselves. Sorin’s (16) Roma family knows a precarious housing situation. They changed their 
home for several times due to their financial problems, at a moment they even had to live 
illegally in a building from downtown. Now they pay a rent for the house they stay in, whose 
costs almost consume two third of the father’s income that results from his “illegal” occasional 
jobs. His mother does not work. Besides the father’s income, they make their living out of child 
allowances. Cristina (15) and her Roma family are enjoying pretty good housing conditions. As 
her father said, they fought a lot to have this small house of theirs. He is working in the 
sanitation company as truck driver. Her mother is deceased. They are originated from a small 
village of Transilvan county, and moved to town to find a work place. Iulia’s (13) family is 
composed of four members. Their housing conditions are also acceptable. Downstairs they have 
two rooms, and upstairs other two unfinished ones, with inner bathroom. Her father of 48 years 
is a car service worker with a fair salary, and her older brother also earns money, working in 
constructions. They inherited the house from the father’s parents, they are natives here.

At the time of our research we found three girls at School 2 from the poorest area of 
Water district. Bianca (15) was a former student of School 2, finished the eighths grade in the 
June 2009 and in the autumn of that year she moved to Italy with her family. They used to 
live in the first house on the „gipsy road” of Donald colony, near the kindergarten, the bath and 
the waste heap. Their home had acceptable conditions, the four members of her family shared 
two rooms, a small kitchen, having the restroom in the courtyard. Their problem was that they 
had no property rights on the land. Her parents originated from two different small villages of 
Transylvanian county and had no stable job. The father worked as a day laborer, gathering scrap 
iron. Bianca’s mother’s older sister worked and lived for a while in Italy and now the whole 
family followed her there. Geanina (15) lives with her family of four in a small and not so 
good house. Her mother said: “We live pretty badly, because regardless of how much I work we 
have only 650 RON in a month; the inside of the house is decent but outside is, as you can 
see, pretty bad.” They have two small rooms and a kitchen, no bathroom inside. They do not 
own the land on which they stay. Geanina’s mother works as a service woman, and her father 
works occasionally, as day laborer. But they still manage to send their children to school. Mari’s 
(15) family belongs to the category of the lowest from School 2. Four persons (three children 
and their mother) are living in a sixteen square meters room (a wooden barrack), their income, 
including the child allowances is only 420 Ron. They received this room as a kind of social 
housing by the help of a humanitarian foundation. Despite of her precarious conditions, Mari 
is one of the best students of the school, but unfortunately has a lot of absences because she 
helps her mother in sustaining themselves. She said: “We live with my mother at the waste heap. 
We are gathering recyclable materials: copper, aluminum, beer canes, so on. They are giving a 
better price. What we collect from the ditch gives a bad price of 20-30 RON per day. This is 
what you can do more or less.”
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School 8 (Forest district)

Feri (16) comes from a traditional Gabor family. They make a living by trading goods. 
The extended family of Feri lives in a two-room house. Beside the mother, father, his 12 years 
old sister, 11 years old brother and another few months old sibling, he shares the household 
with his mother’s mother, father’s father and his aunt and her family. His 18 years old sister 
does not live with them anymore. His parents moved to Transilvan town 11-12 years ago. Before 
that, they lived in Piatra Neamt and Harghita County. Feri’s parents did not attend school, and 
his sisters have only one or two classes. His brother is in the fourth grade now. His parents do 
not want their children to attend any educational institution, and this has been a problem in the 
case of Feri when he was to continue school enrolling in the fifth grade after he finished the 
elementary. The problems persisted in the following two years. The intervention of the teachers 
was needed to keep the boy in the school. Feri has different ideas about school than his 
parents. He would like to continue his studies, to be a university graduate. The divergence from 
his parents’ model originates primarily from his relations with religion. For Feri the significant 
others and models are the people (young students) he meets at the church he attends. Form 
him the models are those who “made it”. However, he has not dared to mention his wish to 
his parents, who spend little time at home because of their work. They travel in all parts of 
the country in their own car and sell rugs and curtains. 

Anabela (14) is in the seventh grade. She is a pupil of School 8 since she was in the 
sixth grade. The first two and a half years she went in a school in a village near Transilvan 
town. After that, she attended another school in a different district of Transilvan town. She 
attended school depending on the location of the nursing home she was in. She chose the 
nearest one to the nursing home. She knows little of her mother; only that she lived in 
Transilvan town for a while and then moved away. She sees her father often. She has a sister 
who lives in a village near Transilvan town with her partner. She also has two brothers. Her 
sister is 19 years old and has a child with her partner. She left the nursing home at the age of 
16 and moved in with her current partner. She finished nine classes. Their father took care of 
the children after the mother was imprisoned. Their father was also jailed so they were raised 
by their uncle. When she got out of jail, her mother moved in with her older sisters. She never 
went back home to her family. Her uncle did not have the means to support them so she went 
to the nursing home at the age of six. She believes that her elder sisters will soon get her 
out of the nursing home and support her. Her mother is Roma; the father is Romanian and 
now he lives with another Roma woman. At home, they speak Romanian. Her father worked as 
a guard. Anabela knows little about her parents as old offenders. Her mother and her father 
were convicted for theft. However, she could not recount any story about that in the interview. 
She briefly mentioned the difficult relationship between her mother and her elder sister, which 
suggested that they had their share in some offense. Her dim life prospects fate and back 
and forth movement between home and institution represents a serious burden in her everyday 
life. On the one hand, the rigor of the institution explains partly her endurance and tenacity. 
The other source is the life of her elder sister, perceived as “successful” (having a partner and 
expecting a child), which feeds her hope for a ‘normal life’. She takes her life in the institution 
as provisory and waits for the moment she will be 16 and move in with her elder sisters. Her 
aim is to live outside the institution. 

Bianca (14) is in the seventh grade. She lives with her family (mother, father, four and 
a half years sister) in a room and a kitchen. Her mother is housekeeping now. Before the second 
child was born, she made shoes. Her father is a builder by trade. However, he is unemployed 
and he works informally. Her grandparents live in Transilvan town; they are pensioners. Both her 
father and her mother are Roma, and she identifies herself as Roma. They speak only Romanian 
at home although her father speaks Romani. She attends Roma language classes at school. None 
of her friends speaks Romani. 
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Lavinia (13) is in the seventh grade and țtefan (15) is in the eighth. They are sister and 
brother. They live in a room and a kitchen with their mother, 19 year old elder sister and their 
aunt. The bank owns the house and they buy it paying installments. Their parents separated; 
the father lives in Sibiu. Their mother packs bread in a supermarket nearby. Their grandparents 
died. Their mother has four grades. They all consider themselves Roma. Adults speak Romani at 
home; children also speak Romani, but not as often as their parents do. Their elder sister does 
not attend school anymore; she is pregnant with a baby. She separated from her partner. The 
sisters discuss all their problems with their aunt, while their brother shares his problems with 
their mother. We do not have concrete data about the “distribution” of roles and discussions. 
Their uncle is a Pentecostal priest in the Flower district. Their cousin Magdalena attends School 
1. Lavinia’s and Stefan’s family has not converted to Pentecostals. 

Viorel (13) and Mircea (16) live in a house made up by a room and a kitchen. They 
inherited the house from their grandparents after they passed away. Before they moved in 
this house, they lived in another district in Transilvan town, in a flat. Their father works in 
constructions informally. The mother is a cleaner in a bigger supermarket. Mircea continues his 
study after graduating eight grades and being admitted when he has applied for places reserved 
for Roma pupils. Viorel would like to be a football player or an electrician. The mother is 
Romanian, and the father is Roma. The boys do not speak Romani language. The father comes 
from a rural family of musicians. In a certain period of his life, the father made a living from 
music. Now he does not play music. He would have liked to teach his sons to play the violin but 
they did not want to do that. Mircea and Anna (16) were schoolmates. They both finished the 
2008/2009 school year at School 8. After that, both of them continue to study in schools with 
places reserved for Roma. Anna lives with her parents in a one room and a kitchen dwelling. 

Viorela (14) lives with her younger brother, mother, her mother’s parents and sibling in 
a one room with a kitchen facility. Her parents separated after the birth of the second child. 
After the separation, Viorela’s mother (now 35 years old) was diagnosed with nervous disease. 
Due to the diagnosis and the consequent treatment she cannot work. In the certificate needed 
for employment the doctor mentioned that she is unsuitable for work. They live of the state 
provided child allowance. The father does not pay allowance for the children. The mother is in 
bad relations with other members of the extended family, but she has no place to move in 
despite daily quarrels. They applied for social housing but the per capita income in the household 
defined by the office does not count as a low one because of the income of the children’ 
grandfather and uncle. Thus, they do not have their own place.
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