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Abstract

Roma in Serbia still do not have equal access to quality education. Roma children are more increasing-
ly present in the school system in Serbia, which shows that there is a trend in decreasing differences 
among pupils.

Inclusion should make education more accessible and of better quality for Roma children. Serbia is on 
the right track to achieve this. It started with introducing Roma assistants in teaching, who would help 
Roma children fit into the educational system. The introduction of elements of national cultures, in-
cluding Romani, would make schooling much more attractive to Roma children, because it would re-
flect their living environment and contribute to a better acceptance of Roma children by other children 
and teachers.

The first part of the paper with descriptive method tells about the status of the Roma in Serbia and 
their problems in education, as well as ways to improve the conditions of their education. Statistical 
method was used to display present and situation in past. Experimental part of this paper demonstrates 
attitudes of primary and secondary school teachers in Novi Sad, the Autonomous Province of Vojvodi-
na, about the inclusion of Roma children in education.
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Introduction
The Roma (singular Rom), or as they are more com-
monly known in the English speaking world, the 
Gypsies (Egyptians) entered Europe in the late Mid-
dles Ages from India. Elsewhere, the Roma are re-
ferred to as cigán, tsiganes, zigeuner, and other sim-
ilar terms. These names come from the Byzantine 
Greek word, Atsinganoí, which means itinerant wan-
derers or soothsayers. Because of the stereotypes and 
prejudice associated with these names, the Gypsies 
preferred to be called Roma or Romani, a name from 
their own language, Romani (Crowe, 2001; Székelyi, et 
al., 2003).

It is estimated that there are between 8 and 12 mil-
lion of Roma across Europe and they represent one of 
the biggest and the most endangered minorities. They 
are mostly excluded from numerous aspects of socie-
ty, deprived from their rights and trapped in pover-
ty. In particular, Roma face problems regarding the 
possibilities of accessing quality education (Claude, et 
al., 1999; Kyuchukov, 2000; Tanner, 2005; Hemelsoet, 
2015).

In the Republic of Serbia, Roma children do not 
have equal access to quality education and this is one 
of the main reasons why Serbia is participating in the 

“Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005-2015”. The Decade 
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was established with the aim to eradicate discrimina-
tion and diminish inequalities in various spheres of 
life, such as housing, employment, health care, educa-
tion… (Open Society Institute, 2007).

The aim of this research is to point out the sig-
nificance of inclusive Roma education in Vojvodi-
na and Serbia, which should provide equal rights of 
education and self-improvement for everyone. At-
titudes of teachers about Roma inclusion are cru-
cial element of this paper because the conducted re-
search treats teachers' opinions and their evaluation 
of inclusion separately. A part of this research also re-
fers to teachers' experience in inclusion, which repre-
sents the essential part of this paper. Data acquired in 
the research are processed by SPSS Statistics. The ba-
sic objective of this paper is to show how important 
inclusion is for a society and to urgently implement 
all the measures needed for future generations to get 
quality education, which will provide higher employ-
ment and active participation in the society.

Roma in Serbia
Roma in the Balkans and in Serbia have appeared 
since 16th century, simultaneously with the Turkish 
invasion. Based on their origin, language and reli-
gious beliefs, we can distinguish four groups: (a) Turk-
ish Roma, who are Muslims or Christians by their reli-
gious beliefs, (b) White Roma, who came from Bosnia 
and who belong to Muslim religion and speak Serbi-
an, (c) Vlach Roma who came from Romania and who 
belong to orthodox religion and speak Serbian and 
(d) Hungarian Roma who came from Austria (UNDP, 
2005a).

The origins of Roma in Vojvodina are very hard to 
be established, because many of them do not know 
where their ancestors came from. Individual fami-
lies came from Bulgaria to Bačka, and from Ukraine 
(from the place called Sartov) or from Romania to Ba-
nat (Ivkov, 2006).

Official records about Roma population are main-
ly considered to be unreliable - it is supposed that 
their number in population censuses is underestimat-
ed, since they, because of fear from being discrimi-
nated, declare themselves differently. However, this is 
not only the case in Serbia. According to the region-
al report of UNDP, which encompasses five coun-
tries of Eastern and Central Europe, less than half of 
Roma declared themselves Roma in the last popula-
tion censuses(UNDP, 2005b). Since they are striking 
and dynamic because of their frequent appearance in 
public places (streets, markets, cemeteries, etc.), there 
is a real impression that there are more Roma in some 
of the communities in Vojvodina then it is statistical-
ly recorded (Kicošev, 1997).

After relatively successful response of Roma to 
Censuses 1948 and 1953(when 46,869 Roma were re-
corded), Census 1961 registered only 6,624 persons in 
Roma community. Since then, the number of Roma 
has continuously been growing, so in 2002, it reaches 
the number of 108,193 persons. According to the latest 
population census from 2011 there are 147,604 Roma, 
in other words they make 2.0% of the total number of 
people in Serbia, that is of 7,186,862 persons. Children 
aged up to 15 years make almost one third or 32.2% of 
that number(Statistical Office of the Republic of Ser-
bia, 2014). In the past, instead of declaring their own 
identity, Roma often inclined towards the members of 
majority communities, i.e. they declared themselves 
as members of the community they lived in. In the 
existing scientific papers, this phenomena has often 
been described as “ethnic mimicry of Roma”.

There are many unofficial estimates of the size of 
Roma population, but their validity is questionable 
because of a large number of unregistered persons, es-
pecially those who came to Serbia during 1990s as ref-
ugees or internally displaced persons (IDP) from oth-
er countries of former Yugoslavia and the territory of 
Kosovo. In addition to that, since the year 2000, repa-
triation of Roma from the countries of the European 
Union (EU) has started, which has resulted in tens of 
thousands of newcomers, persons who also did not of-
ten have any identification documents. Some research-
ers estimate that the total number of Roma in Serbia is 
perhaps even 800,000. Still, a consolidated estimate is 
that there are between 450,000 and 500,000 Roma or 
slightly over 6 percent of the total population, where-
as the minimal estimate of Roma population in Serbia 
would be around 250,000 residents.

In the year 2011, the most Roma were registered in 
the regions of Southern and Eastern Serbia (38.7%), 
then in Vojvodina (28.7%), in Belgrade region (18.6%) 
and in the regions of Šumadija and Western Serbia 
(14.0%). The uneven territorial distribution of Roma 
is also characteristic of Vojvodina 26, where 61.0% of 
all Vojvodinian Roma lived in three districts (South 
Bačka, Central Bačka and и South Banat), mostly in 
the municipalities of Novi Sad, Zrenjanin, Vršac and 
Pančevo.

Roma education
The educational level and educational structure of 
Roma population are influenced by its social status 
and its cultural specificities, and they represent one of 
the darkest aspects in the reality of this ethnic group. 
The low educational profile is equally contributed by 
economic poverty and partially ingrained attitudes 
that they do not even need schooling, as well as in-
ert state apparatus that recognizes the problem, but is 
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slow and inefficient in its solution. Thus education be-
comes a hindrance to the faster socio-economic devel-
opment, that is a vicious circle where Roma economic 
weakness represents a consequence of their educa-
tional level and vice versa, whereby statistical indica-
tors represent only an expression of educational infe-
riority of this ethnic community in comparison with 
other population of Serbia.

Literacy is a main indicator of educational lev-
el, which despite the decrease in the illiteracy rate of 
total Roma population aged 10 years and above from 
19.6% to 15.1% in the last period between censuses, 
shows that Roma are still far below the national aver-
age (2.0%). When observed by regions of Serbia, there 
are no significant differences since Roma represent 
an ethnic group with the highest illiteracy rate eve-
rywhere.

In Romany population there is a difference in lit-
eracy levels between men and women. The illiteracy 
among women is more pronounced, so that in the year 
2011, men made 31.0% of the total number of the illit-

erate Roma, whereas women made 69.0% of the same 
number, which means that there were more than two 
illiterate women per one illiterate man. Reasons for 
higher illiteracy rate among female than among male 
Roma population are linked to a whole range of fac-
tors, such as attitudes about the significance of educa-
tion in general, especially for women, the status and 
role of a woman in the family and so on. Even though 
the illiteracy is higher in older age groups, the illiter-
acy of young people (aged 10 to 19), who make 8.2% of 
their age-mates, is worrisome. Besides, since all the 
observed generations of the illiterate were born after 
The Second World War (except those older than 65), 
it means that the law on compulsory primary educa-
tion had no effect on them, even though they had to 
be covered by it.

Levels of educational attainment of Roma in com-
parison to the relevant levels of the population of Ser-
bia on the whole, show great differences. Every fifth 
Roma versus every 37th Serbian citizen older than 15 
has no educational attainment, whereas more than 

Table 1. Illiterate Roma in Serbia with 10 or more years, by gender, 2002/2011

Census 
year

Roma population Illiterate Roma The share in total

Σ male female Σ male female Σ male female

2002 84361 42408 41953 16581 5019 11562 19.6 11.8 27.6

2011 114355 58118 56237 17304 5358 11946 15.1 9.2 21.2

Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2014

Figure 1. Illiterate Roma population, by age group and regions in Serbia, 2011 (%).
Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia2014. Roma in Serbia, 2011, Belgrade. 
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a third of Roma (34.2% versus 10.9% of the popula-
tion of Serbia) have no completed primary education. 
Around one third of Roma (33.3% versus 20.8 % of peo-
ple on the state level) have primary education, where-
as 11.5% of Roma (48.9% of people on the state lev-
el) have secondary education. There are also striking 
differences between the percentage of Roma with at-
tained high and higher education (0.7%) and the per-
centage of other population of Serbia with attained 
high and higher education (16.2%).

When observing the data for Vojvodina, it is no-
ticeable that the largest percentage in the group of 
Roma older than 15 is made by people with incomplete 
primary education (39.3%), then by people with com-
plete primary education (27.4%) and by people with-
out education (22.9%). The smallest percentages are 
in groups with completed secondary and higher edu-
cation. This drastic gap underlines the fact that there 
are no efficient mechanisms in Serbia necessary to 
provide the completion of primary education for all. 
There is a need for the entire line of measures which 
would contribute to decreasing the high rate of drop-
ping out of the school system among the students of 
Roma nationality.

The importance of analyzing Romany educational 
structure by school attainment reflects not only in de-
termining general education, but in emphasizing its 
dialectic connection with movements and changes in 
other structures, such as qualification structure of la-
bor force and employees, the tempo of social mobility, 
demographic structures and so on. Namely, changes 
in the educational structure of population influence 
changes in a range of other structures, therefore they 
influence different social position and status of Roma 
in the environment they inhabit.

One of the particular problems in Roma education 
is a so-called „special school” for children with devel-
opmental disabilities. Roma make up to about 80 per-
cent of the total number of students in those schools. 

Such a high number of Roma children in schools for 
children with developmental disabilities is a result of 
the application of inadequate tests, which are used 
for the categorization of children with developmen-
tal disabilities. During the testing of the children, it is 
not taken into account that Roma children come from 
extremely socially deprived environments and do not 
speak Serbian well, which is the language of the test. 
In a society full of prejudices, Roma children who fin-
ished “special schools” do not have any possibility for 
further education and employment (Humanitarian 
Law Centre, 2003).

Also, insufficient knowledge of Serbian is a big 
problem for these children. Such children are entitled 
to get financial aid for children, care assistance and 
a full time board in schools with meals and medical 
protection free of charge.

It is very often the case that the parents themselves 
support enrolling their children in “special classes”, 
mainly because of free breakfast which is provided 
for children in these classes. Roma students are afraid 
of other children, they avoid them, do not socialize 
with them. Roma children mostly do not complete 
primary school. A large drop-out of Roma children 
occurs in the third and fourth grade. Most of Roma 
children live in difficult financial and housing con-
ditions. A large number of Roma live in improvised 
houses, without water, electricity or sewage (Humani-
tarian Law Centre, 2003; Boado, 2011).

Roma are officially acknowledged as a minority, 
and the Romani language as a mother tongue of an 
ethnic minority. Practically, education in the Romani 
language exists only as an optional subject in prima-
ry schools - only in the Autonomous Province of Vo-
jvodina.

According to the National Council of Roma Na-
tional Minority, a large number of Roma children, 
who are enrolled in regular primary school, do not 
finish the eighth grade. Out of those who do enroll, 

Table 2. Level of educational attainment of adult population (older than 15) - for national and Roma population (year 
1991, 2002 and 2011)

Educational Attainment

Population proportion (percentage)
Vojvodina Region

Roma population Total population

1991 2002 2011 2011 2011

No school 36.6 27.4 19.5 2.7 22.9

Incomplete primary school 26.1 34.8 34.2 10.9 39.9

Completed primary school (8 grades) 27.1 28.2 33.3 20.8 27.4

Completed secondary school 8.1 9.2 11.5 48.9 9.1

College or university degree 0.9 0.4 0.7 16.2 0.4

Unknown 1.2 0.0 0.8 0.4 0.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 1991, 2004 and 2011.
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a significant number drops out of school even after 
the first grade, and the most dramatic drop out rate 
starts in the second and third grade, when half of the 
Roma children who are enrolled in primary school are 
believed to drop out of school completely. The next 
phase of a mass drop out from the school system is 
between the fourth and fifth grade of primary school, 
which coincides with the transfer from a single teach-
er schooling system (one teacher for all subjects) to 
subject teacher schooling system (different teachers 
for each subject). It seems that, for a significant num-
ber of Roma children, this transition is a point when 
they terminate their schooling. Those who continue 
education after the fourth grade may leave school af-
ter the sixth grade, and only about 10percentenroll the 
seventh grade (Open Society Institute, 2007; Boone, 
Van Houtte, 2013).

Poor education of the parents of Roma children and 
their attitudes are probably main reasons for the high 
illiteracy of children and high drop-out rates. Parents 
do not consider primary education as a priority and a 
prerequisite for improvement. Furthermore, many of 
them enroll their children into school only when they 
need to collect social aid (Čvorović, 2005)

How to improve Roma education?
Roma assistants in education. One of the ways to im-
prove Roma education in Serbia is to introduce Roma 
assistants in education. Strategic documents of the 
government on Roma education had plans for intro-
ducing Roma assistants in kindergarten and prima-
ry school education, as well as employing coordina-
tors who would work with the families in institutions 
where there was a large number of Roma children. 
In 2006/2007, the Mission of OSCE offered a finan-
cial and technical support to the Ministry of Educa-
tion, for introducing the project “Roma Assistants in 
Education” in primary schools in Serbia. Within the 
project timeline, by June 2010,the Mission of OSCE 
would have provided operational support of the Min-
istry of Education in encouraging and expanding the 
system of Roma assistants in education (OSCE) (www.
osce.org).

Teachers who speak Romani. There are no official 
data on kindergarten teachers, primary school teach-
ers and subject teachers who speak Romani and use it 
in classes. NGOs claim that such teachers, even if they 
do exist, are rare. In the educational process, Roma 
can only use their mother tongue if they choose an 
optional subject in primary school, called “The Roma-
ni Language with Elements of National Culture”. This 
is only possible on the territory of the Autonomous 
Province of Vojvodina (Official Gazette of the Repub-
lic of Serbia, 2002).

Teaching resources and curricular policy. School 
Curriculum in Serbia has not been very sensitive to 
intercultural values and educational needs of nation-
al minorities so far. Strategic documents comprise 
changes in the curriculum which would include mul-
ticulturalism and elements of Romani culture. In the 
long run, curricular reform, as well as a new draft of 
the Law on textbooks and other teaching resources, 
should introduce positive changes, even though it is 
unknown when they will be implemented in practice 
(Open Society Institute, 2007).

Multiculturalism should be adopted as s value, 
since pedagogical principles are reflected foremost in 
the teacher’s approach. Teachers must develop sensi-
tivity towards differences. The integration of a student 
who is different from the others can be successful only 
where the pedagogical clime is in favour of difference 
(Konečnik Kotlik, Krečić, 2011).

The school subject “The Romani Language with El-
ements of National Culture” is being taught only in 
Vojvodina, which has a tradition of minority educa-
tion. Optional subject is realized in cooperation with 
the National Council of Roma Minority and the Min-
istry of Education and Sport of the Republic of Serbia. 
Introducing elements of national culture, including 
Romani culture, would make education more attrac-
tive to Roma children, because it would reflect their 
living environment and contribute to a better accept-
ance of Roma children by other children and teachers 
(Open Society Institute, 2007).

Results and Discussion
The research conducted for the need of writing this 
paper included 60 teachers of primary and second-
ary schools in Novi Sad. 30 teachers of this number 
are employed in primary and 30 in secondary schools. 
Novi Sad is the capital and the largest town in the Au-
tonomous Province of Vojvodina, it is an academic 
and multiethnic town. According to the 2011 popu-
lation census 3,636 Roma live in Novi Sad. The sur-
vey included teachers who work in the town area of 
Novi Sad as well as teachers who work in suburban ar-
eas in order to get better picture of inclusion in small-
er settlements. Survey sheets (questionnaires) includ-
ed 14 questions, and sheets for primary and secondary 
school teachers differ only in three questions , which 
provides data comparison of these two data series. 
Data acquired in this survey are processed in SPSS 
Statystics. First two questions are general and teach-
ers should make statements about their sex and their 
workplace in order to answer them. In the rest of the 
questions teachers are asked to express their attitudes 
about certain phenomena in inclusive Roma educa-
tion by using Likert scale.
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There were 12 men and 18 women among primary 
school teachers, and among secondary school teach-
ers there were 8 men and 22 women. Primary school 
sample included 20 or 66.7% of teachers who work in 
the town area of Novi Sad, whereas 10 or 33.3%of them 
work in suburban areas. 21or 70% of secondary school 
teachers included in the survey work in the town area 
and 30% work in suburban areas. This results is not 
surprising since only few suburban areas have sec-
ondary schools.

Sixty per cent of the interviewed primary school 
teachers as well as 46.7% of seconadry school teach-
ers very much agreed with the statement that the in-
clusion of Roma children is good decision of the au-
thorised Ministry of the Republic of Serbia. The fact 
that 16.7%of primary school teachers and even 23.3% of 
secondary school teachers are neutral about this state-
ment is rather worrisome. This could be explained by 
the fact that number of Roma children lessens as early 
as in primary school and very few of them enroll sec-
ondary schools. That is why secondary school teachers 
rarely meet the problem of Roma inclusion in educa-
tion (Mihajlovic, 2004).

When asked to give their opinion on the statement 
that Roma children are treated the same as other stu-
dents at schools the largest number of interviewed 
(over70% of primary and over 60% of secondary 
school teachers) answered that they agree or that 
they very much agree, and only one secondary school 
teacher said that he absolutely disagreed. This indi-
cates the fact that even though Roma are poor, even 
though they struggle with unemployment and often 
live in bad social conditions (Kresoja, 2007), they are 
not badly treated by other ethnic groups.

Thirty per cent of primary school teachers and 20% 
of secondary school teachers disagreed with the state-
ment that Roma children successfully master teach-
ing materials, whereas 50% of primary and 37.7% of 
secondary school teachers were neutral about the giv-
en statement. These are not good indicators and point 
out the statement that Roma children don't often have 
textbooks and other learning aids, so they cannot fol-
low and master teaching materials (Kresoja, 2007).

Secondary school teachers ought to express their 
agreement with the statement that Roma children are 
excellently accepted by non-Roma children and the 
largest percent (33.3%) of examinees were neutral and 
30% disagreed with the statement.

Over 70% of primary school teacher and over 60% 
of secondary school teachers agreed or very much 
agreed with the statement that the introduction of 
pedagogy assistants in education is important be-
cause they would help the personnel who work with 
Roma children. The following figure shows the agree-
ment of primary school teachers with this statement.

Pedagogy assistants would help Roma to overcome 
problems of alienation and non-acceptance (Kresoja, 
2007).

Primary school teachers ought to express their 
opinion about the statement that Roma children do 
not finish primary education due to their disinter-

Figure 2. The agreement of primary school teachers with 
the introduction of pedagogy assistants in education

Figure 3. The agreement of primary and secondary school 
teachers with the statement that inclusion should be 
planned thoroughly and in cooperation with large number 
of experts
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est. The largest number of teachers (43.3%) very much 
agreed, and 23.3% agreed with the statement. This is 
also helped by the fact that large number of Roma 
children do various economic activities, they help the 
elderly, beg or collect secondary materials (Adamov, 
et al., 2012).

Over 80% of primary school teachers and over 70% 
of secondary school teachers agreed and very much 
agreed with the statement that inclusion should be 
planned thoroughly and in cooperation with large 
number of experts.

Many Roma households are not registered, chil-
dren living in them do not have documents and are 
not registered as inhabitants of settlements they dwell 
in, which make their inclusion in educational process 
difficult to a great extent. Authorities do not very of-
ten have proper insight into the right number of Roma 
children in certain areas, thus successful inclusion re-
quires engagement of large number of subjects (Ada-
mov, et al., 2012).

Conclusion
The Decade of Roma inclusion strives for a wider ac-
cess to quality education of Roma. In order to suc-
ceed, an intervention is needed by parents and chil-
dren who need to strive for the quality education, as 
well as by the state, which has to offer a high level of 
education for all, including Roma. The Decade strives 
for the reduction in discrimination and inequality in 
four key fields: housing, employment, health and ed-
ucation.

Inclusive education is the way leading out of social 
exclusion. However, Roma in all other countries par-
ticipating in the Decade are still facing high rates of 
exclusion out of the quality education. Poverty and 
marginalization of Roma community increases segre-
gation in schools, by placing Roma students in sepa-
rate classes and “special schools”.

Results obtained from the study “Roma and Educa-
tion” show that kindergarten institutions are attended 
by about7 percent of Roma children of kindergarten 
age. There are expectations that the situation related 
to inclusion of Roma children in kindergarten institu-
tions will improve with the introduction of obligato-
ry and free “zero grade”, having started in the school 
year 2006/07. According to the National Council of 
the Roma National Minority, a great number of Roma 
children who enroll regular primary school never fin-
ish the eight grade. The data show that only one third 
of Roma students who finish the eight grade decide to 
apply for secondary school enrollment. Unfortunate-
ly, if they do decide to enroll secondary school, they 
choose three-year programs. Those who enroll sec-
ondary schools, because of inadequate professional 

orientation, most often choose profiles which are not 
sought at the job market.

According to the research conducted for the needs of 
this paper it has been concluded that the largest number 
of teachers agree with the statement that Roma children 
are accepted by non-Roma children as well as with the 
statement that Roma children would be more success-
ful at school if they had better living conditions. Over 
60% of teachers agree that the introduction of pedagogy 
assistants would be exceptionally significant for Roma 
education. Pedagogy assistants would help Roma chil-
dren to adapt to teaching programme and curriculum. 
The statement which is considered to be the most sig-
nificant for Roma inclusion says that inclusion should 
be planned thoroughly and by large number of experts. 
The largest number of examinees agreed with this state-
ment, which is a significant guideline for further devel-
opment and improvement of Roma education.
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