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Abstract

The Roma are Europe'’s largest minority ethnic group, yet too few Roma achieve
a level of education that enables them to secure employment or positive life
chances. Gaps in their attainment compared to other ethnic groups start to appear
in the earliest years, with Roma participating in early education at half the rate of
their peers. The European Commission has established expectations to increase
participation rates, but change is painfully slow. Institutionalized discrimination
and poverty underpin many structural factors, such as shortages of preschool
places and unaffordable fees and costs, that are in a large part responsible for
the low participation of Roma in early education. Yet multiple reports highlight
cultural barriers as an additional significant challenge for Roma families, and
recommend employing Roma as teaching assistants to bridge cultural differences.
This article presents evidence from two qualitative studies that explore the impact
of employing Roma in early childhood settings. The first, a survey conducted in
the 21 European countries with the largest Roma populations, establishes current
hiring trends and motivations for hiring Roma early childhood education staff,
and estimates that at least 40,000 additional Roma staff are needed to ensure
their proportionate representation in the workforce. The second uses case study
methodology to capture learning from Serbia and the UK, where introducing
Roma assistants is helping to bridge cultural barriers to Roma participation in early
education. The article concludes with the observation that the social inclusion of
Roma will also require interventions that start well before children enter formal
education.

Keywords: Roma, early education, teaching assistants, cultural brokers, Europe

Introduction

Europe’s education systems are largely failing Roma children. Stark differences in
participation rates emerge in the earliest years, with Roma children participating in early
education at half the rate of their peers (Briggemann, 2012). These early differences set
the stage for inequality in later life. Participation in quality early childhood education
(ECE) helps the most disadvantaged children to gain some ground, bringing them
closer to the developmental level of their more advantaged peers (Heckman et al.,
2010; La Paro and Pianta, 2000; Schweinhart et al., 2005; Sylva et al., 2010; Sylva et al.,
2008). The reverse, however, is also true: when systems prioritize the most advantaged
children, the most disadvantaged children fall even further behind. Increasing Roma
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participation in early education becomes, therefore, essential to the broader European
mission of full Roma integration.

This article delves deeper into the reasons for low participation of Roma children
in ECE. It begins with a description of the context in which the majority of young
Roma children are being raised, including discussion of the structural (access) barriers
to preschool attendance. The focus of this article, though, is on less tangible, but
extremely important, cultural barriers, which have been identified in multiple reports.
Evidence from a multi-country survey is presented that illustrates the important role
that the Roma ECE workforce plays in overcoming cultural barriers — through building
trust with parents and communities, by improving communication, and by enriching
the cultural competence of ECE settings. Examples from case studies conducted in
Serbia and the UK are then used to demonstrate the positive role that Roma educators
play in socially inclusive ECE classrooms. The article suggests that achieving equal rates
of participation will require employing more Roma staff in preschools as a necessary
additional measure.

Young Roma children in Europe and their participation
in preschool education

The term ‘Roma’ is used collectively across Europe, and in this article, to refer to
Roma, Sinti, Kale and related groups in Europe, including Travellers and people who
identify themselves as 'Gypsies’ in the UK. Roma collectively make up the largest
minority group and are among the most disadvantaged citizens in Europe. The most
widely accepted estimates from the Council of Europe (CoE) indicate that there are
approximately 10-12 million Roma living in Europe, and that approximately half are
citizens of the European Union (CoE, 2012).

The exclusion and deprivation experienced by Roma populations in Europe has
been well-documented by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA)
through three household surveys, the most recent in 2016. As a demographic group,
Roma are one of the youngest populations in Europe; although all socio-economic
levels are represented across the community, over 80 per cent live in households that
fall below national poverty lines. A substantial number live in unsuitable housing in
isolated settlements or poor neighbourhoods — often without access to basic utilities.
Fewer than 33 per cent of Roma are in paid employment, and around 50 per cent
indicate that they have faced discrimination in the past year. Access to maternal-child
healthcare is lower for Roma in many countries, and malnutrition is high - leading to
larger numbers of low birth-weight babies, higher infant mortality and higher rates of
stunting. Vaccination rates are also substantially lower for Roma children across the
European Union. And fewer than 20 per cent complete secondary or vocational school
— the level generally required by most employers (Briggemann, 2012; FRA, 2016; FRA
and UNDP, 2012; Fundacién Secretariado Gitano, 2009).

The European Commission has established targets for early education, and has
urged member states to expand access to early education for Roma children prior
to entry into formal primary education (European Commission, 2011, 2013a, 2013b).
Rates of Roma participation in ECE vary dramatically across Europe. In Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Republic of North Macedonia, and Montenegro, three countries with
ECE coverage rates between 13 and 26 per cent, a 2011 UNDP/World Bank/European
Commission survey found no statistically significant differences in participation rates
of Roma and non-Roma children. That is, where ECE participation rates are very low
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for the majority population, they are correspondingly low for the Roma population
(FRA and UNDP, 2012). The most recent European Union Minorities and Discrimination
survey documents increases in Roma participation in ECE between 2011 and 2016, yet
a stark gap between participation of Roma and non-Roma persists in most countries,
with Roma children still participating on average at half the rates of non-Roma children.
Only Hungary and Spain have come close to achieving the European Commission
targets for Roma children, largely by making preschool compulsory and eliminating
fees (FRA, 2016).

Taken together, these statistics establish that a majority of young Roma children
grow up in extremely impoverished households with intolerable living conditions,
headed by caregivers with low education and low employment levels. One Serbian
parentin Serbia we interviewed while collecting research for the case study summarized
later in this article described her situation:

We can't teach our kids, because we can’t read, we can't write. And that'’s
hard for us. We have so many children, we can't get books, footwear.
Books, pencils, notebooks, we can't afford them. We can barely feed the
kids, let alone buy shoes and provide everything. The child has to go clean
and our kids go dirty. At least our children have to finish school. Half of our
community is in jail, because they haven't finished school, they don’t work.

Low social status has been found to exacerbate health inequality (Marmot, 2010),
which impacts children’s health and development (Irwin et al., 2007). Discrimination
further impedes young Roma children’s participation in education. In 2007, the
European Court of Human Rights found the government of Czech Republic guilty of
violating the rights of Roma children, who had been mis-assigned to special schools
for children with intellectual difficulties based on inappropriate testing. Even when
Roma children are not placed in special education, they are often provided poorer
quality education in classrooms that are largely segregated to satisfy non-Roma
parents, or in schools located near ghettoized settlements and communities (Chireac
and Arbona, 2016).

Institutionalized inequalities manifest as practical barriers in ECE. Where there
are shortages of preschool places (for instance, Slovakia), working parents are often
prioritized, which excludes many Roma children (Vancikova et al., 2017). Unsurprisingly,
a World Bank/UNDP/EC household survey in five countries found that access issues
(such as availability of preschool places, transportation and fees) and hidden costs
(such as clothing) remain the main barriers to Roma participation in ECE. Interestingly,
the survey also identified cultural barriers as highly significant for many Roma parents.
Between 25 per cent and 50 per cent of Roma parents — who participated in the survey
and who do not send their children to preschool — would consider enrolling their
children in preschool if a Roma person was on the staff. Similar percentages of parents
not sending their children to preschool indicated that they thought their child was too
young to go to preschool or that there is no need to send their child to preschool if
care is available at home (World Bank, 2012).

Multi-country reports and guides on Roma ECE (Bennett, 2012; UNESCO and CoE,
2014; World Bank, 2012) consistently identify cultural barriers, such as those described
above, as contributory factors to low Roma participation in ECE. All recommend
introducing Roma teaching assistants or mediators to bridge cultural differences and
support communication. The World Bank report cited above recommends removing
cost barriers and introducing subsidies, informing parents of the benefits of preschool,
reaching out to parents by introducing more Roma teaching assistants and supporting
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parenting at home. Echoing the 2012 World Bank report, UNESCO and the CoE
(2014: 43) assert:

The official recognition of Roma assistants has been one of the success
stories of Roma education in recent years, paralleled in the health sector
by the employment of Roma health mediators. In most instances, these
assistants have been effective bridges between Roma families and the
school and have been instrumental in increasing the enrolment of Roma
children and their retention in the education system ... In sum, a fast-track
approach to increase the number of Roma assistants and to promote
through further training, promising candidates to teacher status would be
a welcome policy initiative.

Although there have been numerous initiatives to hire Roma teaching assistants in
early education settings to improve participation of Roma children, there are few
descriptive or impact studies. The two studies presented in this article contribute to
this evidence base.

Theoretical framework

Cultural brokering

Hiring Roma staff in ECE settings to address cultural gaps is an example of a
broader phenomenon, an intentional strategy to overcome cultural barriers: cultural
brokering. Cultural brokering is concerned with the exchange and acquisition of
social and cultural capital, through sharing knowledge and information across
different communities, facilitating communication and engaging in problem
solving, mediation, role modelling and advocacy. It is a term that was introduced by
anthropologists, and describes the role of brokers and negotiators who provided
linkages between colonial governments and the societies over which they ruled.
Their roles included providing simple translation, interpreting cultural concepts,
serving as buffers, mediating disputes and facilitating commercial relationships
(Jezewski, 1995). This approach has broadened over the years, and has been adopted
intentionally in diverse services (for example, healthcare, disability, mental health,
business, education and child welfare) as governments seek to provide services to
indigenous or new migrant populations.

Although accounts from the 1970s onwards describe the cultural brokering
roles that native teachers, children and parents play in education systems (Martinez-
Cosio and lannacone, 2007; Phillips and Crowell, 1994; Wyatt, 1978), the concept is
substantially less developed in the literature. The positive impact of cultural brokers in
education derives from their role in helping young children and families from diverse
backgrounds to access a range of external assets. These include both the cultural
capital that is acquired by children through their education in preschools and schools,
and the social capital (or personal relationships and networks) that link both children
and families with new resources and that widen social and economic opportunity.

Putnam (2000) distinguishes between two types of social capital: ‘bonding’
and 'bridging’. Bonding within a high-affinity group reinforces homogeneity and
a common identity, thus perpetuating ethnic and class stratifications in society. In
contrast, bridging links members from diverse groups to a range of external assets,
widening social and economic opportunity and reducing inequality. Bridging
promotes heterogeneity and identification with wider society. In school and
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preschool settings, children and their families interact, by necessity, with one another
and school staff at a variety of levels — creating new social linkages, many of which
transcend the school setting through friendships and diverse communal activities.
Roma staff in preschools can serve in this important bridging function, catalysing the
development of these new relationships.

Cultural brokering and Roma education

Most positions dedicated to Roma in education settings are titled either teacher
assistant or mediator. Teacher assistant positions emphasize pedagogy and direct work
with children and teachers, while mediator positions stress community engagement,
document gathering and conflict resolution. However, they share a focus on improving
access to education, reducing drop-out rates, improving academic achievement and
fighting discrimination (Duvnjak et al., 2010). Assistants have the potential to pay
attention to issues that are not covered by teachers; for example, providing additional
support to children, engaging in deeper communication with families, providing
conflict resolution and developing inter-agency connections. Typically, schools
appreciate this additional support.

This article provides an overview of Roma staff in ECE in Europe, and focuses
on the role of teacher assistants in Serbia and the UK. Assistants play an increasingly
significant role in ECE. The latest research indicates that assistants make up as much
as 50 per cent of ECE staff in some countries, including the UK. Yet they continue to
remain largely invisible in statistics, with little data collected about their ethnicity, and
few opportunities available for their professional advancement (Peeters et al., 2016).
Peeters et al., (Peeters et al., 2018) describe three main roles attributed to assistants: a
teaching role, a caring role and a bridging role. Roma assistants have been introduced
with this third role in mind.

The explicit hiring of Roma staff into educational settings in Europe dates back
to (at least) the 1980s, with very early pilots documented in Italy and Spain and, since
then, it has been attempted in at least 26 countries (Liégeois, 2013; Rus, 2006). In many
cases, NGOs were the first to introduce Roma mediators or teacher assistants (Demeuse
et al.,, 2012). Only in some cases were new salaries absorbed into the budgets of local
or national governments (Rus, 2006), and, even when local governments absorbed the
costs of these positions, they remained contract-based and low paying — with thin
job descriptions specific to each context. Relatively few countries have adopted the
strategy at a national level — Serbia being the one that stands out.

Difficulties, however, can arise when Roma staff are perceived as being too
close to either the school or the community (Rus, 2006). Schools may rely too heavily
on Roma staff to work with Roma children, and non-Roma teachers can fail to build
strong relationships with Roma parents. Furthermore, although some Roma mediator
and teaching assistant positions were created to empower Roma and promote
better educational outcomes for the community, in some cases, Roma who qualified
as teachers found that they were able only to secure low-paying, para-professional
positions (Demeuse et al., 2012).

Studying Roma ECE workforce — methods

This article draws evidence from two separate, but linked, studies (see Table 1) which
explore the impact of hiring Roma into the ECE workforce.
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Table 1: Studies of the impact of hiring Roma into the ECE workforce

Title Description Countries

1. Straggling Behind: Survey of experts in Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria,

Participation of Roma 21 countries with the highest Croatia, Czech Republic,

Children and Employment  Roma populations to document Greece, Hungary, Ireland,

of Roma Staff in Early extent of the Roma workforce in Italy, Kosovo, Macedonia,

Childhood Education in ECE and understand trends and Romania, Serbia, Slovakia,

Europe (2013-14) motivations driving expansion  Spain, Sweden, Turkey, UK
of the practice

2. Using Cultural Brokering  Two qualitative case studies, Serbia, UK

Strategies to Improve which focus on the cultural

the Early Education of brokering strategies used in

Roma, Gypsy and Traveller  ECE settings to support Roma
Children: Case Studies from participation
the UK and Serbia (2015-18)

The first study, Straggling Behind: Participation of Roma Children and Employment of
Roma Staff in Early Childhood Education in Europe, was a survey conducted between
2013 and 2014 in European countries with significant Roma populations. Its purpose
was to better understand the expectations that motivate many governments in Europe
to pilot or expand programmes to hire Roma staff into early childhood services as an
explicit strategy to support Roma children and families (Klaus, 2014).

The survey sought a single response from an expert (who was knowledgeable
about young Roma children and the early education system) in countries in the
European Union, and countries seeking to become members, with estimated Roma
populations of more than 100,000 and/or Roma populations forming more than
0.5 per cent of the total population. An initial draft questionnaire was pilot tested in
two countries (Bosnia and Serbia) and revised to reduce both the scope of information
sought as well as the depth of information collected. The final questionnaire contained
18 items, of which 12 were multiple choice or ‘check all that apply’, 4 required narrative
responses, and 2 asked for statistics or identification of relevant reports. Responses
were received from 24 experts in participating countries. A decision was taken to include
narrative responses from all 24 surveys, as well as responses to questions asking about
motivations for employing Roma in early education settings. For questions with more
definitive answers, only one response was counted for each country. In three of the five
cases where more than one survey was received (Albania, Czech Republic, Romania)
the selection was easy, as one questionnaire from each country was substantially more
fully completed than the others, demonstrating greater expertise. In the other two
cases (UK and Greece) both respondents answered the policy questions similarly,
triangulating, rather than confounding the data. Unfortunately, responses were not
obtained from identified respondents in France, Germany and Portugal.

Data from the multiple-choice questions and quantitative responses (number
of Roma employed) were entered into SPSS and analysed using basic descriptive
statistics. As discussed above, for national policy questions only one response was
coded per country, while all 24 responses were coded for multiple-choice questions
asking about the motivations for employing Roma. Because the sample was so small, it
was not possible to compare means of subgroups of respondents. The results provide
insights into the extent of employment of Roma in general ECE systems, motivations
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for hiring Roma staff, perceived impacts of Roma staff and hiring trends (increasing,
decreasing, stable, no trend).

The second study, Using Cultural Brokering Strategies to Improve the Early
Education of Roma, Gypsy and Traveller Children: Case Studies from the UK and
Serbia (Klaus, 2019), consists of two qualitative case studies conducted between
2015 and 2017, one in Serbia and the other in the UK, which focus on the cultural
brokering strategies used in ECE settings to support Roma participation. The Serbian
case study examines the impact of a national effort to hire Roma pedagogic assistants
in preschools and primary schools, while the UK study explores the establishment of
local authority services that perform a cultural brokering role, helping Gypsy, Roma
and Traveller families in the UK to enrol children in education, and assist preschools
and schools to gain competencies needed to support them. ‘Gypsy’ and ‘Traveller’
communities refers here to those who have lived in the UK for at least 500 years, while
‘Roma’ refers to the more recent influx of migrants from Europe from the mid-1990s
onwards (Craig, 2011).

This article focuses on findings related to the Roma pedagogic assistants in
Serbia and to the Roma teaching assistants in the UK. Key questions addressed in the
study, adapted here to reflect the narrower focus of this article, include:

* Why were Roma assistants introduced in each country?

e \What are the key features of this cultural brokering strategy in each system?

e What evidence is available to support the notion that hiring Roma assistants
increases participation in, and quality of, ECE for Roma children?

* How do the people involved (teaching assistants, parents, teachers) perceive the
impact of teacher assistants?

Evidence for the case studies was collected in two cities in each country from diverse
sources, and included a review of relevant laws, documents and studies; interviews,
focus groups and discussions with relevant stakeholders; classroom observations;
and participation in relevant conferences (including a Serbian national conference on
inclusive education, and a UK workshop for educators). Interviews and focus groups
conducted across the two countries recorded the perspectives of 57 people, and
observations were made in nine preschools and primary schools. Two UK local authority
workers and four Serbian Pedagogic Assistants were shadowed to understand their
roles. The study followed a parallel strategy in each country and similar strategies at
each site: this ensured that the data were comparable.

Documents and reports were collected throughout the research period, and
were read and annotated accordingly. Evidence was collected during field visits to
the four cities in 2015. Interviews and focus groups were taped and transcribed, and
those in Serbian were translated. Data processing included the production of memos
documenting thoughts during the research process, observation notes, transcriptions
of meetings and a review of documentary evidence. Analysis started with rereading
all the transcriptions, memos, notes from observations and documentary evidence.
It became possible to categorize information relating to the four research questions
and to enter this on to Excel sheets. Further analysis and data reduction involved
noting where there was triangulation of data and emerging explanatory patterns. The
data and emerging patterns were then organized into a narrative case study for each
country, capturing the dynamics of cultural brokering in each setting.

This study adheres to the ethical guidelines established by the British Educational
Research Association (BERA, 2011) and was conducted following approval of the
Research Ethics Committee of the UCL Institute of Education. Consent to research
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was obtained through local authorities and with the agreement of the preschools
and schools that were visited. All participants completed consent forms. Additional
measures were taken to communicate with, and protect the rights of, Roma participants.
When conducting interviews or focus groups, and especially with Roma participants
(some of whom do not have strong literacy skills) care was taken with the help of an
interpreter to explain the aims and processes guiding the research project, participants’
rights to withdraw at any time, and how information would be used, stored and erased.
Interactions with Roma communities and parents were arranged and supervised by
pedagogic assistants and Roma NGOs in Serbia and local authorities in the UK.

Findings

The results of the multi-country survey provide a framework to understand motivations
and current trends in the hiring of Roma staff into ECE systems across Europe. This
article then draws on the case studies from Serbia and the UK to illustrate similarities
and differences in teacher assistant roles in two countries with regards to their creation
and their key features. It also draws on evidence of impact, where this exists, and
perceptions of key stakeholders.

Roma teaching assistants across Europe: Evidence from the survey

Evidence from the survey reveals that there appears to be a greater tendency to hire
Roma in the Eastern European countries, with the largest numbers in Romania, Czech
Republic and Serbia. Pilot programmes are being implemented in Ireland, Croatia,
Macedonia and Kosovo, indicating growing interest. Few Roma are employed in
preschools, with most in primary education systems.

The top motivations for creating Roma positions in preschools and primary schools
are, unsurprisingly, to increase attendance, enrolment and educational outcomes. Yet
a large number of respondents also cited improving communication and engagement
of teachers and other school staff with Roma families. Roma staff also help to link Roma
families with additional supports, most frequently with healthcare and social benefits,
in addition to further education/training opportunities and parenting support, and,
less frequently, with clothing, food coupons, housing, employment or legal advice. Few
respondents cite provision of culturally relevant inputs to teachers or the school, and
few recognize the potential positive impact on educational outcomes for all children. In
assessing impacts on Roma children and families, respondents emphasize the positive
impacts on children’s cognitive and academic outcomes (improving attendance,
learning, language attainment in both the majority and Roma languages), and their
social-emotional development (providing role models, increasing self-confidence and
identity of Roma children, while reducing discrimination).

Positive impacts on families are also observed. In the words of a UK respondent,
‘Roma children and families communicate better with teaching/support staff via a
Roma worker; expectations of the school regarding attendance, routines, behaviour
can be clearly understood from the outset.” 'Roma families would feel more welcomed
in the school’, commented an Albanian respondent. And the respondent from Croatia
elaborated, ‘children and parents feel safer and less lost in the school environment.’
Responses emphasize the crucial role that Roma staff have in building trust between the
family, community and school. The Romanian respondent commented, ‘for parents, it
is highly important to have a relationship with the teachers and to be able to approach
the person whom they trust with their children’s education.’
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A number of comments refer to the role that Roma staff play in reducing
discrimination. As the Serbian participant noted, ‘they are advocates for the rights
of Roma children.” Perceived impacts on majority (non-Roma) children include Roma
staff's potential to improve attitudes and social cohesion by serving as role models,
overcoming stereotypes, improving integration and helping the majority population
to value diversity. Roma staff can ‘overcome prejudices that non-Roma might have
towards Roma’, commented the Macedonian respondent. They can ‘increase respect
and understanding for all children and families irrespective of their background’, noted
the Swedish respondent. Fewer respondents commented on pedagogic benefits to
non-Roma/majority children, although the respondent from Romania emphasized
the mutual benefits of ‘an increased awareness of the advantage of learning in a
multicultural environment, and enriched interactions and learning situations.’

The practice of hiring Roma in preschools appears to have strong support across
Europe. All respondents, with the exception of one who indicated uncertainty, agreed
that having more Roma educators in preschools would improve Roma children’s
transition into formal (primary) education. In the next section, this article probes deeper
into the evolution, roles and impact of Roma assistants in ECE, presenting evidence
from the two case studies in Serbia and the UK.

Roma pedagogic assistants in Serbia

The hiring and deployment of Roma teacher assistants, known as pedagogic assistants
in Serbia, was first piloted by the Open Society Foundations and the Centre for
Interactive Pedagogy (CIP) in preschools in 1998 and in primary schools in 2002,
as part of a comprehensive programme to introduce new models of child-centred,
community-based education, and, by 2005, a number of organizations had begun to
adopt the practice.

The Serbian government must implement anti-discrimination laws, and improve
conditions for the Roma population, to qualify for accession to the European Union;
this has created significant pressure to adopt legislation prohibiting discrimination, and
to enact substantial education reforms. Beginning in 2006, the Ministry of Education,
Science and Technology (MoEST) and the Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Europe (OSCE) jointly implemented a formal pilot to test the benefits of employing
Roma pedagogic assistants in 54 schools with high numbers of Roma pupils. Their job
description includes: helping children to learn and continue education, supporting
schools in developing an inclusive learning environment, empowering Roma families
and mediating in the collaboration between Roma families and communities, and
collaboration with local communities (Duvnjak et al., 2010).

The position of pedagogic assistants was formalized in 2009, and, since then,
they have been hired directly by the Serbian government and matched to schools
through a competitive process. Training consists of six classes provided by a national
pedagogic institution in Kragujevac, with additional trainings provided periodically by
the MoEST. In the 2015/16 academic year, there were 175 assistants (101 women and
74 men) distributed across Serbia, with around 25 per cent allocated to ECE and the
rest to primary schools. A national study commissioned by the Serbian government
in 2015 describes the ‘average’ pedagogic assistant as working for five years in the
position, aged 31-40 years old (collectively they range from 20 to 58 years old), with
a high-school education. The majority speak Romanes and over half have completed
tertiary education (Milivojevic, 2015).

Their responsibilities depend on negotiations that take place at preschool and
school level, and there are huge individual differences across the group. Those placed
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in preschools generally spend most of their time working with families in communities,
while those in primary schools spend most time working in classrooms. Common
roles observed include: liaising between education institutions and families and
communities; providing links to resources (for examples, books, soap, food, clothing)
and services, such as social welfare departments; providing direct support to children
in classrooms; setting up supplementary parenting programmes; and serving as role
models and change agents. In the words of one assistant:

We have always been advocating for democracy alongside this job. The
real thing for the Roma community is to unite, to stay, and that’s the
only way to get more rights, to advocate more for our identity, culture,
language, everything. And | can say that was the crucial thing why | got
into this line of work.

Pedagogic assistants face challenges. Without adequate assistants available to
support children with disabilities, Roma pedagogic assistants often end up taking on
this responsibility. Significantly, they have neither job security nor career progression. It
has been announced that reforms intended to bring more efficiency to the education
system will lead to a reduction in the number of employees, and as recently as the
2014/15 school year, teachers went on strike to protest salary reductions. Although
a number of assistants have the qualifications to become teachers, the economic
context and political pressure from current teachers to protect their positions means,
effectively, that these opportunities will not be forthcoming. For these reasons,
pedagogic assistants formed an association in 2015. Their president commented:

We want to put the status of the pedagogic assistants to a higher level as an
educational profession that has an important role in the education system
... We want to protect our rights because a number of our colleagues are
victims of discrimination on their jobs.

There is ample evidence that Roma pedagogic assistants both increase participation
in, and improve the quality of, ECE in Serbia. Evaluations have found positive impacts
on academic achievement, attendance, Roma participation in extra-curricular activities,
communication with parents, parent involvement, social cohesion and school climate,
and access to and quality of education (Battaglia and Ledinski, 2015; Duvnjak et al.,
2010; Friedman et al., 2015; Institute for the Evaluation of Education Quality, 2009).
Pedagogic assistants caution that it is important that they not relieve teachers of the
responsibility of building relationships with Roma children and families. One Roma
pedagogic assistant clarified that she accepts requests from teachers struggling to
communicate with the poorest families living in remote communities, who do not have
phones and are difficult to find; however, she pushes teachers to make direct contact
with those families that are easier to reach.

Qualitative data collected for this study reinforces the overwhelmingly positive
impact of pedagogic assistants. As one local education authority official put it, 'l think
that the pedagogic assistants did the most for the children to be enrolled in preschool.
The results, the number of enrolled kids wouldnt be so good if they didn't join in.’
Parents expressed relief at the opportunity to communicate with someone from their
community: ‘It's better when it is one of our own’. They are thankful for the support.
There is demand for more pedagogic assistants.
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Roma teaching assistants in the UK

If the employment of pedagogic assistants on a national scale is driven in Serbia by
the government’s desire to join the European Union, the hiring of Roma teaching
assistants in the UK is driven by preschools and schools that need to communicate
with their Roma parents. The two cities visited during this study were coping with large
influxes of Roma migrants in the past 10-15 years. In both cities, municipal services
designed to serve several hundred Gypsy and Traveller children were challenged
to reorganize to serve several thousand Roma migrant children with meagre
additional resources. Like their Gypsy and Traveller counterparts, Roma children face
discrimination; however, they are also faced with the daunting task of relocating to a
new country, learning English, and adapting to a new culture and education system.
Many come from remote rural towns and do not understand city life.

Both cities visited had invested in training and hiring Roma para-professional
teaching staff. In one case, this took the form of a two-year pilot that supported 30
schools (infant, primary and secondary) to develop their practice. To address immediate
needs, schools had begun hiring young Roma people and taking them off the streets.
Although they had low levels of literacy, they were effective at communicating in their
home language, and were much needed. It was a real learning experience, and one
that reinforced the necessity of paying close attention to cultural and social issues.

Following the two-year pilot, the UK local authority then ran a programme of
strategic overstaffing of Roma teaching assistants. They gave schools funds to recruit a
cohort of young Roma, and then worked with them to provide training. Initially, select
schools served as training sites, loaning Roma teaching assistants to other schools
with the idea that, eventually, some schools would hire them. The local authority
provided training — 14 half-day sessions — and placements for three cohorts of 14
Roma teaching assistants (a total of 42) over a six-month period. The training topics
included an introduction to the UK education system, safeguarding children, language
development, storytelling, using books, basic English as an additional language (EAL),
importance of home language, early phonics concepts and basic early maths. They
were also trained to work with parents, including how to enrol children into school.

An early years expert involved in the project noted that although the school’s
needs are met through hiring Roma teaching assistants, these systems can exploit
them. ‘They have just enough information to survive’, she observed, yet few would
like to take on further education and the successful ones often move on to higher
paying jobs.

Staff from several schools noted how much parents used and valued the Roma
teaching assistants. Around half their time is spent communicating with parents and
half in classrooms with children. The Roma teaching assistants observed in classrooms
were seen to be doing an excellent job co-teaching activities using both Romany and
English language. A 2014 Ofsted report noted that bilingual teaching assistants are
effective in improving home and school links. Yet they raised concerns that they are
less effective when they are not fully fluent in English and are working in classrooms to
support children where English is not their first language (Ofsted, 2014). Though nearly
all Roma children participate in primary education in the UK, and these children make
progress, Roma attain a fraction of the UK averages in reading, writing and maths. Social
and economic factors outside the education system clearly play a decisive role for
these children, creating a very large developmental gap before children enter school.
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Discussion

Evidence supports the importance of ensuring that both the curriculum and the
transmission of learning are culturally relevant and meaningful to children — and that
children can experience continuity across the very different environments in which
they develop. Moreover, there is evidence from recent household surveys of the Roma
community that parents would be more likely to send their children to preschool
if there was a Roma person employed there. Estimates gleaned from the survey
establish, conservatively, that Europe would need to employ eight to ten times more
Roma (40,000+ additional staff) in ECE in order to achieve a teaching force that reflects
the potential student body. Exercises like this estimate the scale of Europe’s challenge.

The survey also identified two factors that influence the size of the Roma ECE
workforce. First, Roma themselves may not be interested in becoming educators,
or may not have the necessary qualifications; second, government policy impacts
staffing composition. Therefore, a serious effort to increase the number of Roma staff
in the ECE teaching force would need to concentrate on motivating young Roma
to enter the education profession, on removing any barriers to their education and
training, and on changing national policy — as Serbia has done - to create incentives
or initiatives that encourage hiring Roma into education systems. It should be noted
that there are legitimate concerns that creating Roma mediator or assistant positions,
rather than recruiting qualified Roma into full teaching positions, will lead to further
discrimination of Roma as lower qualified, lower status education staff. One recent
positive development has been the launch of the Roma Early Years Network (REYN)
established by the International Step by Step Association in collaboration with the
Open Society Foundations to support practitioners working with Roma children. REYN
is a pan-European network with a growing number of associated national networks,
which gives new visibility and status to Roma professionals and paraprofessionals
in early years services to motivate young Roma to enter and progress in the early
education profession.

There are several striking differences between the Roma pedagogic assistants
in Serbia and the UK. In Serbia, they are better educated, better trained and better
networked: theirtrainingand roles are defined nationally and most stay in their positions.
In contrast, they are generally hired in an ad-hoc manner by UK preschools (though, in
some cases, municipalities have promoted the practice), they receive minimal training
and professional development and few, if any, opportunities to network. As a result,
few remain in their positions or advance, even though additional support for Roma
children is clearly needed. These kinds of discrepancies illustrate the importance of
providing clearer explanations of the important role that cultural brokers, such as
Roma teaching assistants, play in ECE, and using this to promote their thoughtful and
intentional employment in ECE systems.

Although teaching assistants are having a robust impact on Roma children’s
participation in ECE in both Serbia and the UK, there are significant gaps in attainment
and outcomes. Research speaks to the imperative of providing earlier, more intensive
and comprehensive interventions with disadvantaged families and young children,
like the Roma families and children who are the focus of these studies. In fact, over-
focusing on universal preschool education at the expense of implementing more
holistic programmes for the most disadvantaged children may be detrimental.
A review of ten of the most prominent early childhood programmes in the United
States demonstrated that the most promising effects emerge from well-designed,
holistic early childhood development programmes, high-quality childcare and home-
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visiting programmes that go beyond supporting children’s learning to enable parents’
employment and build parenting skills (Stevens and English, 2016). The first thousand
days after conception are recognized as a sensitive period during which children’s
development is vulnerable to adversity and responsive to supportive environments —
because the brain develops most rapidly during this period (Black et al., 2017). Studies
that have explored why some children of low socio-economic status, such as Roma
children, in the UK succeed against the odds, point to a range of factors. These include
the quality of home learning environment, children’s and parents’ motivation and
determination, and parenting styles. The quality of relationships with parents, teachers
and peers appears to serve as a protective factor for these disadvantaged children, and
supportive learning environments (formal and informal) outside the home also play a
role (Siraj and Mayo, 2014). One could argue that these relationships and opportunities
represent social capital that these families are able to build — despite their low incomes.
More comprehensive and earlier programming for vulnerable children, such as the
Roma children in this study, is needed.

Finally, poverty, discrimination, migration status and socio-economic status play
a definitive role in the lives of Roma, yet education systems have few mechanisms
through which they can address these broader social issues. What is within their remit,
however, is the potential to cooperate with these children and families in more effective
ways, to eliminate any barriers and to welcome them into ECE settings. Cultural brokers,
such as the teacher assistants discussed in this article, offer an effective beginning to
approach these challenges (Weaver, 1971).
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