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This paper provides a brief overview of the groundbreaking case of “D.H and Others vs. The Czech 

Republic” that brought into focus the right of Roma children to equitable educational opportunity. It will 

summarize the issue of Roma segregation in special schools; present the case and the positions of the 

involved parties; and articulate UNICEF‟s position and strategy in response to the unjust placement of 

Roma children in special schools in the CEE/CIS region.  

 

ROMA CHILDREN IN CEE/CIS REGION 

 

The Roma are an ethnic group that migrated to Europe from India, starting in the 11the Century. They 

now make up the largest minority group in the region, numbering approximately eight million in Europe 

as a whole, although population data are often unreliable. About 70% of Roma are thought to live Central 

and Eastern Europe and the Balkans,
12

 with the following countries having the largest populations: 

Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Former Yugoslav 

Republic (FYR) of Macedonia, Croatia, Turkey and Moldova. The Roma population is very young; it is 

estimated that about half of Roma are under the age of 18. Roma have their own distinct culture and 

language, although these are not homogenous across Roma groups and across countries.  

 

Despite being the largest and one of the oldest minority groups in Europe and despite recent policy and 

legislation in support of minority rights, the Roma remain excluded from European societies by 

widespread ethnic discrimination and high rates of poverty. Many Roma are physically separated from 

mainstream society, living together in informal settlements on the periphery of towns. Their settlements 

are typically very poor, often having no running water or electricity. Roma living in settlements have little 

access to basic social services, such as health care and education. Many Roma are not registered with 

national governments – some would not like to be identified as Roma – and so have no identity 

documents, which acts as another barrier to their access to social services.
3
  

 

Young Roma children are considered to be one of the most vulnerable groups in Europe. Their exclusion 

from society starts at their birth. Many Roma children are not born in health facilities and thus are not 

registered with the government at birth like other children, which denies them healthcare and including 

                                                 
1
  

2
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Europe: Avoiding the Dependency Trap. A Regional Human Development Report, UNDP, 2002 
3
 Romani Children in South East Europe – The Challenge: overcoming centuries of distrust and discrimination. Regional 

Office for CEE/CIS Region, Social and economic policy for children; Discussion paper, March, 2007 
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access to immunization against life-threatening childhood illnesses. Lack of access to healthcare, coupled 

with parents‟ low levels of education and poor socio-economic status, contributes to many children being 

malnourished and developmentally delayed.  

 

Early childhood care and education services, which can play a critical role in supporting children‟s 

development, do not reach out to Roma communities because of the widespread racial discrimination and 

marginalization; most Roma children do not attend pre-school because of a lack of pre-school 

opportunities and the costs associated with attendance.
4
 Without the compensatory support of early 

childhood services and adequate healthcare, Roma children face major obstacles to entering and making 

a smooth transition to primary school.  

 

Large numbers of young Roma children remain outside the national educational system and do not 

enroll in school at all and there is a high drop out rate among those who do enroll in school.
5
 When in 

school many Roma are faced with discrimination and the struggle of learning a new language. A regional 

study on education in CEE/CIS, “Education for Some More than Others”, shows that in three of the 

countries with the largest Roma communities (Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania) only a small portion of 

Roma children have education beyond the primary level; and only 10 to 35 per cent of Roma students 

enroll in secondary education, and across the region only one per cent of them attend higher education. 
6
  

 

Roma children’s lack of access to healthcare, early childhood services and quality education has 

detrimental effects on their healthy all-round development in the immediate and long-term.  

 

SPECIAL SCHOOLS FOR ROMA CHILDREN IN THE CEE/CIS REGION 

 

„Special schools‟ were established across the CEE/CIS region in the 1950s and 1960s to provide 

education services for children with special learning needs and disabilities.
7
 While special schools are 

intended to provide support to special needs children, many do not have the resources or teaching staff to 

do so. In many cases, special schools are merely low quality versions of mainstream schools.
8
 Special 

schools often do not have teachers that are qualified to teach children with special needs; they often have 

lower qualification requirements and fewer credentials than mainstream school teachers; special school 

students are held to lower academic standards and follow less intensive curricula; special schools lack 

material resources to assist children with special needs; and special schools often receive less per-capita 

funding than mainstream schools. Furthermore, it is common for children in special schools not to earn 

official school credits or certificates, which makes them unable to join mainstream schools, to access 

higher levels of education and to be eligible for good employment. Without a bridge to mainstream 

education, once children enter a special school their future becomes severely limited. Thus, special 

schools act as a vehicle for segregation, creating a parallel education system – separate and unequal.   

 

Roma children are vastly overrepresented in special schools. In some countries, 50-80% of Roma 

children enrolled in primary school attend special schools and often Roma children make up the 

majority of the student body in special schools. 

 

Roma children are streamed into special schools for a number of reasons. 

 

                                                 
4
 Written comments by Minority Rights Group International, The European Network Against Racism and European Roma 

Information Office. Pursuant to Article 36 § 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Rule 44 § 2 of the Rule of 

the European Court of Human Rights; Cynthia Morel, September, 2006 
5
 The Key to the Promotion of Roma Rights : Early and Inclusive Education, CoE, 2008 

6
 Education for Some More than Others? A regional study on education in Central and Eastern Europe and the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CEE/CIS); UNICEF Regional Office for CEE/CIS, 2007 
7
 Towards quality education for Roma Children : transition from early childhood to primary education ; Expert meeting, 

UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2007 and Political and legislative framework of the education of Roma children: 

Reference texts and support systems; Council of Europe, 2006 
8
 UNICEF Serbia, 2007  



 3 

 The most significant reason is discrimination; because of the stigma attached to their ethnic heritage, 

Roma children are often looked upon, consciously and subconsciously, as having inferior intelligence 

and potential.  

 Roma children face linguistic barriers to education; when they begin primary school, it is often their 

first exposure to a language that is not their mother tongue. As a result of their inability to perform 

academically in the language of instruction, they are often transferred to special schools.  

 Roma children, given their low socio-economic status and their lack of pre-school preparation, often 

experience developmental delays that hinder their performance in school and again have them labeled 

as having „special needs‟.  

 Roma children often face ill-treatment at school because of their minority status. Teachers, who are 

ill-prepared to teach in inclusive environments, find it difficult to integrate Roma children into the 

classroom, and so find the best solution is to send Roma children to special schools.  

 Across the region, there are severely weak processes for the identification and diagnosis of 

children with disabilities. Often children who are thought to have special needs are seen once 

throughout their academic career by a specialist or commission and once they are in a special school it 

is difficult to leave. There are few experts who are capable of identifying all but the most obvious 

disabilities.  

 Many Roma parents’ lack the language skills and knowledge about their children‟s rights 

exacerbates the tracking. 

The widespread placement of Roma children in special schools shows that Roma children are being 

systematically tracked into an education system of lower quality. As expressed in the Amicus Brief: 

 

„Special schools in Central and South-Eastern Europe are part of an educational context that perpetuates 

educational segregation of minority groups. Today, special schools represent a lower standard of 

education from which there are very few opportunities for reintegration into the mainstream or for 

progression to higher levels of education, thus limiting children‟s future prospects of employment‟
9
 

 

This is a fundamental violation of Roma children’s right to quality education.  

 

THE CASE OF “D.H. AND OTHERS VS. THE CZECH REPUBLIC”  

 

In 1999 a lawsuit was filed against the Czech government on behalf of 18 Roma children from the city of 

Ostrava with the charge that they had been unjustly segregated in special schools based on discrimination 

against their racial identity. In the case, titled D.H and others vs. The Czech Republic, it was asserted that 

the plaintiffs had been deprived of their equal right to education. It was argued that: 

 

 The school curricula in special schools is much less demanding than in the normal primary school, 

which prevents Roma children from being able to return to primary school or enroll in secondary 

school.
10

  

 The decision to place a child in a special school was made by teachers who are not experts on 

disabilities, who are ethnically biased and who have a vested interest in having the child leave their 

classroom. The teacher decides the child‟s potential based on tests and assessments for measuring 

intellectual development and ability of the child, which are then confirmed by educational 

psychologists, who also have cultural biases.
11

  

 The assessments, which were used to test the children‟s educational abilities were culturally biased 

and based on racial prejudice on the part of the educational authorities.
12

 

                                                 
9
 The Amicus Brief, October, 2006 

10
 D.H. and others v. Czech Republic: a major set back for the development of non-discrimination norms in Europe. 

Morgan Goodwin; German Law Journal, Vol. 07, No. 04 
11

 Morgan Goodwin; German Law Journal, Vol. 07, No. 04  
12

 Major conclusions from D.H. and Others v. Czech Republic Judgment. Open Society Justice Initiative and 

European Roma Rights Centre; November, 2007 
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 While the parents agreed to give their consent for placing their children in the special school, most 

parents did not have an actual understanding of the consequences of moving their children and 

many are illiterate and not conversant in the necessary language.  

 

In 2000, the plaintiffs submitted the case to the European Court of Human Rights, contending that the 

unfounded placement of Roma children in special schools was a violation of The European Convention on 

Human Rights. The applicants claimed that „they had been discriminated against in the enjoyment of their 

right to education on account of their race and ethnic origin.‟
13

 The European Roma Rights Center 

presented evidence in support of Roma children in special schools drawing from the arguments made in 

Ostrava: 

 

 More than half of Roma children are placed in special schools; 

 More than half of the children in special schools are Roma; 

 A randomly chosen Roma child is more than 27 times more likely to be placed in a special school in 

comparison to a non-Roma child; 

 Even if Roma children are not placed in special schools, it is most likely that they are schooled in 

predominantly Roma urban schools.
14

 

 

                                                 
13

 Case of D.H. and others v. The Czech Republic. Judgment; Application no. 57325/00; European Court of Human Rights. 

Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
14

 A Special Remedy : Roma and Schools for the Mentally Handicapped in the Czech Republic. Country report series. 

European Roma Rights Center, June, 1999 
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Romania 

 According to the European Roma Rights Centre some of the major concerns in the area of 

education for Roma people in Romania are: difficulties in school registration for Roma 

children because of missing identification documents, placement of most Roma students 

in segregated Roma classes and special schools, poor treatment and physical abuse of 

Roma by school staff and classmates. 

 

Serbia 
 There are 80 special schools in Serbia for children with intellectual disabilities. An 

estimated 50-80 per cent of children in those schools are Roma. 

 Many Roma children are also wrongly placed in „adult schools‟. These schools are 

supposed to train adults in certain labor skills, but in reality these schools comprise of 

Roma school aged children.  

 

Slovakia 

 According to Amnesty International there are only four secondary schools in the country 

that offer classes in Romani language and literature. Also, there are only 25 teachers in 

Slovakia, who are able to teach in Romani. 

 Similar to other countries, there is no comprehensive data on Roma children in segregated 

classrooms or schools. In many regions in Slovakia, special schools are considered to be 

Roma only schools. 

 In the Eastern parts of the country, almost 100 per cent of the schools are segregated 

Roma schools. In some regions, it is considered that approximately 80 per cent of the 

students in the special schools are of Roma origin. 

 

Bulgaria 

 

 It is estimated that approximately 40-70 per cent of Roma children receive their education 

in segregated Roma classes and schools. There is no clear data on the above, as school 

enrollment is not based on ethnicity and there are no clear definitions on segregated 

classes for Roma children.  

 Research by the Roma Rights Center and the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee in 2004, 

covering 46 out of the 138 special schools in Bulgaria estimated that 80-90 per cent of the 

students there are of Roma origin. 

 According to educational experts, teachers and educational staff in the segregated classes 

and schools are less qualified and motivated. Teachers have no training in special skills 

for working with Roma children with regards to their specific cultural and linguistic 

characteristics.  

 According to the European Roma Rights Centre some of the major concerns in the area of 

education for Roma people in Bulgaria are that the majority of the Roma children attend 

segregated classes and schools, and many of them are placed in special educational 

facilities. Similar as in Romania, Bulgarian Roma children face physical, verbal abuse and 

racial discrimination from their school mates.  

 

 
Source: Open Society Institute, EU Monitoring and Advocacy Program, Education Support Program and Roma Participation 

Program; 2007; UNICEF Serbia, 2007; Court Action Against Segregated Education in Bulgaria : A Legal Effort to Win Roma 

Access to Equality ; Margarita Ilieva and Daniela Mihaylova ; European Roma Rights Centre; European Roma Rights Centre 
Concerns: Bulgaria; http://www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2252; Open Society Institute, EU Monitoring and Advocacy Program, 

Education Support Program and Roma Participation Program; 2007; UNICEF Serbia, 2007; Amnesty International, November, 

2007. 

http://www.errc.org/cikk.php?cikk=2252
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In February, 2006 the First Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights found no evidence of 

discrimination against the plaintiffs and ruled against the Roma families. In its judgment the court found 

that the Convention was not violated.
15

 The court decided that the rights of the Roma children were not 

violated based on the following factors: 

 

 The special school system was not established specifically for Roma children, but for children 

with learning disabilities so the children were placed in the schools with the intent of 

supporting their special learning needs in basic education and not because of their ethnicity; 

 The assessment for the placement of the Roma children in special schools was based on the 

expertise of educational psychologists.  

 It is the Court‟s role to assess the provided facts, and not to request further clarification from 

the government on whether the educational specialists were using a discriminatory approach 

while testing and assessing Roma children; 

 The parents of the Roma children filing this law suit failed to submit a claim for the decision 

to place their children in special schools.
16

 

 

After the ruling the plaintiffs entered an appeal, which was granted and sent to the Grand Chamber of the 

Court of Human Rights. The oral arguments for the appeal took place between July 2006 and January 

2007.
17

  

 

Major interveners 

In October 2006, the court gave permission for submission of written comments (expert papers) by major 

interveners, on behalf of the plaintiffs. International organizations with extensive knowledge and 

experience in the area of Roma education, research and human rights submitted written statements in 

accordance with their expertise.  

 

International Step by Step Association, the Roma Educational Fund and the European Early 

Childhood Education Research Association 

In their written statement – entitled the Amicus Brief – the International Step by Step Association, the 

Roma Education Fund and the European Early Childhood Education Research Association sought to 

demonstrate that the assessment, which was used to place Roma children in special schools in Ostrava 

violated widely accepted standards of testing quality.
18

 According to the Amicus Brief, the assessments 

made of Roma children were not in accordance with international conventions and principles, which 

establish approaches for ensuring that every child be educated to his/her full potential. There were 

important factors, which needed to be taken into consideration when attempting to measure a young 

child‟s intelligence and potential learning abilities. A fair and quality assessment:  

 

 Evaluates both knowledge and psychology; 

 Works in the best interest of the child, supporting the child‟s development and not limiting it; 

 Is designed so that it is child-centered and takes into consideration the developmental stage of the 

child;  

 Is culturally and linguistically appropriate for the child.
19

 

 

The Amicus Brief argues that: the assessment used for the Roma children did not appropriately account 

for Roma‟s linguistic and cultural differences; the assessment did not acknowledge the level of previous 

learning experience of the children or their unfamiliarity with testing environments; and that the 

                                                 
15

 The International Centre for the Legal Protection of Human Rights. Press Release;  November, 2007 
16

 Morgan Goodwin; German Law Journal, Vol. 07, No. 04 
17

  European Court of Human Rights. Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
18

 European Court of Human Rights. Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
19

 Written comments by the International Step by Step Association, the Roma Educational Fund and the European Early 

Childhood Education Research Association. Pursuant to Article 36 § 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights and 

Rule 44 § 2 of the Rule of the European Court of Human Rights; Liana Ghent, The Amicus Brief, October, 2006  
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assessment was administered at only one point in time for Roma children, which impedes substantive and 

reliable results.
20

 

 

Another powerful argument made by the Amicus brief built on the negative impact of tracking children. 

The placement of children in special schools is a form of „educational tracking‟ through ability groupings;  

children who are perceived to be of „low ability‟ or „low potential‟ at an early age are separated from their 

peers and placed into special schools for low ability children.
21

 Given Roma children‟s barriers to quality 

education, they are disproportionately and unfairly labeled as low ability and placed in special schools. 

This has a significant negative effect on the social and cognitive development of young Roma children, 

the expectations set for them and their future potential.
22

 Labeled as low potential, Roma children receive 

a low quality education with low expectations. This limits their learning opportunities, when they are the 

children that need the most opportunities in school; it has a profound impact on their self-image; and it 

puts a ceiling on their future potential. Thus, Roma children are more likely to drop out of school from an 

early age and are less likely to complete education at all levels.
23

 

 

Minority Rights Group International, the European Network against Racism and the European Roma 

Information Office 
 

The Minority Rights Group International, the European Network Against Racism and the European Roma 

Information Office also submitted a statement on behalf of the Roma families. Their submission 

supported the assertions of the Amicus Brief: „Children in special schools are not provided with a 

standard of education equal to that in normal schools. Instead they follow a simplified curriculum 

considered appropriate for their lower level of development.‟
24

 The statement gives three examples: 

 

1. Czech language lessons taught in second grade in „normal school‟ are taught to the students in special 

schools in fourth grade.  

2. Reading comprehension is a skill taught to first grade students in mainstream schools, but in special 

school is introduced in grade four.
25

  

3. Children from mainstream schools are expected to master the Czech alphabet and numbers through 10 

by the end of grade one. In special schools, the same skills are expected to be mastered by grades 

three to four. 
26

  

 

Building on this evidence, their comments took a human rights based approach, focusing on the violation 

of Roma children rights to equal education and non-discrimination: „This case concerns discrimination on 

the basis of race in the placement of Roma children in special schools, which are designed to address the 

needs of children with mental disabilities.”
27

 The submission asserted that the rights or Roma children 

were being violated according to the four „As‟. 

 

 Available – Primary education should be free and mandatory for all.  

 Accessible – Education must be accessible for all children, especially the most vulnerable. Education 

has to be non-discriminatory for all students, it has to be physically accessible (in a reasonably close 

geographic region to where the child lives), and education must be financially accessible for all 

students; 

                                                 
20

 European Court of Human Rights. Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
21

 The Amicus Brief, October, 2006 
22

 European Court of Human Rights. Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
23

 The Amicus Brief, October, 2006 
24

 Same as above 
25

 European Roma Rights Center, June, 1999 
26

 European Court of Human Rights. Grand Chamber; November, 2007 
27

 Written comments by Minority Rights Group International, The European Network Against Racism and European 

Roma Information Office. Pursuant to Article 36 § 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Rule 44 § 2 

of the Rule of the European Court of Human Rights; Cynthia Morel, September, 2006 
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 Acceptable – The quality and quantity of curricula and teaching methods must be acceptable to all 

students.  

  Adaptable – Education must adapt to the specific needs of the students with regard to their cultural 

and social environments. 
28

 

 

Major conclusions from the judgment 
 

On November 13, 2007, the Grand Chamber of the European Court on Human Rights voted in favor of 

the Roma families – 13 to 4 – deciding that the segregation of Roma children in special schools is a form 

of unlawful discrimination according to the European Convention of Human Rights.
29

 The Court found 

that: 

 Segregation equals discrimination – The act of placing Roma children in segregated classes and/or 

schools is an act of discrimination based on ethnicity; 

 Equal access to education for Roma children is a problem throughout Europe – The Court 

concluded that the case of the eighteen Roma children being placed in special schools in Ostrava is 

not an isolated act and that discriminatory barriers to educational access are present in other 

countries in Europe as well.
30

 

 

The positive outcome of the case was a major step forward with regard to the concerns surrounding the 

special schools.  

The Decade of Roma Inclusion and UNICEF 
 

In 2005 nine countries
31

 in Central and South East Europe with the partnership of international 

organizations – World Bank, UNDP, OSI and Roma NGOs launched the Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005 

- 2015. In the summer of 2008, two more countries – Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina – joined the 

Decade of Roma Inclusion. UNICEF became an official member in 2007. By launching the Decade of 

Roma Inclusion, these countries committed themselves to improving the lives and living conditions of 

Roma people and combating discrimination against them. Each country developed a National Plan of 

Action with specific goals and indicators in the priority areas for Roma: employment, housing, health and 

education.
32

 However, these National Action Plans lack quantified targets as well as budget lines (mainly 

due to lack of official national data on Roma people). 
33

 

                                                 
28

 Written comments by Minority Rights Group International, The European Network Against Racism and European 

Roma Information Office. Pursuant to Article 36 § 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Rule 44 § 2 

of the Rule of the European Court of Human Rights; Cynthia Morel, September, 2006 
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 Open Society Justice Initiative and European Roma Rights Centre; November, 2007 
30

 Open Society Justice Initiative and European Roma Rights Centre; November, 2007 
31
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32

 Decade of Roma Inclusion 2005 – 2015 ; http://www.romadecade.org/index.php?content=1 
33

 Regional Office for CEE/CIS Region, Social and economic policy for children; Discussion paper, March, 2007 

 

 

 

Portrait of a Parent: Hristina’s Story – Bulgaria 

 

“My name is Hrisitna. I am 24 years old and I have four children. The reason I attended special school as because my 

parents were very poor. There were many children in my family and my parents did not have money to send us to the 

regular school where they would have had to buy many things for school. I was never mentally retarded. Now I find when 

I look for jobs that I am unsuccessful because the diploma I was given said “Helping Schools” (special school) and this 

denies me the job. My children are in the same special school I attended because it is the only option I have. Children in 

the other school have to be well dressed. They have to have money to buy things like textbooks, notebooks and pens. 

Without a job, I do not have the means to do this for my children.”  

 

From: “School Success for Roma Children” Step by Step Special School Initiative 

http://www.romadecade.org/index.php?content=1
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Joining the Decade of Roma Inclusion, affords UNICEF the opportunity to bring the rights of children to 

the forefront and to highlight the importance of investing in their development, education and protection. 

UNICEF‟s work with Roma children is in the areas of birth registration, early childhood development and 

education, inclusion in education and improved development and implementation of policies and 

legislation. In order to achieve comprehensive results for Roma children, UNICEF advocates for policies 

and strategies for all children, including Roma and other vulnerable groups.  

 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) informs UNICEF‟s mandate and guides 

its activities.  UNICEF regards educational segregation and the unnecessary tracking of Roma children 

into special schools as a violation of their fundamental human rights. In this respect, UNICEF recalls 

Articles 2 and 3 of the CRC, which also constitute the Convention‟s Guiding Principles: 

 
Non-discrimination (Article 2): The Convention applies to all children, whatever their race, religion or 

abilities; whatever they think or say, whatever type of family they come from. It doesn‟t matter where 

children live, what language they speak, what their parents do, whether they are boys or girls, what their 

culture is, whether they have a disability or whether they are rich or poor. No child should be treated unfairly 

on any basis.  

 

Best interests of the child (Article 3): The best interests of children must be the primary concern in making 

decisions that may affect them. All adults should do what is best for children. When adults make decisions, 

they should think about how their decisions will affect children. This particularly applies to budget, policy 

and law makers. 

 

Article 28 of the CRC recognizes every child‟s right to education and Article 28 states that the education of the child 

should be directed to “the development of the child‟s personality, talents, mental and physical abilities to their fullest 

potential.” 

 

Special schools provide education of an inferior quality, close down future opportunities for education and 

employment, and unjustly label and stigmatize children from an early age. Strenuous efforts need to be 

undertaken to prevent the placement of Roma children in special schools.  This would include a thorough 

re-examination and amendment of the means (testing/screening) of tracking children into these schools. 

Education in special schools should be the last resort when all other options for inclusion in mainstream 

education have been exhausted.  Only children who are diagnosed, through modern, scientific and 

culturally-sensitive methods, to have exceptional learning needs should they be targeted for adapted and 

individualized education.  Minority ethnic status is not a justification for placing children in segregated 

classes or schools. 
 

UNICEF maintains that Roma children are entitled to be fully included in the mainstream of education.  

In order to ensure that they will be able to exercise this right, they have the right to: 

 

Preparation:  Learning begins at birth.  Families, especially those from disadvantaged and 

marginalized groups, need supports in the way of information, counseling and access to basic 

services and social benefits in order to provide their young children with a stimulating home 

environment that promotes early learning and development.  Preschool aged children (age 3- school 

entry) should have the opportunity to participate in structured and guided early education that is 

child-friendly.   
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Inclusion:  Children have the right to be educated in an environment that recognizes and respects 

their language and culture and that is free of discriminatory attitudes and prejudice.  UNICEF 

strongly endorses the principle of desegregation.  At the same time, UNICEF supports the 

inclusion of all children into child-friendly schools.  Desegregation efforts should be approached 

thoughtfully and in all instances the best interests of the child should be paramount. “Mechanical” 

desegregation i.e. removing children from segregated classrooms/schools and placing them in 

mainstream schools, when the schools are not prepared to receive them, may achieve integration 

without actually achieving inclusion.  Similarly, interventions such as bussing young children, for 

whom familiar environments are important and necessary, to geographically distant locations in a 

bid to desegregate preschools, must be assessed with care. Truly inclusive schools, are characterized 

by structures, processes and curricula that do not “exclude”, teachers and educational administrators 

who are trained to be respectful of diversity, spaces for families and communities to participate in 

the education of their children, and proactive mechanisms that promote and monitor inclusion and 

redress “visible” and “invisible” exclusion.  Roma children would feel welcome in the environment 

of such schools and such schools would naturally fulfill the educational rights of all children no 

matter what their background. 

 

Subsidies and Incentives: Children from Roma groups may need subsidies and incentives to attract 

them to and keep them in schools.  Concessions may be in the form of waiving school fees, free 

textbooks, uniform allowances, and scholarships.  Some Roma children may also require additional 

assistance with their studies and schools should be enabled to provide this.   

 

Every girl and boy has the right to a quality education that is inclusive of their ethnic identity, 

responsive to their individual learning needs and free of discrimination.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on research conducted by Elena Yanakieva, this paper was prepared by  
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