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    Gypsies in Rome are excluded from society in a great number of ways, both economically and culturally.  This exclusion is not hidden in the melting pot of a great metropolis but is clearly visible.  What is most immediately noticeable is the squalor of their living conditions, which in the majority of cases is well below any sort of acceptable standard.  However the way they dress and their physical appearance in general also give an impression of great hardship and acute malaise.

    When we take a closer look at the world of Gypsies, at least of those that have settled in Rome, it loses the close knit quality that less attentive and often hostile observers attribute to them.  The groups can be distinguished in quite a wide variety of ways in terms of behaviour, attitudes and lifestyle, depending on their place of origin and the length of stay.

 There are about 5,000 Gypsies in Rome.  This figure may be subject to variation, but not because they are nomads; now only a few are, above all Sinti and Kalderasha, and even in their case we should speak of semi-nomadism because it is mainly practised from late spring to autumn.  This nomadism is in part spontaneous because it is guided by the search for better living conditions, and in part forced on them because they are evicted or because living conditions become unbearable. 

    According to some estimates in peak periods the Gypsy population increases to 7,000.  It is clear from this figure that, compared to the 2,6 million inhabitants of the city, the presence of Gypsies is of minimal impact and proves how little it would cost the government to offer these people a solution to their needs.

In a census taken by the local police (see table) there are 5,000 Gypsies or Sinti. This figure refers to those living in encampments made up of shacks, caravans and prefabs.  It does not include those living in council houses, as for example the Roma from the Abruzzo region at Spinaceto, who in 1980 were transferred from the Mandrione and given houses belonging to the Istituto Autonomo per le Case Popolari, the Sicilian Travelers or the Neapolitan Gypsies, the Napulengre, who are housed by the Council in the Bravetta residential complex, or squatting in the so called ex-Bastogi apartments.  Also, families of Rumanian Gypsies try to find apartments to rent as soon as they can and disappear from statistics.

    There are 35 Gypsy encampments.  The great majority is illegal because the Gypsies have just settled on abandoned land or wasteland (next to roads and railways for example).  Some are not encampments at all because they may consist of just one or two caravans parked in some dead end street (the sites in Via Butera, Via Lenormant, and near the Flaminio Stadium).  These are in general short-lived settlements; they appear and disappear from one day to the next.

On the other hand the bigger ones tend to expand, although the older residents are hostile to newcomers who do not belong to the same family clan.  They expand because the area where they are situated is so vast.  The most typical example of this is the Casilino 700, where Gypsies are camped on the ex-military airport of Centocelle.  

The first settlements on this huge encampment, the largest in Europe, were made in 1992 by Bosnian Gypsies fleeing the civil war, a conflict in which they did not identify with either side.  At the moment, in June 2000, it is gradually being closed because the area is to become an archaeological park.  In December 1999 260 Xoraxané from Bosnia and Montenegro were transferred to a new site in Via Salviati 2.  The Rumanian Gypsies are due to be moved next.

    The Casilino 700, at its peak contained 1500 Gypsies belonging to different communities, Rumanians, Xoraxané, from Bosnia, Montenegro, Macedonia, not counting a large group of Moroccan immigrants. Over the last few years Rome City Council has inaugurated seven purpose-built sites (Salviati 1, Tor dei Cenci, La Barbuta, Vicolo Savini, Via di Salone, Via Candoni, Salviati 2).  Of these only Salviati 2, which opened in 1999, has prefabs with their own bathrooms, a total of 45 for about 260 people (see above).  In the other cases toilets are shared by several families.  In the other sites the most that local authorities have done is to provide portable toilets.

     By far the most numerous community is that of the Xoraxané (more than 3000 in 13 camps).We will not find the precise number in the table because in the Via di Salone camp (519 residents) and the La Barbuta camp (149), Xoraxané live side by side with the Kanjarija in the first and with the Sinti in the second.

   The Xoraxané mostly belong to the Cergarija group, many of whom come from the Bosnian town of Vlasenica, which after the civil war was assigned to Serbia. The aftermath of hatred inevitable following a civil war makes it unlikely that they will be returning in the near future, not least because the Roma houses which were not destroyed by the war have been requisitioned. Other Xoraxané originally came from Sarajevo, from Mostar or from Montenegro (Crna Gorski). These last are Yugoslav citizens.

GYPSIES IN ROME BY GROUP, CAMPSITE AND RELIGION.

2000

	Dis
	campsite
	number
	%
	group
	Religion

	I
	CAMPO BOARIO
	136
	 2,6
	KALDERASHA
	Serbian Orthodox 

	II
	FORO ITALICO
	128
	 2,5
	KANIARIJA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	STADIO FLAMINIO
	        9
	 0,1
	NAPOLETANI
	Roman Catholic

	IV
	MONTE AMIATA
	  48
	 0,9
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	V
	SALVIATI 1
	  72
	 1,4
	RUDARA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	SALVIATI 2
	270
	 5,2
	XORAXANE’/RUDARA
	Muslim/ Serbian Orth.

	
	MARTORA
	174
	 3,4
	RUDARA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	CERVARA
	  20
	 0,3
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	SPELLANZON
	  87
	 1,7
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	
	CASAL TIDEI
	  39
	 0,7
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	VI
	GORDIANI
	154
	 3,0
	RUDARA
	Serbian Orthodox

	VII
	CASILINO 700
	657
	13,1
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	CASILINO 900
	293
	 5,8
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	CENTOCELLE
	  44
	 0,8
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	OLMI
	  13
	 0,2
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	
	TOGLIATTI
	  19
	 0,3
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	DAMETA
	  49
	 0,9
	KANIARIJA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	LUIGI NONO
	  30
	  0,5
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	VIII
	ACQUA VERGINE
	200
	 3,9
	KANIARIJA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	VIA DI SALONE
	519
	10,2
	KANIARIJA/XORAXANE’
	Serbian Orthodox/Muslim 

	IX
	ARCO DI TRAVERTINO
	   31
	 0,6
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	X
	LA BARBUTA
	194
	 3,8
	XORAXANE’/SINTI
	Muslim/Roman Catholic

	XI
	SAVINI
	643
	12,7
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	VIA delle 7 CHIESE
	  18
	 0,3
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	XII
	TOR DE’ CENCI
	229
	 4,5
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	TOR PAGNOTTA
	  78
	 1,5
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	MEZZOCAMINO
	  22
	 0,4
	KALDERASHA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	BUTERA
	   4
	 0,1
	KALDERASHA
	Serbian Orthodox

	XIII
	ORTOLANI (ACILIA)
	  97
	 1,9
	KANIARIJA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	LENORMANT
	   6
	 0.1
	RUDARA
	Serbian Orthodox

	XV
	CANDONI
	245
	 4,8
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	MURATELLA
	  75
	1,4
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	MAZZACURATI
	  18
	 0,3
	SINTI
	Roman Catholic

	XVIII
	MONACHINA
	  54
	 1,1
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	LOMBROSO S.M.PIETA
	141
	 2,7
	XORAXANE’
	Muslim

	
	TOR di QUINTO (BAIARDO)
	231
	 4,5
	KANIARIJA
	Serbian Orthodox

	
	TOTAL
	5.047
	100
	
	


Source: City of Rome, Urban police, 1999.

The second largest group are the Kanjarija (705 in 5 camps, without counting those in the Via di Salone camp). They come from Serbia and are therefore Yugoslav citizens. The Rudari also come from Serbia (406 in 4 camps), many  from the town of Kraguievac. The Kalderash (162 in 3 camps) were immigrants from immediately after the second world war, from the city of Fiume (now Rijeka in Croatia).They have Italian citizenship. The Sinti, distributed among six camps, are all Italian citizens. They have specialised in travelling fairground activities, running rides and stalls (target shooting and so on). During the winter they make ends meet by making and selling artificial flowers and bonsai. From the table it appears that they number only 205, but this is certainly a miscalculation, partly because in the La Barbuta camp they live among the Xoraxané but above all because, as Italian citizens, they do not take kindly to being subjected to census questions concerning ethnicity and attempt to avoid them where possible. 

   As a final comment on the contents of the table, we have to express our doubts as to its degree of credibility. For example, in the Casilina 700 camp which, given its size, accomodates a wide variety of different groups (see above) it seem strange that there is no mention of the Rumanian Roma community which numbers around 500 at some periods, while the group labelled Xoraxané covers not only the Bosnians and Montenegrans, to some extent related, but also a group of about a hundred Macedonians who occupy an area separate from the others and hold on tenaciously to their sense of identity/difference. (For example, they take and fetch their children to and from school, unlike the Bosnians, Montenegrans and Rumanians who, if there were no municipal service available for this task, would do without literacy for their children).

    The situation of marginalisation and social exclusion which prevails in the camps is epitomised by the physical conditions, with their broken-down caravans and clusters of precarious and crumbling shacks, thrown together from material scavanged from dump heaps.  The message is unequivocal:  we are in the presence of a social emergency, which must be treated as such and for which solutions must be found.

   To avoid recreating these conditions, these atrocious mechanisms of exclusion and impoverishment, we are inescapably faced with the issue of integrating the Gypsy community into the wider society.

   But here we immediately find ourselves on rocky terrain, with the risk of losing our way. Behind the term “integration”, in itself loaded with positive connotations (who, after all, wants dis-integration, which in this case means immediate expulsion?) there lies a whole range of possible interpretations. Some of these, the least sophisticated, identify integration with assimilation, which is pursued more or less clumsily. The attempt to assimilate is often undertaken in complete good faith, and unfortunately this is also true in schools. In these cases, the cause is simply that of ignorance.

     The fact is that the encounter with “other” cultures, accelerated by mass migratory movements, has caught many Italians unprepared. The culture of welcome, acceptance and respect for diversity requires values which have not yet been generally acquired. And in order to sustain those strata of the population which are quantitavely in the minority an effort needs to be made to go beyond a merely multicultural approach - in which each culture simply has the right to an equal respect - to establish an intercultural approach which facilitates the forming of bonds between cultures, each coming out richer from the exchange. 

   As things stand, and with some exceptions, Italian society as a whole - both juridical and civil - does not appear prepared to adopt either the idea or the practice of integration. From all the invesigations undertaken, it emerges that Gypsies are at the top of everyone’s list as far as prejudices are concerned. They are the scapegoats. Whenever a criminal act is discovered, the first to be suspected are the Gypsies, indeed, their guilt is taken for granted, with bold headlines in the newspaper; but no-one remembers to publish a correction when the real culprits are discovered.

   Racism and xenophobia are the words commonly used, but this is a mistake. There is no real feeling of racial superiority (in the biological sense) and aversion to them has nothing to do with their status as foreigners. Discriminatory behaviour, stigmatisation, have a different origin.  It is the conditions in which they live, sometimes verging on utter poverty, apparent from the way they dress, the filth and smell, which creates diffidence and hostility. 

   
It is the sort of racism that is inspired by social alarm.  Social alarm increases because as the distance from the rest of the population increases, so does ostracism.  They are, therefore, easily identified as different and classified as poor, weak, and so can easily made into scapegoats. Institutions are clearly responsible for this situation. If, on the one hand, the Gypsy question can clearly be seen as one of acute social emergency, it is equally evident that the responsibility for this can be laid on the government authorities, by their reluctance to provide a solution: it is their duty to intervene and set right situations of acute socio-economic difficulties, especially when they give rise to lacerations in the social structure.

    Basically, the duty of national and local institutions is that of promoting harmony and order between groups, classes, social strata and cultures. It is, therefore, reasonable to expect government representatives to foresee problems, not to be caught unawares but to give a lead and promote interventions.  We should never get to the point that has unfortunately been reached in some cases.  In Rome, for example, the situation has been allowed to deteriorate up to the point of emotional exasperation, making any reasonable intervention extremely arduous.

  
There are two aspects, one socio-economic the other cultural, to a serious policy of integration for foreign Gypsies (although we must not forget the increasing amount of malaise also among Italian Gypsies, the Sinti, for example, who have been affected by the crisis of travelling fairgrounds, which have been usurped by other forms of entertainment).

    Socio-economic integration is achieved by fighting poverty and helping Gypsies integrate into productive processes and the distribution of goods and services.  Work is the backbone of any serious integration project.

    Since Italy is a country afflicted by high levels of unemployment, many people object that although a solution to the Gypsy problem may be opportune, it would be objectively impossible: there are more urgent problems to solve. Maiora premunt.

    Those who are familiar with Gypsies know it is not like that.  The jobs Gypsies do, be it as an employee or self-employed, are different from and do not interfere with stabile activities or normal jobs.  Some of their jobs, for example dealing in scrap, could be usefully redirected into the clearing and recycling of the mountains of metal rubbish which increasingly infest both legal and illegal rubbish dumps, especially in big industrialised cities.

    This prospect would depend on the organisational capacity of local authorities, who should be objectively interested in the problem for two reasons: it would give a stable job to some Gypsies and reduce the amount of rubbish.  It is not a social handout because the cost is more than paid off by its intrinsic usefulness.

    We could mention other jobs related to refuse collection and care of green areas (which has already been successfully, though only episodically, experimented).    However, real integration within the world of work, with its implicit values of social identity and self-esteem, can be achieved by supporting their traditional trades.

    As is well known, traditions that go back centuries have made Gypsies particularly good at activities involving trade.  They have a great ability in doing business with the most bizarre and unusual objects. Concrete, but sporadic experiences have shown that where they are allowed to sell their wares, their activity was complementary to and not in competition with other salesmen, since they were selling a different type of product. The only, and often insurmountable, obstacle is represented by the near impossibility of getting a license, permission or authorisation.

    Therefore the simplest and most effective way of creating opportunities of work for Gypsies is to allow them to practice their businesses.  It would be enough to give them space and freedom to work (within the law, of course) and to stop blocking every initiative through the confiscation of goods or by forcing them to clear out.

A second aspect of integration is to do with the encampments.  The camps in which they are confined to or where they themselves choose to be, are  like garbage dumps, infested with rats, snakes, cockroaches, and frogs.  No one whose judgement has not been twisted by prejudice could fail to be ashamed that human beings should be obliged to live in such terrible conditions: without running water, without toilet facilities etc. The inadequate and slow response of the authorities in a city like Rome fails to meet  the minimum threshold of acceptability.  

The newly organised Gypsy camps without doubt represent a step forward compared with the deplorable state of the illegal camps and also compared to what has been available for them up to now, where incredibly, the toilet and washing facilities were communal, as if it were a tourist camping site full of happy campers.  I  would challenge anyone to enjoy more than a  month of camping life, and just imagine what conditions in winter would be like.

The prefab.s in the new purpose-built camps  in Rome (in fact by the end of June 2000 only 1 out of  35 camps had been built although there is another under construction) are equipped with a stove, a small kitchen area with an electric cooker, and a bathroom with hot and cold running water.  All the same, no one with the minimum of common sense would imagine that these camps could provide an appropriate or permanent solution to the problem.

First of all, because, far from the city centre and probably invisible to the passerby, these places are like ghettos  which the residents are obliged  to endure and which effectively prevent the Gypsy people who live there from following any of their normal occupations. (There is no room for piles of scrap metal etc and no appropriate space for the  construction of car repair workshops.)

Also, to assign to a family of perhaps nine or ten people to a single trailer of 32 square metres implies cramped conditions and lack of privacy, which must obviously provoke extreme discomfort, fights, jealousies, and family feuds.  That is not to mention the simple fact that when everyone goes to bed, there is no space left at all for any sort of storage space to put things away like clothes, linen, bedcovers etc.

It is obvious that there is not only a lack of interest in collaboration  on the part of the authorities responsible for the projects but also any criteria  of respect for  the implementation of even the most basic living standards (according to a directive of the Ministry of Public Works a home for a family of a couple with children and one room for each family member.)

These so-called housing "solutions " constitute a clear demonstration of two realities:  on the one hand the out -of -date ideas of the organising institutions, and on the other the fact that apparently anything is good enough for Gypsies, as if they were not really human beings with the same needs and requirements as anyone else. Ghettos and lagers do not allow for integration.  On the contrary, there is an ever widening  chasm between ordinary citizens and society's marginalised outcasts.

One aspect, apropos of integration, that cannot fail eventually to come to light is that of citizenship.  Not social citizenship, the recognition of the right to the basic needs of the individual, but citizenship in the specific sense of belonging to the State with its attendant  rights and obligations.

It is common knowledge that Italian law as it stands is, as in Germany, the so-called ius sanguinis, by which citizenship is conferred automatically simply by being  descended from an Italian citizen.  In other countries, like France or the United States, the principle operating is  that citizenship is acquired on the basis of ius soli, or in other words, anyone who is born within  the country is automatically a citizen.

It is true that Italian law provides that an individual born in Italy and resident here may, between the ages of 18 and 19, put forward a claim to Italian citizenship. But the granting of this is not automatic, but is only at the discretion of the relevant authorities.

In fact this system, like the previous one, only works if you can demonstrate that you have a fixed employment which guarantees a regular pay, and thus is full of pitfalls. Of Gypsy people of Balkan origin, estimated at the moment to be between 40,000 and 50,000 compared with the 70,000 Italian Gypsies and Sinti, a good percentage have lived in Italy for 5, 10, even 30 years or more.  Many of them have thus spent more than half their lives in our country.  To refuse them the possibility of Italian citizenship seems absurd and does not follow any known logic, unless it is to maintain the Gypsy communities in a perennial state of precariousness, with the possibility of expulsion hanging like a sword of Damocles over their heads.

This state of affairs, as well as failing to address the legitimate and reasonable expectations of the Gypsies who have long been resident in Italy, creates quite paradoxical situations.  Recently a 30 year old Gypsy born in Italy and resident here, was expelled.  But where on earth was he supposed to go ?  To a country where he has citizenship, but which he has never known and where he feels himself a stranger?

I met a Kaniarija woman of about 40, who has two sons of over twenty.   Although she was born and has always lived in Italy, she does not enjoy Italian citizenship, which of course she aspires to, and neither do her children who know no other life than in Italy.  Paradoxically, according to current law even after ten generations these people could still be  considered and treated as foreigners.

It must be said that the Minister of Solidarietà Sociale has recently opened discussions on the problem of the adoption of ius soli, but no legislation or other concrete measures have so far come out of her initiative. 

The cultural identity, understood in both the anthropological sense and as far as integration is concerend, impacts on their way of life, their beliefs, language and traditions, that is, all the elements which together define the specificity and diversity, a history stretching back many centuries.  The maintenance of a complex and particular identity is a problem which always emerges in the encounter/conflict with the dominant culture.  This dominant culture of course tends to  assimilate  the "different" minority culture.  Only a clear awareness and general comprehension of diversity and  the right to be different, will be an effective antidote to the swallowing up of the minority culture by that of the majority.

In the history of European Gypsies we can trace periods of intense persecution (culminating in their attempted systematic extermination perpetrated by the Nazis), and times of institutionalised suppression of their roots and identity. Amazingly, Gypsies have survived all this, while of course paying a heavy price in terms of deaths or forced assimilation or perennial flight as a forced choice. However, we can only acknowledge the extraordinary strength of these people, and their great capacity in adapting to adverse circumstances without ever losing their own essential characteristics.

Today, notwithstanding oppression and harrassments, which must however be exposed whenever and wherever they occur, especially if they are perpetrated by the institutions themselves, their right to existence is recognised, as should be accepted their right to be different.  But there is another great danger that confronts them,  represented by  the powerful forces of mass consumerism, the temptation of which is hard to resist, and which acts as a  brutal device of homogenisation.

Many Gypsies today are suffering an acute identity crisis; a battle between loyalty to their ancient traditions and way of life, and the attraction of the glittering gadgets of an opulent and wasteful society. The contempt with which they are regarded, and the discrimination that keeps them at the margins of society undermine their self esteem and pride in their own identity. We see signs of this in a situation of ever-increasing social disintegration, for example, in some groups, the traditional hierarchical structure and familial roles are beginning to crumble. 

A fruitful and lasting process of integration cannot fail to take into account an equal and balanced exchange between representatives of the two communities.  In this particular case,  the Gypsies should be offered the space and tools to reinforce their own cultural identity, to encourage them to nurture their history, traditions, storytelling, art and language. The recent exclusion of the Romany language from the recently approved law which protects minority languages is a bitter message which plainly contradicts the minimum requirements of cultural integration. The precarious conditions of the present situation must be overcome by the implementation of appropriate means in accordance with real needs.

In order to resist an ever increasing consumeristic homogeneity which is a great leveller, and expunges every diversity,  it is essential that the Gypsies learn some fundamental skills without which their very survival, both physical and cultural is possible only at the expense of their own marginalisation and social exclusion.  Contemporary society, with its increasingly complex technology, requires ever more sophisticated skills.  Those who lack the possibility of learning these skills are totally marginalised.

Schools are the essential base for access to these fundamental and by now indispensible skills.  An historically oral culture with its attendant illiteracy is excluded from access to technology and information systems and  ever more essential modern communications. A culture based on the knowledge of science and technology should not  be  for only one section of society - it must be  for the whole of humanity:  it is not a goal but a means, but one which no group can afford to be excluded from.

Gradually, this way of thinking is beginning to gain ground. The refusal by Gypsy parents to send their children to school because it is a subtle means of conquest and cultural colonisation is slowly weakening (although it has to be said that in some cases and situations this does indeed happen).

 From now on, schooling must respect the Gypsy way of thinking, and must give real value to their history and traditions as well as giving them the basic essential skills for modern life.

The task is far from simple. Up to now probably no-one, anywhere, has succeeded. For the Roma, in fact, it means welding together their proud sense of belonging to their own ethnicity with a clear awareness that if their world does not come to grips with contemporary life and its instrumental values, they risk worsening their condition of marginalisation, progressively counting for less and less. School can educate a new generation to be aware of the richness of their history and their culture and at the same time to marry this with the techno-scientific knowledge of what is by now a global culture.

   On this subject, I like to remember a telling image put to me by a Gyspy from the Abruzzi region, the painter Bruno Morelli. He described the Gypsy as a person who uses two lungs, one breathing the Roma culture, the other breathing Gagè culture. Together, they can breath the air of the whole world, and thus live a completely rounded and fulfilled life.

   There is much contradictory evidence regarding the schooling of Gypsy children in Rome, but the overall picture is not satisfactory. In this paper, we offer the results of a research project carried out on this complex issue.

     In order to construct an overall assessment of the process of schooling of young Gypsies the logical point of departure is to examine the statistics concerning enrolment and attendance. A first reading of these data can only give rise to a justified sense of satisfaction. Over the years a constant progress is evident regarding both the number of children enroled in school and their rates of attendance. The attention and commitment to this complex question on the part of the Municipal authorities have produced the desired results, as for the first time a bridge is thrown over the gulf that created a widespread metropolitan ghetto; an effective policy of inclusion of a marginalized minority becomes concrete reality; the conditions are created in which the state can fulfill its mandate to provide instruction for all.

     If, however, we intend to examine the question in greater depth, we cannot omit two further considerations.

    a) Enrolment and attendance are on the increase. This is a an indisputable fact. But to obtain a closer and more realistic evaluation of the problem of schooling and its counterpart, dispersion, we must focus our attention on the ratio of the number of children enrolled and attending school to the number of children who have the right to schooling. A quick estimate shows us that, in the first place, of the average 2,400 minors present in the city of Rome, those enroled in the education system are approximately half the total. In the second place, those who attend school more or less regularly are no more than 50% of those enroled. Thus at the present time, less than a quarter of those having the right to attend school actually do so.

   b) If legitimate satisfaction has to be somewhat qualified after a less superficial reading of the statistics, it is also true that nothing has been mentioned on the subject of the effective results of the teaching/learning process. That is to say, on the validity and adequacy of the syllabus, approach, and teaching methods for the needs that, at least hypothetically, can arise from the specific economic, social and cultural reality of the Gypsy population. If an assessment of the process of schooling is to be complete, it cannot limit itself simply to quantitative aspects, leaving out any evaluation of the “qualitative” appropriateness of the process itself. All the more because evidence of poor results were abundantly confirmed  by our research.

Transcript n. 1 

A teacher of the second year of secondary school offered this personal account of a Gypsy child with Italian nationality, a child who, moreover, lives “in a small house”, and is thus far from belonging to the situation of acute long-term social emergency which usually characterises the majority of Gypsy families living in the encampments, especially the unauthorised ones.

“...from the point of view of basic grounding, the child cannot read, or write, to say with difficulty would be an understatement, at the he most just about manages to write his name and surname correctly, for the rest is unable to write more than the briefest excercise, full of grammar and spelling mistakes and with an extremely elementary structure; it is clear the child cannot construct a complete sentence correctly”. [Q001]

Transcript n. 2 

A primary school teacher refers to the child she has in her fifth year class, a ten year old whose real academic level is of a first year pupil.

“There’s a girl in the fifth year who simply doesn’t come up to first year levels and has all the limitations of a first year pupil. What is one to do?”. [2C25]

Transcript n. 3 

A secondary school teacher diagnoses as follows the condition of the three Gypsy pupils in her class and offers suggestions for remedial teaching which are widely shared by other teachers with Gypsy pupils.

“Bearing in mind all the difficulties that the other children have, no?, that they don’t accept them, and all the difficulties arising from their patchy attendance and the lack of any background support, with them barely able to read, writing almost incomprehensibly, hardly able to do sums... then you put them into the first year of secondary school, they have a lot of problems. We need a very different structure. The ones in my class have no learning skills, they don’t know how to read... their cultural background is inadequate and we haven’t the time to concentrate exclusively on their needs. They need a special needs teacher to themselves, no?”. [Q014]

Transcript n. 4

Particularly in secondary school where there is no provision for individual remedial teaching because pupils are expected to have reached a degree of self-sufficiency, the learning gap between Gypsy pupils and their contemporaries becomes so unbridgeable that some teachers are asking themselves whether a completely new strategic approach is called for.

“On the basis of what I see... that is, in a few words, I see that having in class a child who possibly doesn’t understand Italian well, for example in the third year of secondary school, what does this mean? It means that something different, something more has to be done than just keeping him in the class, so, now, I don’t know how to pinpoint the mistake, in the planning or in practice, but something’s not working, that’s certain, beyond the noble intention of trying for integration, but what does ‘integration’ consist in? Them just putting a person in a school classroom, and leaving the teacher to do what she can, what she thinks best?”. [Q106]

Transcript n. 5 

Briefly but eloquently, a high school teacher describes  a situation which is sadly widespread.

“Because they come to us at fifteen and they don’t know how to read or write. ‘Joined up’ writing for them might as well be Greek. The most they could do was copy a few short words. [Q042]

   It was, precisely, as a result of interest in evaluating the possible obstacles to full success in this field that this research project was commissioned. And in this light it has been carried out.

   Notwithstanding the necessarily restricted range of our research, carried out, moreover, in a field characterised by peculiarities specific to itself, the field work and the subsequent theoretical evaluation of the findings have been treated in depth, examining separately, and where possible as units, the various different aspects of this complex issue. 

   Thus our analysis is articulated in the form of a series of surveys involving:

  1) The children as individual agents of behaviour and attitudes, whose interpretation and categorization can be generalised.

    2) Teachers as agents of the process of teaching in its various aspects (from the “technical” to those of motivation and socialisation).

    3) The necessary material structures (transport, showers, clothing, etc.)

   4) Social workers who, despite the negative and usually unfounded criticisms levelled against them even by the Gypsies themselves,  perform a vital pivotal role connecting schools and Gypsy society, with a decisive influence on the quality and degree of success of the project.

    5) Gyspy encampments as the place in which daily life is lived, and whose condition of greater or lesser squalor exercises a profound influence on the overall relationship between the Gypsy community and the society into which they are to be integrated and thus between child and school.

    In the light of the findings which have emerged, the research group has come to the conclusion that, given the quantity of interacting problems involved, successful schooling will only be possible if the deployment of material and personal resources and the elaboration and experimentation of teaching methods go well beyond those contemplated by the project at present in progress. Apart from other considerations, this involves first and foremost the responsibility and competence of the Education Office.

     The project at present under way under the auspices of the City Council can boast the undeniable merit of having brought to light the dust previously swept under the carpet. That is, of having uncovered a world of non-attendance and dispersion and therefore of a scandalous failure to provide such a basic right as the right to education. This is further aggravated by its cultural specificity, that is, by the fact that the victims belong to an ethnic minority.

    Our investigations and subsequent analysis of the findings have enabled us to build up a large body of material, mostly gained from direct observation - above all in the areas of anthropology, sciology and pedagogy. Reflecting on this material has led us to conclude, in the first place, that the world of the Romany peoples includes a wide spectrum of different realities. It would therefore be misleading to refer to this world in terms of a homogenous whole; though, from the point of view of schooling, these differences in reality dwindle towards a general levelling at the lowest standards.

   Bearing in mind these preliminary considerations, the hub of the question, in our opinion, consists in the conviction that if schooling is to be a success - if more is asked than, simply, a covert solution to the problem of keeping children off the streets - this will depend on an aggregate of interventions. In the light of our direct observations in schools and in the field, of the involvement and activation of teachers and of the elaboration and organising of the data collected, we are persuaded of the neccessity of planning and promoting coordinated interventions which will affect various aspects of the process of schooling.

    We will concentrate our attention on the more important of these aspects, describing them as obstacles to schooling.

Obstacles to the success of schooling.

1. School attendance. 

The majority of the teachers interviewed point to infrequent attendance as one of the main causes of lack of scholastic success. The base from which Gypsy children start off is already different from that of their contemporaries. At home they speak Romany. For this reason, particularly at the beginning of their school careers, going to school means setting out into a new world, in which a different language is spoken, finding themselves in a situation of inferiority caused purely and simply by difficulty of communication. Looking through a school text book with children in the first and second year of primary school and asking them to put a name to the objects depicted, they will almost always be able to do so, but the word will be in Romany, not in Italian. 

   This situation of undeniable initial disadvantage is reinforced by the cultural deprivation (in the restricted sense only referring to education) of their family background. Their own parents are often illiterate or in any case express themselves in a less correct Italian than the children themselves, who often have to act as interpreters in encounters between their parents and social workers.

    It is almost impossible for children to overcome the accumulation of initial disadvantages. Only in extremely rare cases do children do really well both on a relational and an educational level. At this point we must underline the fact that success in schooling is to be measured, and pursued, in terms of learning skills. Success in terms of relationships, however useful and important, is not enough. And in fact, the objective of providing the children with the basic skills can reasonably be met if presence in the classroom is more than sporadic.

   The lack of consistent attendance at school depends on a large number of factors, the most important of which are:

1.1. Motivation.  

School is an institution which Gypsies have, throughout history, more often than not done without. The passing down of information needed for survival has been undertaken orally within the family; and the family, together with peer groups, fulfills a far more important role as socialising agent than is usual in the wider society, in which other factors reduce its influence.

      Only a small minority of Gypsies realise that their traditional forms of socialisation, indeed, ways of life, not only widen the gap which separates them from citizenship in the wider society, but actually make it impossible for that gap to be closed.  If this observation is valid, it must in any case be noted that making any difference to customs which are so deeply rooted takes time and commitment even when the strategies adopted are the appropriate ones. Seen in this light, when the Gypsies undervalue schooling as a means towards social integration and upward mobility, it is an attitude in many ways similiar to that of the rest of the Italian underclasses, with whom the Gypsies share many of the conditions of life.

   The transcript that follows typifies this widespread attitude.

Transcript n. 1

“Yes, I went to his home the other day because he wasn’t coming to school. And he’s sent to school on purpose two days a month. In the third class, he can’t read or write yet. He was learning, because he’s full of good will, so my colleague and I went to his home. And we found his parents there, his father too, who assured us he would send his son to school, well, a whole lot of stories, but he still didn’t send him. But... the other day a young man from the Opera Nomadi... came... maybe he then went to do... put pressure on, and he came back to school. But he doesn’t learn to read and write because he doesn’t come to school, not because he hasn’t the ability, or...” [Q087]

1.2. Punctuality. 

School attendance is impeded by a series of far more banal factors, in which it is possible to intervene effectively because they simply call for organisational adaptation. For example, the Gypsy sense of time is far closer to that of traditional societies for whom the concept of puncutality is very different from the - tendentially neurotic - clock-watching of advanced urban societies. Where there is no need to arrive at the factory, the office, the shop, at the same time every day, it is practically impossible to acquire the particular rhythm of life which to the factory hand, the office worker, the shop keeper, has become second nature. 

   Gypsy children often do not attend school simply because they didn’t wake up in time, or nobody woke them. For the social workers it is a common occurrence to go to knock at hut doors, to find the whole family still asleep. In this context, school attendance could be greatly improved if there were a sufficient number of social workers on hand to pay a morning visit to each home containing a school age child.

1.3. Health. 

 Contrary to current opinion on the subject, according to which the physically hard life Gypsy children leads will toughen them and make them resistant to disease, in reality their health is frail. Often, the nourishment they receive is inadequate. In any case, it is irregular and in direct contrast to the most basic dietary norms (seeing what is bought for breakfast/mid-morning break is enough to convince us of the vital and immediate need to provide the parents with some education in nutrition). From this fact and from the hygienic - or rather the unhygienic - conditions of the encampments, derive a whole series of recurrent health problems, from respiratory problems (bronchitis is chronic) to intestinal problems, skin diseases (verrucas, warts) and bad teeth. The sickness rates of Gypsy children are higher than those of their contemporaries living in more appropriate conditions. In this case, solutions to this cause of absence from the schoolroom lie outside issues directly concerned with schooling and will be found only when the primary conditions of providing healthy and comfortable homes have been met.  

1.4. Poverty. 

Some children fail to come to school because they do not have decent clothes and shoes. Encampments such as the Casilina 700 camp turn into muddy swamps every time it rains. In these conditions anyone crossing the camp from one side to the other, even following the least muddy course, becomes splattered with mud up to the knees. What can be said about  children in these circumstances, who are not afraid of mud and who are free - indeed, forced by their restricted living quarters - to stay outside all day?  This simple fact means a high turn over of clothing for each child which, multiplied by the large number of children in each family, creates a largescale problem.

     Of course we are not blind to the fact that this excuse is not infrequently used simply to cover a desire to avoid school. However, first hand knowledge of the conditions in which these families objectively live leaves no margins of doubt as to the fact that as a motivation, it is often no more than the bare truth.

2. Marginality. 

    With this term, we wish to allude to the situation which emerges from the simultaneous presence of poverty, educational deprivation and social deviancy. The association of these three ingredients gives rise to a mixture whose natural outcome is social marginalisation. Life lived on the margins of society, among the outcasts from “normal” circuits of social relations, cannot fail to affect children and their relationship to school. Under these circumstance, school is not seen as a vehicle for integration; or if it is, then it would be an integration not available to those who see their lives unfolding in another context, in different territories and with different rules.

  In these cases schooling is a Utopia. Before attempting it, a preliminary operation of social improvement is called for to combat poverty and social deviancy. Seen in these terms, responsibility clearly lies with society at large and the institutions set up to combat the various forms of socio-economic exclusion.  

Transcript n. 1

The quotation below, however concise, conveys vividly and unequivocably the complexity of a problem for which there is no easy solution. 

  “I think (integration) is not possible because they are very inolved in their clan, their culture and they aren’t going to give up their rules, or anything, so, in my experience, they always try to take the good things from our society, what’s useful to them, but they don’t give anything back. Because there’s this girl who came in November who has spent seven years in an institution. Now she wants to go back to the insititution because she can’t accept the rules of the family. An example: she fought for the right to come to school in jeans, but then at home she wears long skirts; her mother won’t let her out, she won’t send her to parties, her brother is violent, he goes into her classroom and hits her, that’s the mentality they have. The girl doesn’t, but the brother tries to steal, he asks for money and then he goes to gamble... in my opinion, no? Because they... But the mother herself says they won’t give up their ways. In my view, they don’t want to be integrated. This girl would like to study. She’s intellectually backward, enormously. But she’s really willing, she wants to learn. She says she wants to work at a checkout, but her mother says no. Well I’ve asked the mother again and again. ‘Why do you send her to school, then, if in the afternoons... ‘. Sometimes she brings her... because the mother goes asking... goes to beg. In the mornings, and we know where, too, she often takes the children with her. So I asked her: ‘Why do you send her to school if she’ll end up doing what you do?’. She said because the police would come to their home: ‘What, don’t they go to school?’ Then as the mother has these children in her care because the father lost his parental rights, so there’s the magistrate involved, the social worker, the supervisor. In the afternoon they go to the children’s home to help them with their homework. In my opinion they get too much help,  because they don’t do anything (emphatic), they don’t give anything. So, me included, the state around them pours money out on them but gets nothing in return. That is, it’s not that they ask for help and then... well anyway... ‘Let’s not try...’ The girl wanted to go to a friend’s party, I rang the mother and in the end I convinced her and she sent her, but secretly so the relatives didn’t know and on the condition that she went in her long skirt. But the mother doesn’t do anything, she wants her daughter to go to school but not so she’ll have a different future. In my view it’s they themselves who don’t want to integrate themselves. Alright, the boy who’s in the first year of secondary school, he’s got that mentality, he’s violent, he won’t obey the rules and so even if they go to school, that is even if they’ve been given support, but... the girl, no, but the boy doesn’t fit into school life. He comes to school when he wants. We see him begging for money. Then he goes to the bar and plays it on the machines... I mean he goes out in the morning, he goes to the bar to play, then he comes into school when he feels like it.” [Q007]

3. Lack of success. 

     It is common knowledge that in all human activities success is the most powerful reinforcer of motivation and therefore the factor which most efficiently sets in action the mechanism whereby external stimuli are no longer necessary to encourage an individual to follow his or her aims.

   The same is true with education.  The disadvantaged position from which, as we have seen, Gyspy children set off on their scholastic careers forces them into a defensive position. Often they do not grasp simple concepts only because they have not understood some elementary terms. Two children in the fifth year of primary school were unable to solve a simple arithmetical problem because they did not know how to interpret the terms ‘firm’ and ‘situations wanted’.

  The inevitable string of small failures, even when not noticed, much less reprimanded by the teacher, the awareness of “not being up to” the standard of their companions, tend to undermine these children’s self-esteem and, in the final analysis, to place education among the areas that are likely to cause distress. Where this is not balanced by a corresponding amount of gratification, in terms of socialization or even simply the satisfying of curiosity about a different experience, drop-out rates are high.

     In any situation where school results are compared, Gypsy children are always the losers. Their desire to come out on top, to gain the admiration of their peers, will be channelled into other spheres: in particular that of ‘street cred.’, linked above all to physical prowess (speed, strength, stamina, courage and so on). If these skills were in some way incorporated into the scholastic evaluation system, Gypsy children would not feel they were always playing an away match.

4. Specific Difficulties

    This area is one of the most delicate aspects of the whole problem and the most difficult to investigate: in depth ad hoc studies would be needed. However, the research group, using purpose-specific experimental material, has been able identify the existence of difficulties peculiar to Gypsy children, difficulties which cannot be compared with those of other foreign groups. 

   As is well known, the number of foreign children enrolled in school has grown enormously in recent years - indeed has multiplied by ten compared with only a few years ago - and is now over 8,000. This increase is not distributed evenly over the territory but, understandably, is concentrated in the schools of the suburbs which therefore have to a greater degree found themselves having to think up their own projects to cope with this new situation.

    On the whole, according to the Transcripts gathered from the teachers themselves, the integration of these children (Peruvian, Indian, Brazilian, Chinese etc.) happens without traumas and, after the inevitable running-in period, reasonably satisfactorily. This is particularly true of children coming from a culture in which school plays an important role.  For the majority of Gypsy children, this is not so. This comparison leads us to confirm our belief that we are not dealing, here, with a purely linguistic problem as children coming from contexts far further removed from ours, such as the Chinese and Indians, manage to overcome this difficulty without trouble. The language problem, for Gypsy children, is intertwined with others which derive from two underlying features specific to them. One concerns their ethnic identity, which calls on historical values, customs and ways of living which the various Gypsy groupings have developed over the centuries in response to what is frequently a hostile socio-economic context. The second is given by their present situation, at the bottom of the social pyramid, with all this means in terms of the attitudes typical of an underclass, including - as we have seen - the question of motivation for school attendance.

   Briefly, then, foreign children are highly motivated in favour of socio-economic integration, often to the extent of actual assimilation which can be pursued as a conscious strategy. In these cases, school is considered to be a factor that can speed up their acceptance, the fast lane towards social mobility. The majority of Gypsies, on the other hand, not only resist assimilation - as is their sacrosanct right to do - but often resist integration too, which they fear will lead to a loss of identity, foreshadowing a state of diaspora in which they will disappear completely as a distinct ethnic group. This attitude does not, obviously, stem from an explicit and conscious strategy: it can only be encountered and described through observing behaviour patterns and attempting to discern their meaning.

Transcript n. 1

   “Anyway there’s a difference from a Chinese child who didn’t speak a single wor… nothing, he just sat so in the first months, at his desk, he is anyway a child who expresses himself, reads, writes and, I mean, there’s a real, big  difference of cultural poverty. Because even if they started off in the same condition, that one arrived... He didn’t because there’s a cultural poverty, because however much you try to reinforce, however often he came to school, in any case language is a maternal thing, from the first months so in that case... It’s a problem. [DC6]

5. Environmental Hostility

   There is no need, we feel, to underline the fact that Gypsies are victims of prejudice and ethnic discrimination. From research carried out into prejudices, it emerges that, in the collective perception, they are at placed at the bottom of a scale that goes from tollerance to various forms and degrees of discrimination [Colasanti, 1994]. This attitude is equally evident within schools where we see two orders of diffidence/hostility at work: one specific to the institution, one to non-Gypsy parents and pupils.

     The attitude we attribute to the school itself is not manifest in openly hostile behaviour but rather in various forms of ‘passive resitence’. For example it is not unusual for obstacles to be put in the way of enrolment when, for a series of reasons, it is not possible for the children to be enroled by the proper date; given the anomalous circumstances, we would expect some flexibility on this point. Another expression of the attitude is to be found in various forms of what we might call ‘neutralisation’ of the presence of Gypsies in the school by, for example, ‘parking’ them out of the classroom so that their vivacity and lack of discipline cannot upset the normal teaching routine. It seems clear from this kind of behaviour that schools often react defensively because they have no training for dealing with the problems of Gypsy children. And under the circumstances, it is obviously tempting to take ‘neutralising’ action.

   Another manifestation of inadequacy is found when the school limits itself to treating Gypsy children ‘no differently from the others’. This approach, which comes out repeatedly in interviews, gives a clear and eloquent message of acceptance and openness and due credit should be given it. However, we feel we must point out that however well-intentioned, this approach is not up to the task it sets itself, because Gygpsy children, burdened as they are with a multiplicity of socio-economic and educational disadvantages, actually need more resources and greater attention spent on them, need, that is, what the Americans define ‘positive action’ to counteract the inequalities of their point of departure.

   The hostility of some parents of non-Gypsy children expresses itself in exerting pressure on the school authorites and teachers, with demands ranging from requiring that their child should not be put next to a Gyspy child in the classroom or canteen, to withdrawing their children from the school, to accusations of theft or dirtiness or bringing disease into the school. No school is exempt.  In these cases it is up to the firmness and persuasive capacities of the staff and teachers to confront the hostility and manage to transform it into a convinced acceptance.

   Non-Gypsy children themselves usually create fewer problems. There is no lack of unpleasant, often cruel and ruthless, episodes but these can be attributed as much to the normal dynamics of childhood, the coalition of the strong against the weak or different, than to genuine ethnic or racial prejudice. In this case, the vigilant presence of the teacher is sufficient to avoid the isolation and/or exclusion of the Gypsy child from the group or class, as part of routine class-bonding practice.

   Certainly, excluding a Gypsy child because he or she ‘stinks’ is far from infrequent and cannot altogether be blamed. The problem would be solved if showers and a change of clothes were available, neither of which should be beyond the reach of most schools. However, two points should be made. One is that not all schools with Gypsy pupils are, in fact, equipped in this way and therefore there is no possibility of making these children ‘like the others’  as far as cleanliness is concerned. The second concerns the underlying question of cleanliness in itself being a parameter for judging ‘difference’, and therefore for discrimination, even if the difficulty is adequately overcome at school. In fact, the time spent in the changing room and under the shower inevitably means the children will arrive late in the class room for the start of lessons, by as much as an hour or more.  The child is forced once again to be aware of being ‘different’ and his or her relationship with the other children in class will be filtered through this anxiety. And if a policy of integration is to succeed, it is essential to eliminate as far as possible all such sources of anxiety and inadequacy. In this specific case, the research group wishes to emphasise how important it is that the children arrive at school looking neat and clean. Showers, then, should be installed in the encampments. 

   The episodes we can cite on the subject of environmental hostility are numerous. A headmaster has referred the following one to us which we have chosen to publish as being emblematic of the situation.

Transcript n. 1

“Integration with parents too, with normal parents, I mean, that is, so-called normal, in this case is... in that case I refused permission for a child to go home because he didn’t want to eat in class next to other children. I told him clearly, that wasn’t an acceptable reason, I said ‘I refuse permission’ ‘Well i’m going to protest’ ‘But this isn’t a reason. A reason would be if the girl...’  - so then I was really honestly with him – ‘If you had told me the girl had some kind of food incompatibility then I’d give you permission.’  ‘Well should I say that then?’ I say ‘No, you said the true thing, but it’s not a reason’. He wanted to go home at lunch time, he wanted to go home because he was fed up with sitting next to a Gypsy child. What I want to know is this, because children are much better than parents, much, that is, children aren’t ever racist. So I say: this kind of talk that frightens me, because it keeps the others away, don’t you think it’s the parents’ work? (sounds of assent in background). So, well we need to work a bit on the parents... With others, let’s say, by dint of discussing we ended up with a kind of agreement. Now these three have reprimanded me severely, they reprimanded me severely at the last meeting, which was when you had the elections too, that they ended up, I don’t know how, all in the same class, they were three children. Maybe there we should have been a bit careful, but the teachers, I mean, when they do, we set up a commission, then it’s the teachers themselves who try to create a balance, they are the ones who want to take... So there were these three children. I’ve said perhaps we should have been more careful, let’s say, share them out a bit better. But they insisted with a... ‘I don’t mind at all’... ‘As long as you put in... ‘ , ‘You must make it so that...’  ‘At least one somewhere else’. They attacked me in fact, I saw a kind of... They started by saying immediately ‘We’re not racist you know’...  No, you’re right, you’re not, but then it becomes clear there’s a lot of work to be done on this question, a lot. So children have respect, because children if they start thinking about it don’t distinguish... But then at home its a whole other question and we need to make an impression on these parents, when we meet them. But if we don’t work in this field, with the parents, in my view integration only among the children, with the fact that the parents are hugely influenced, sometimes what you say gets wiped out at home. In my opinion it’s the parents who are the real... the ones who slow down integration (sounds of discussion in background) Mrs... I was saying: not all parents, but I come up against this... all the time” [2C8]

Transcript  n. 2

The problem, as we have already noted, is not isolated; on the contrary it emerges frequently. What follows is the experience of a primary school teacher in another school.

“The relationship of the teacher with the parents of the Italian children is fundamental, because that’s where some negative messages might be coming from, no? Some parent who begins to say ‘I won’t have that dirty child next to mine’. Now it’s then right at the beginning that the teacher who has a good relationship with the parents of her pupils makes various things clear: ‘No; these children must be integrated, we are trying to protect your children too’. If we manage to work it so that these children come to school regularly clean etc., they are the same as all the other children. They’re affectionate too, they get fond of the teacher, goodness, if you then meet them in the street ‘Teacher...’ But, then, you see, the only problem is to make a good relationship with the parents of the class, because if the parents don’t then go and complain to anyone, these children will become more and more part of the class (...) But on the other hand, they are also frightened by all the talk of thieves. There’s nothing to be done about that. That’s where the cookie crumbles because then the mother said ‘OK, fine, at school I said to her ‘play with everyone, but that girl isn’t setting foot in my home’. Because then, she says, I don’t want them seeing inside my house.”  [DM4]

Transcript n. 3 

A secondary school teacher with a Gypsy girl with Italian citizenship in her class, has herself participated in this kind of hostility. Admitting it herself she reveals her attitude which is clearly motivated by prejudices, although she is not so unreasonable that she cannot admit sincerely how unfounded they were.

“I saw the Appia camp growing up, we took part in the local protests too, we were afraid of vandalism, but then we saw that they are people who don’t make trouble. [Q002]

Transcript n. 4

There are also numerous cases of children taken away from schools because there were Gypsies in the class.

“We had children who left because there were Gypsy children” [Q004]

Transcript n. 5

 In some cases, luckily infrequent, it is the school itself or the teachers who, finding one excuse or another, have refused to accept Gypsies in their class.

“It’s always been a choice of... a refusal by the other teachers and since no-one accepted them, the head master gave them to me, or the head mistress, whichever.  The head gave them to me. That is, almost a case of dumping, as it were, not at those levels, but...  It’s not nice to say so, but that’s what it’s like. That is, my colleagues won’t accept them. When they know they have Gypsies... I had to... well not actually fight a battle, but, well... They tried every excuse they could think of... Not that they didn’t accept them, openly, but, you know, ‘I already have handicapped children in my class so I can’t have Gypsies too’ . Or ‘I have parents who won’t have Gypsies, otherwise, if not, they’ll take their pupils, their children away’. Well, but then the head left them to me... They always try anything... or they stir up the parents, they try to set the parents against, to go to the head, to... Some... I’ve had this happen: that some children have left, at the beginning, in the first year... Children, well, normal children of civil engineers, lawyers, that sort. They felt superior and pulled their children out and sent them to other schools where there aren’t any Gypsies. And then... The ones here now accept them completely. But in the... well when they moved them they said that... they said that they had their reasons, because they were moving house or something... “ [Q049] 

6.  Lack of training for teachers

The complexity of the problems involved in the schooling of Gypsy children has been undervalued. Notwithstanding the fact that the first moves made by the Ministry for Education go back to the early 1960s with the creation of ‘lacio drom’ (good journey) classes it must be said that the training for that and other experiences, both in Italy and in other European countries, was not taken sufficiently seriously, with too much trust being placed on the professional capacities of teacher who were already facing the problems inherent in the arrival of increasing numbers of foreign pupils.

   But the schooling of Gypsy children requires a different kind of commitment and different tools. Even if in the great majority of cases the spirit of initiative of individual teachers can, indeed,  be trusted, teaching material and the specific skills needed cannot be improvised. Many of the teachers approached confessed to feelings of uncertainty caused by their insufficient knowledge of the Gypsy world and the consquent need to go ahead by a process of trial and error under conditions of considerable complexity (the coexisting presence in the classroom of Gypsies, foreigners, handicapped children and children at risk).

Transcript n. 1

“So this is, I feel, that it would be really essential, vital, for these schools that take in these children, a revision course, a teacher development course for those who are going to have to take them. It seems to me a question of being professionally correct because lots of teachers have no kind of training at all for Gypsy culture, for the needs these children have, which are sui generis needs, that is, they are special. [GG2]

Here, however, to complete the picture, we must add the consideration that if on one hand there is deeply felt need for training courses, on the other, when existing courses stopped counting towards achievement-related rating systems, they were very ill-attended.

   However this may be, even where no explicit demand is made for special training, many teachers admit their knowledge of the Gypsy world is extremely vague.

Transcript n. 2

“After all these questions (referring to the questionnaire just completed), I realise how little one knows about them, it’s depressing.” [Q005]

Transcript n. 3

“I wish there were someone to tell me, to explain, to me personally, what I should do, not just with the Gypsies but with these young things who are more and more in trouble. I had a Chinese child. They made me telephone her home because a problem had come up and I didn’t know what language to use with them. We act just at random. And it’s us who are in the front line. It’s not that we know. It’s not that we have a manual that you can go to to look it up. We just go ahead, show willing, doing what we think best. Who knows how many mistakes, often. We’ve got a bit set in our ways with our preconceived ideas, we must understand that the society of tomorrow is going to be very different in its make up from today’s.” [Q010]

Other teachers, while not retreating from the challenge that an effective schooling of Gypsy children offers, feel themselves to be “thrown in at the deep end, them and us” [Q014] or “I’ve just kept going as best I can, following what my intuition suggested”. [Q034]

Transcript n. 4

“It’s hard because what we are offering at school is miles away from their culture. On the other hand, we don’t know how to get near to their culture so that we could help with this transition.” [Q085]

Transcript n. 5

“... there are outside problems which we know nothing about. That is, children, for example, already in the last year of primary school the girls stop coming... So it’s the links that interest us, you see?  The link between... the encampment, for example, and the school. That is, avoid creating this abyss and possibly bridge it by finding ways of intervening... many ways.” [Q89]

    Many teachers who have taken part in courses relating to the problem of multicultural education, complain about the excessively theoretical, and therefore generic, approach of the courses and the difficulty of translating the rhetoric about the educational advantages of intercultural study into concrete teaching strategies for everyday use in the classroom.


To the research group, it seemed that, as far as the schooling of Gypsy children is concerned, conventional types of training course, undertaken under classroom conditions, are destined to produce only scarce results, if any results at all. It would seem more useful to attempt a new approach based on forms of self-teaching involving the more motivated teachers under the guidance of expert tutors able to offer on-going practical advice.

    A further element which undemines the efficacy of the project is the sense of ‘solitude’  which many teachers mention experiencing because of a lack of adequate appreciation for the efforts they make - when these are real and not simply sporadic exceptions. The ‘solitude’ of teachers must be overcome, not least in order to harvest the fruits of their experiences and their innovative ideas which deserve to be made known and given further trials. That is possible if teachers are provided with constant support; which will, at the same time, reinforce their own motivation.

7. Failings of state institutions

The state provides little, if not almost non-existent, support.  It is not so much the local authorities that are to blame but the Education Office.  There are 300 teachers available, some of whom are used in various types of office work, but the Office has cut down on both child psychologists and support teachers, despite growing demand for these from schools.  Many teachers, even those most involved and committed to the cause, feel alone and abandoned and so they are openly bitter about what could be done and is not done; willingness, enthusiasm and personal planning skills cannot make up for structural deficiencies.  The battle for the schooling of Gypsy children cannot be fought and won on only one front.  What we need is collaboration and co-ordination between different bodies, local authorities, Education Offices, volunteer organisations dealing with transportation and relations with the campsites, district social workers, police, etc.

Transcript n. 1

A strongly committed teacher said:

"There were some very important meetings, Farinelli came and Piva.  I did my utmost to say we had a problem: our school accepts these children, there is no discrimination, we don't say... that these classes are full.  Classes are not full, we can have up to 20-25, we are perfectly aware that we can take them.  But you've got to give us a hand with administration.  This doesn't happen.  You've got to know that teachers and schools are left to their own devices.  Working in collaboration with the headmaster, we agreed to put a brake on our unconditional acceptance of Gypsies.  No more than one per class.  Now, if we really have their interests at heart, this decision could be developed into a project.  I mean, the starting point for a project should be to have no more than 3 or 4 per class, not as now, with 26 in the first years, obviously.  However we insisted on a high standard of cleanliness, that children should receive help, have school materials, their own didactic material with which to work on during the lesson.  But to no avail.  And so all our... This is perhaps the only school that has called the local authorities, the director of the Education Office etc.  We had a wonderful talk, but it did not produce the results we had hoped for."  [GG6]

Transcript n. 2

A headmaster of a school in the outskirts, forever having to cope with new problems, is quite angry:

"The director simply did not understand, he did not give us one... not one support teacher, when we used to have two.  Completely deaf to our pleas... while other types of assistants were provided and some schools even received more than they asked for... Why?  Because that's the way they are... and not... which is the majority for these (incomprehensible).  I was the first to write an angry letter to the director, but he did not reply... I wrote an angry letter on this and that (noise).  He did not want to see...  He did not want to see even the Opera Nomadi; he didn't want to see them.  I spoke to Longo, the one from the Office... Ferrari (Ferraro? Ed). He didn't even see her.  They don't want to know.  This director, I'm afraid to say... on this point is really... we have been completely abandoned.  Now I don't know.  Do you see what I mean? When there is a tendency, we must not find... We are going to a convention, we are going to a convention where there is a general protest, there will be a protest, I think the minister will be there too... Then they want to increase class numbers to 25, yes, those with the handicapped (noise)… it doesn't depend on me, you've got to fight against this (noise).  But I want to say: the tendency... there is a tendency to save money, do you see?... the budget (prolonged noise). [2C28]

Transcript n. 3

 When there is a shortage of resources, not only in terms of materials but also a shortage of specialised personnel, all high talk of integration, multi-racism as a resource, inter-culture as a method etc, risk becoming mere fine words, rhetorical exercises, which are irritating, especially for those who have to deal with a complicated and sometimes hostile situation.

"I don't want to seem a racist or a snob, but I'm afraid when we are dealing with people who are so different, talk of integration is all very well but it is more suitable for writers of books or an argument for researchers...  Dialectics are all very well but when it is put into practice you come up against real problems that nobody ever tells you how to solve.  We have been to teacher development courses, everybody says that integration is right, and it obviously is, from a logistical point of view, but then, I mean, how do we go about it in practical terms?  With what means?  We have no help, and as far as possible support teachers are concerned, who, so as not to lose their place teach a subject...  That's all.. I've had enough of this school structure" [Q043]

8 Gypsy culture

     This is a general term because in actual fact there is more than just one culture (in the anthropological sense).  Values, social rules, way of life and material life vary from group to group.

    Having said this, groups of Xoraxanè, who are the object of this study, share common and recurring elements in their attitudes towards schooling (briefly mentioned when discussing the "motivation" they may have in participating fully in the project of schooling).  Even the most knowledgeable and sensitive teachers have noticed the difference of approach to this question between Gypsies and non-Gypsies, depending on their cultural diversity.

Transcript n. 1

"There is also the question of the parent's mentality because they do not understand our arguments for going to school.  At first they see the point.  I even noticed an effort on their part, and this year we have also spoken to (...)'s mother, who is your classic Gypsy.  She doesn't abide by our rules, let's say.  But then, they do not understand the sense in making their child go to this school.  Yes, the child has started to write, but then at home she can't do her homework, because her parents can't follow up what she's doing.  So it's not so much a problem of having a rapport with the family.  This we try to build, but is not enough.  These people live a different reality and, not having a written tradition, this way of thinking is completely foreign to them.  After some time they lose interest.  It is as if we had imposed on us, for example, Bantu rules, or others which we absolutely…  No, it doesn't make sense; it's not part of the culture, so we must also take this into account.  But this doesn't seem to happen." [DC2]

    In the above account the teacher has unwittingly touched upon one of the most crucial questions regarding the world of Gypsies.  It is the conflict between their traditional culture and the dominant culture.  As has already been described [Calabrò, 1992], in this conflict/contrast, the weaker culture is the loser, not only because it represents a minority but also, and above all, because it conforms less to reality.  The inevitable consequence is that the former risks anomic disintegration [Durkheim, 1897] under the hammer blows of mass society, which tends to impose it's own mechanisms at all levels, and the seductive nature of consumerism, which, through some sort of unfailing intrinsic law, spreads more rapidly among the culturally and socially weak.

     This means that if Gypsies want to avoid the risk of their culture and collective identity disintegrating they must adapt and change.  This could be a successful process if they manage to maintain a nucleus of values that are at the heart of their identity, acquire new social practices correlated to inclusion and abide by its "rules".  In the transition phase there will inevitably be conflicts between individuals and even more between different generations, especially when schooling sparks off changes of identity.

    In particular the conflict between generations is more widespread than it may seem at first, since it rarely goes beyond family confines.  Two factors are responsible for this increase.  One is the powerful attraction on young Gypsies exerted by some aspects of Gagè society: consumerism (especially shoes, clothes, but also radios, stereos and various gadgets) and entertainment (discotheques and amusement arcades).  The second is the position of the family social system in Gypsy values.  In fact the family constitutes a social system which is authoritative and fairly closed to the outside, so less flexible than that found among the Gagè.

Transcript n. 2

A middle school teacher understood this and describes a case she experienced:

"The family, the clan, is very strong and so it predominates.  Even if the girl is not in my class, I see her, I speak to her, I know her; the morning she comes dressed like the other children, jeans, the afternoon she must wear a dress, the long Gypsy dress.  If she doesn't she gets punished... and so must stay at home, because she is ashamed, she doesn't want to wear one. [Q0Q3]

Transcript n. 3

This aspect of the conflict between the two cultures is well expressed in this observation:

"They have never held a pencil, never played... Gypsy children with such difficulties cannot be put into a class in which... Being at school is not enough unless work is done... to persuade parents, on the role of the school, its function, what schooling can do.  However the parents (emphasis) think it's useless, because although children may go to school Gypsies have their own traditions... they are caught between two lines of fire." [DC7]

In the anecdote below, the words of the teacher who tells it seem to indicate that a genuine change of values has taken place: the child in question has given up the defensive lack of sincerity typical of the Gypsy people, particularly in their relations with the Gagè, to assume the value of truth-telling. How should we read this episode? Does it indicate a cultural move from an essentially Gypsy attitude towards an appeal for citizenship in the modern world?

Transcript n.  4

"There's a little girl in the nursery class who had understood... As my colleague said, Gypsies have this thing of being liars and she had a conflict inside herself between... in the end she didn't tell lies any more. And she had this conflict with another child who did tell lies, real whoppers sometimes. But she: 'No, it's not true, it's not true any more'... She had this problem." [DC7]

Didactic problems

     In this section we will discuss the learning difficulties encountered by Gypsy children.  It is not a systematic analysis because this would have required quite a different study.  It is a record of learning difficulties as revealed in teachers' comments both by those involved in action research and those interviewed.

1 Irregular attendance

     This lies at the beginning of a series of problems.  Firstly there is the simple fact that to assimilate a concept, a notion or a skill requires time, exercise, repetition.  If it isn't reinforced (at school or at home), the notion, the concept or the skill gradually fades away.  And so we must start again from the beginning.  But the teacher is also responsible for the rest of the class and so what happens is that, even with the greatest attention and dedication, you can't always start again.

This is how a teacher "lets off steam":

Transcript n. 1

"The kids that give us the greatest problems are obviously those with the most irregular attendance and this means that the teachers can't follow a programme even if it is differentiated." [GG1]

And another:

Transcript n. 2

"I think the problem of containing this even a little... teachers get really fed up when these children don't come on a regular basis.  They bring into the class obvious problems.  The teacher can't go on, unless there is some help, a person to co-operate with.  We can't keep going back to the beginning leaving the rest of the class behind in the syllabus." [GG2]

Transcript n.3

"Attendance is so irregular. I've never been able to build a rapport, which could develop into something; it gets very difficult to make any progress, especially in mathematics.  I start explaining something and then it comes to a halt.  Then you start again and stop again, so it gets very difficult." [Q035]

2. Motor Ability

    Many teachers mentioned deficiencies in motor ability, confirming studies in this area and attributed to mothers keeping their babies bundled up till they were three.  This practice provides, on the one hand, a great sense of reassurance because the baby feels protected, but at the same times it deprives them of the experiences of crawling, 

which is indispensable for the acquisition of a series of skills required for learning to write.

    Some teachers have noticed that the positioning itself of the exercise book and the sheet of drawing paper created difficulties for them.

Transcript n. 1

This is what a pottery teacher said:

"I know that they are not used to touching and experimenting, they are only used to observing, right up to the age of two or three.  Then, of course, they have difficulties. They are never put down; they are always with their mother.  So during their first three years they get none of the experience which is fundamental for their age: by the age of six they have missed out on a series of experiences and so must make an impossibly long leap in such a short amount of time, you really need the more time. [2C17]

Transcript n. 2

"They have spatial problems, organising their exercise books and sheets of paper."[(Q005]

To make up for this initial delay many teachers and head teachers are in favour of having Gypsy children attend nursery school.  This happens very rarely because even when Gypsies are in favour of sending their children to school they very rarely do it before they are seven; it is too early before that age to be separated from the family environment.

Transcript n. 3

"We also have another child G., who I remember came to us in the first year but didn't know how to do anything.  So I had to go back to pre-writing skills, since Gypsies don't partake in pre-school education.  The others all come prepared, to some extent, while Gypsy kids have to start from scratch.  So when they come to the first year of school they cannot keep up... there are problems. Gradually we get over them. This also depends on the work that is done because... We try to tackle the problem because we have always had them in class.  We have children with difficulties, physically disabled children and those from disadvantaged social environments.  Logically, if they start with these problems it takes at least two or three months, until December, working on pre-writing exercises, space and time motor activities, because these are fundamental." [SD24]

Transcript n. 4

"When they come to the first year of primary school they are at the same stage of a three year old child (...) We have had kids who didn't even know how to hold a pencil, which makes things extremely hard for them.  Of course they get tired and then it's difficult to organise activities..." [DM2]

Transcript n. 5

“There were two sisters, one in the second year, who couldn't even hold a pencil, so you can imagine when it came to practising handwriting, teaching them to follow dots, it was impossible for them.  You need to work on those children eight hours a day to get something out of them; we try our best, but I don't know how far... because there are also the other children... if only they had some help at home, to follow up the work done at school.  Nothing gets done there, you get what you get, the rest.." [Q058]

3. Vocabulary

    Especially among Xoraxanè Gypsies, like those camped in Casilino 700, vocabulary is extremely limited.  They do not have words for some everyday objects or colours; they are not used to distinguishing their right from their left.

Transcript n. 1

This is the answer a teacher gives to the question: do her Gypsy school children have a command of Italian?

"Not at the beginning.  In the first second and third years they did not understand.  I'm afraid I have to say, they didn't know the words (sound of colleagues assenting -Ed.), they did not associate the word to the object, at first (noise, several voices heard at once -Ed.) in the first year of primary school, we had to say ‘cupboard, this is a cupboard’... It was really like that.  They didn't speak Italian; they didn't know the names of the colours..."[3C9]

Transcript n. 2

“The first difficult approach is to manage, sometimes, to be understood, by which I mean, of the words I use lots get lost because they can't really understand the whole meaning of the sentence... You have to limit yourself to the simplest things, the bare minimum." [Q035]

This lack of vocabulary inevitably compromises the entire learning process. Often, a failure to understand even an elemenatary concept depends on the fact that the verbal sequence used by the teacher to express it is simply not available to the child. Clearly there is a need to multiply the efforts towards literacy over and above the work done in class, which, given the children's initial disadvantages, is not by itself anough to fill the gap.

4. Memory

     Many teachers draw attention to the weakness of memory of their Gypsy pupils. In reality, however frequently repeated, this opinion does not sound convincing. In fact, it is well known that in all cultures based on oral tradition, for obvious internal reasons the opposite is true and memory is highly developed. When written documents are lacking, the memory is the only instrument to which to entrust the received wisdom and personal and collective records on which the community's identity is based. These, briefly, are among the reasons why in ethnic groups  which do not have a written culture, the memory is particularly well developed.

    This well-established observation is directly contradicted by the reports that many teachers give of their Gypsy pupils. The most probable explanation for this is that the memory works selectively. Children remember what they want to remember, because it is interesting or important to them. For Gypsy children schoolroom learning is neither of these things. 

   This hypothesis has found confirmation in at least one case.

Transcript n. 1

"Their ability to remember is highly developed (...) A few days ago we put on a play and so naturally my pupil was always on the spot, at all stages of the activity and he, precisely, learned by heart nearly everybody else's parts." [Q070]

5. Logical and mathematical ability

     An area of difficulty, repeatedly reported, is that of logical and mathematical thinking.

Transcript n. 1

"And then they arrive at primary school with enormous lacunae compared with the others. For example, mine was a disaster. Now he fits in a bit better. But no capacity for logical thought at all. So reading a maths excercise is terribly difficult for them. And then there is the fact that they do nothing at home. That's also because his parents are completely illiterate and when there's something to sign, the uncle does it... In science the child, drawing and doing things, we get more out of him. But in maths it's a kind of a nightmare. His logical thinking is what it is, poor love, he's following a syllabus custom made for him and we're struggling over just four kinds of sums. Raising numbers to a power is completely beyond him, that is, the concept that he has to repeat this number by multiplying. I said 'Anyway, he's not going to need it in his life; the important thing is to learn how to do the fort of sums you need for accounts'. That's the way it is." [Q010]

    Here we are on delicate ground and we must tread carefully if we want to focus correctly on the problem.  Firstly logical and mathematical ability is often seen as a synonym of intelligence, or at least one of its most noble manifestations, if not the noblest of all.  For this reason to focus on a presumed difficulty in this area could easily lead us to that unacceptable consideration that Gypsies are intellectually inferior.  Secondly, although many teachers do say they have little logical/mathematical ability, it is not a unanimous opinion.  There are, in fact, teachers who have pointed out that when non-traditional criteria of evaluation are used, that is one not based on resolving mathematical problems, some Gypsy children have shown precision and sharpness (see transcript 2).  If their aptitude for logical reasoning is assessed by practical behaviour criteria which requires the rigorous consequentiality of means-to-an-end, the results are often brilliant.

    On this point we can make two observations.  Firstly, as is known, logical reasoning aptitude tests, if they are to be a valid instrument of assessment, must take into account the subjects on which they are used.  Environmental and cultural conditioning tend to develop logical capacity in diverse directions.

    The second concerns the teaching methods used to develop this capacity.  It is clear, from what has been said above, that exercises and activities are needed to take into account different environments, cultures and experiences.

Transcript n. 2

"As far as logical mathematical reasoning is concerned they are far sharper.  It is perhaps because they are so street wise that they are good at this but linguistically poor.  They have more language and writing problems than mathematical ones." [Q089]

6. Concentration

    Opinions are almost unanimous about Gypsy children having problems paying attention and concentrating during lesson time, although there are exceptions (see transcript 3).  It is likely that, apart from lack of interest in the subjects

studied at school, lifestyle is also a factor, since most of the time they are outdoors. It would then perhaps be an idea to try out an approach that took these experiences, relative skills and interests into consideration.

Transcript n. 1

"We know the problem, little concentration, difficulty in paying attention for more than a few minutes, difficulty socialising." [Q073]

Transcript n. 2

"They get tired easily, so if you give then something to do you've got to stay close to them... After half an hour, at the most, they get tired and then stop trying." [Q077]

Transcript n. 3

"He has concentration, above average, I would say, compared to the others, who are more restless and less attentive."  [Q087]

Problems of Socialization

     The question of socialization falls into two distinct categories. The first concerns the introjection of the rules of behaviour established by the school to ensure the smooth running of its essential tasks: learning and conduct. The second concerns the interaction of the child with his or her companions in the class and the school, that is, the acceptance of the norms of behaviour which regulate group relations and are inspired by principles of sharing, solidarity, sociability etc.

    The first category often causes problems. Gypsy children come from an environment in which different norms govern behaviour. In a large number of cases, their lives revolve round the street. They therefore develop a precocious independence and a high degree of self-regulation. The adults themselves encourage this tendency, at least in the sense of manifesting their expectations in this regard  -  and there is no need to to underline the extent to which parental expectations, whether explicit or not, influence the social development of their children.

    Gypsy children, to some extent like those of the underclasses in general, develop to a high degree the qualities defined, schematically but eloquently, ‘street virtues’; but these are, to a greater or lesser degree, in conflict with scholastic virtues. The problems arising from this are far from easy to solve, but unless handled in a balanced, patient and skilled manner, can easily risk provoking children into leaving school, providing them with the excuse - for themselves and for the others - they have been waiting for, to abandon an experience they find hard and from which they gain little gratification. But it would in any case be a defeat for the school, a falling off from its institutional duties.

Transcript n. 1.

 “The case of T., for example: he was a wild child, that is he wasn’t used to sitting still, always ready to defend himself, so the learning we are trying above all to instill is schooling. So already in this year we can’t say ‘The child has learned’. The boy still has to identify behavioural norms. So his being, in relation to what there is round him, and this is the most tiring thing, after all, because we need to eliminate violence, eliminate, let’s say, behaviour which he is used to seeing round him, that for him are normal in his family environment.” [Q086]

Transcript n. 2.

“Because in the first year we still have children who are behind in adapting to the school environment, so if you meet these children, it’s logical that there’s still going to be a head on collision, still violent” [Q086]

The second category, the relationship with school companions, presents fewer problems. In the majority of cases, the presence of Gypsy children causes no reaction at all. Thanks also to the skill of the teachers, the first step of welcome and the second step of inclusion into the group as an equal happen almost naturally.

   Difficulties do occur, however. One element which inevitably complicates the situation is the personal hygiene of Gypsy children. If they or, more usually their clothes, ‘stink’ they are spontaneously isolated if not directly excluded, confining them to the ghetto of the mentally or physically ‘different’ and giving birth to, or reinforcing, the syndrome of the pariah [Hancock, 1987].

  Cases of total and irreversible refusal of any kind of acceptance are not rare.

Transcript n.3.

  “They are in no way included in the group, they are so excluded that we have almost to force the others, for example, to sit where they have been sitting. One day we had a violent argument with two of them because they didn’t want to sit where one of them had been sitting. ‘Because they’re dirty, because they smell, because...’. Or once a boy had lent me his erasor and I used it to rub out one of these children’s drawings. And this boy who had lent me the erasor didn’t want it back because a Gypsy had touched it. That’s the level we’re on. In this class, though, where the relationship with them is a bit more continuous...The little girl, who doesn’t come any more, used to come only now and then. In the years before she was quite well integrated she was accepted by her companions even if she was a bit marginalized. But there weren’t any episodes of this kind. I have to say that in this class there’s quite a lot of racism on all fronts. There’s another girl, she’s not a Gypsy, she’s a victim of... insults, teasing and she’s very marginalized. She lives in the area, she’s a normal child, just a bit poorer and a bit more shy. So above all we work at all round socialization for the little girl as well as for the Gypsies. But, you see, I repeat, we brought this up at the parent-teacher meeting. The mothers apparently, trying to... they were very surprised because in primary school they had had Gypsy children and they had gone to the camp to visit them. In their view the problem didn’t exist. It seems you’ve solved it and then episodes of intolerance start up again. I think the families are behind it too. I’ve never seen such barbarity in children before. They don’t fight physically because the Gypsies leave early; if they met outside, they’d fight. They tell me that there was a fight with the Gypsies of Villa Gordiani, but out of school.” [Q014]

There are also cases where the situation is not so serious but which reveal how committed the school as institution and the teachers in particular are expected to be.

Transcript n. 4

  “I see that there is always a certain resistance, specially for the boy I follow in class, on the part of his companions. He’s not really accepted very well. That’s also because he’s come but he’s been absent a lot. So, naturally, participating less in the life of the group, he hasn’t caught up with the rhythm of the others. Like his way of joking and playing. So every time he speaks or comes out with anything he’s always teased a bit. There haven’t ever been open collisions but, let’s say, he’s never really been totally accepted.” [Q015]

Transcript n. 5.

Sometimes a determined intervention on the part of a teacher manages to nip  attitudes and behaviour in the bud which, if allowed to develop could give rise to the kind of confrontation or rift that could easily deteriorate beyond healing.

  “In the beginning, we prepared a show, in December, a dance show, and some children didn’t want to help the Gypsies. They said they didn’t wash. That’s the mothers. At which point there was a terrific hooha on our part both to the mothers and the children and that was the end of that, it really was quite a happening.” [Q046]

An aspect pointed out with particular acumen by one teacher gives rise to reflection on the different facets of the problem of socialization. It is possible to feel bewildered, out of one’s depth or excluded by not sharing the knowledge of how everyday childhood games are played.

Transcript n. 6.   

“he keeps himself slightly out of things because he’s never played the games the others play.” [Q087]

Proposals

During the course of our research, articulated in the various investigations we have reaped an abundant harvest of data which we have used as the basis for numerous in-depth discussions within the research group. The main concern inspiring the discussions was to put into focus the accumulated information, and this revealed a varied and complex situation, both sociological and anthropological. One designation can, perhaps, represent in synthesis the state of affairs we investigated: social emergency. All the descriptive and analytic aspects, however sophisticated the instruments used to process them, sooner or later come up against the dramatic fact of the conditions of life of these people, conditions which automatically cut across the question of the schooling of their children.

   Notwithstanding this - or perhaps in consequence of this (post hoc ergo propter hoc) -  the research group did not want to fall short of its obligation to come up with proposals, or perhaps suggestions,  for initiatives which might be taken in the specific area of our research. This is not so much a question of suggesting solutions for a problem which, objectively speaking, will need years if not generations to implement, but of suggesting a series of positive interventions intended to avoid a widening of the already vast gap between a marginalized minority and the society in which it lives.   

   Nobody has a magic wand. Not even the research group. The indications/proposals which we summarize below should be read more as working hypotheses or ideas for future work to be examined in more depth.

1. As we cannot repeat too often, behind the whole issue of schooling lies what we might describe as a millstone and it is only when this has been removed that there will by any possibility of succeeding with education. This millstone is the condition in which these people live (which in its turn is indistinguishable from the condition in which they work). No-one with any discernment can think that it is possible for the tender plant of schooling to flourish in conditions such as those in the Casilina 700 camp. A first visit already gives rise to a sense of profound consternation. But only by going daily over a prolonged period is it possible fully to realise how hard the conditions of daily life are, how complicated it is to find solutions to even the simplest problems, and above all how these conditions of physical/environmental decay tend to become gangrenous or to slide  (irreversibly?)  down the slippery slope towards complete lawlessness.

2. Development of the schooling project

Research on the ground has made it possible for us to examine from close up the work done by the social workers. It may be that the problems vary from camp to camp. Certainly, the various jobs these workers find themselves doing (forseen or, more often, unforseen by their job-specifications) interfere with their main functions. In some situations, it is essential for them to go from shelter to shelter, hurrying or even waking the children.  Politely but tenaciously urging the children on in this way has a positive effect on school attendence. If, like the Casilina 700 camp and the majority of others, there are no facilities, the children must be washed. This takes time and attention on the part of the workers, who often have to find (not always easy) a change of clothing, in a situation in which a child can have the bright idea of ‘hiding’ as a joke, or playing with the electric meters or slipping out of the school and so on.   

      The teachers often ask for a less sporadic working relationship with the social workers. They wish to be informed as to the family and living conditions of their pupils in order to guage their behaviour towards them with a less vague idea of their context. They expect, that is, the auxilliaries to perform the function of intermediaries.

     It therefore seems to us that the relationship between the children who attend school and the auxilliary workers falls below the threshhold at which there is some guarantee of a service not limited to patching over the largest holes. Furthermore, the low salary and the delay with which it is paid cause a high turn-over among these workers who abandon their job as escorts as soon as they can find less tiring and better paid work.  This damages the project because one of the essential components for its success is the personal relationship which should be built up between the children and their escorts. And indeed, each change of escort was accompanied by a fall in attendance. 

    In several cases it was clear that the risk of burn-out was high. Many workers, in contact with the degree of squalor, cannot avoid becoming emotionally involved. Often the result is, on one side, an excessive personal commitment to the job in hand and on the other a correspondingly excessive discouragement and frustration when it becomes clear that improvements, when there are any, are minimal, and in any case entirely disproportionate to the effort expended.

   Furthermore, the character of the tasks to be done requires high profile workers with a good formal education, excellent personal relations skills, intelligence and sensitivity when communicating not only with children but also with parents, teachers, school administators, health services, social workers, police forces and so on.  For this reason we suggest:

  a) an increase in the worker to child ratio 

  b) an increase in the salary of workers

  c) a raising of the professional standards of workers.

3. Support at school.  

In one area there is a general and spontaneous consensus among teachers: the need for strong and steady teaching support for Gypsy children.  At the ministerial and municipal level, on the other hand the trend is in the opposite direction. ‘Rationalisation’ of resources has led to drastic reductions in precisely those support systems - such as remedial teachers - in which an increase is required. The only possibility for making good the disadvantages from which these children start out on their scholastic careers, including the context of cultural deprivation at home (parents are often illiterate - language difficulties, lack of reading material etc.) is to work out teaching programmes geared to the needs of the individual child.  Already today most teachers are working in this way, but because they cannot jeopardise the rest of the class they can do very little without suitable teaching support.

   Having identified this need, which is strongly claimed by all teachers working with Gypsy children, we offer two possible areas of intervention for further discussion.

3.1. Support for teachers

Many teachers claimed they felt embittered and isolated by their sense of being abandoned to their own devices. The perceived need to update their teaching methods is widespread while at the same time traditional courses are judged inadequate. Some re-thinking on how best to meet these requirements would seem in order. We could suggest, for example, substituting traditional ‘classroom’ type courses with forms of tutoring organised in such a way as to encourage the emergence and development of group dynamics through active participation. In this way, support for teachers could be translated into a process of self-teaching centred on working out ad hoc strategies for teaching and fostering socialisation.

   The more experienced and motivated teachers could themselves take on the role of tutors in the schools, thus putting in action a triple support process updating, self-teaching and tutoring.

3.2. Support for the children.

  There are various possible approaches to this issue, the principal one consisting of providing extra tuition of various kinds, articulated in response to evident lacunae. One possible method would be to involve either school companions or students from the pedagogy-orientated high schools (these alternatives have both been tried in other areas of Italy but not in Rome).  

4. Gypsy cultural intermediaries. 

A useful proposal could be to create a professional career as cultural intermediaries among the Gypsy population itself. Two advantages might result. On one side it might encourage the Gypsies to engage in the kind of work which furthers integration not as a kind of hand-out bestowed by the Gagè from above but as something they themselves have to offer, undertaken by respected members of their own community who at the same time are authorities on the fundamental issues of integration (and it should be mentioned that this professional figure already exists in other Italian cities, in particular Milan and Turin). On the other side, such figures could oil the gears of communication between the Gypsy community and the schools, explaining problems,  translating needs that the children themselves may not be able to express, collaborating with the teachers and approaching parents with the aim of including them, as far as possible, in the integration process. 

   In terms of long-term strategy, the training of Gypsy teachers and social workers should be planned, creating experts who not only carry out the function of intermediaries between the two cultures but who are capable of teaching both Gypsy and non-Gypsy children.

5. Support structures withhin the camps. 

In this case the proposal is more complex and more ambitious. Behind it there lie two separate considerations. The first concerns the fact that school is seen by the vast majority of the Gypsy community as something distant, irrelevant if not actually hostile, and which gives rise to a profound feeling of mistrust. The second concerns the fact that when the children arrive home from school, not only do they not ‘do their homework’, they immerse themselves once more in their own world, from the language to the customs and codes of behaviour. This is completely natural and in no way do we wish to oppose it in the name of a more or less explicit policy of assimilation. The problem is another one. It is that the distance between the two worlds risks engendering in the children a more or less latent schizophrenia caused by the direct conflict between various elements of the two cultures in which they move (double socialization). What needs to be done, then, is to build bridges, smooth down corners, underline the possibility that the two cultures can co-habit, indeed can be seen as naturally complementary. This is easier said than done, of course. But there is no other way forward.

   For these reasons, we propose the installation of permanent, multi-functional structures in the camps. In the first place these should function as pre-school areas. Instead of throwing children straight into the deep end of the Gagè schools, they could be introduced gradually to education, to school rules and activities, in a premises run by teachers but open to the families as well as the children, so that the transition is not violent and the acquiring of repsonsibility goes hand in hand with reassurance for families and children alike. The mistrust with which many Gypsy parents view school springs from a more or less conscious fear that the schools of the Gagè are taking their children away from them, not least because their children are being taught values and customs which run counter to their own, laying the basis for painful ruptures within the families themselves.

   In the second place the structures could be a venue for after-school activities where the children could be given further teaching support, perhaps predominantly using play and activity techniques.

    The project could be taken a step further, with the structure used as a ‘youth club’ or ‘youth centre’ in which, over and above its functions of pre-school and after-school educational support, it could house a meeting place for the young, with the specific role of providing space for the whole range of problems and needs of children and adolescents, including the fundamental need for what we might call ‘self-expression’. In this role the ‘centre’ or ‘club’ would need to be run according to criteria of human warmth and professional competence, readiness to listen and a firm grounding in educational principles.
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