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The process of desegregation of Roma education (in this text I will refer to it as 

"Desegregation" for short, as it gained popularity both in Roma circles and among the general 

public) is undoubtedly one of the most significant processes related not only to Roma education 

but also to Bulgarian Roma in general since the political transformation of 1989.  In this 

analysis, I will focus on the preconditions for its emergence, the process itself, and the actions 

to move it from the level of NGO projects to the level of state policy. 

A lot has been said and written on the subject by ruling factors, experts and observers. 

In the last few years, the leading factors of the Ministry of Education and Science, including at 

the highest level, have regularly made public statements, reporting statistics on the number of 

Roma children who have dropped out of the education system, as well as on the actions of the 

state to attract them back to the school environment. Analyses with real or dubious expert value 

on the subject can be found frequently in the media. 

Unfortunately, most of the commentaries avoid looking at the issue in depth, to examine 

all its aspects, but skim the surface and reduce themselves to a few stereotypes already imposed 

in the public space. One view is rather accusatory. According to it, Roma in general have low 

aspirations for social inclusion and in particular have low educational aspirations, Roma parents 

are not interested in education, it is not part of their value system, they themselves do not want 

to send their children to school, or if they do, they prefer it to be in a segregated (Gypsy) school 

where the requirements are lowered and they will study only with children from their 

environment and not in a mixed (mainstream) school. Other views are rather mercy sparing: the 

Roma, due to poverty and marginalisation, do not send their children to a mixed school but only 

enrol them formally in a segregated school so that they can engage them in work activities to 

help the family earn a living. 

What is the genesis of these stereotypical views and especially why they have been 

heavily enforced in the public consciousness for 30 years is an important question, but it is not 

the subject of this analysis.  

In this text I will examine the topic both from the point of view of the efforts of the state 

institutions for the implementation of inclusive education and from the point of view of the 

aspirations and actions of the Roma community itself to achieve such. I will draw attention to 

the historical context of the problem, which sheds more light on many of today's challenges. In 

fact, it is the absence of historical context that makes most of the analyses on the subject 

superficial. I will describe the main features of one of the most significant achievements in this 

field - the specific Bulgarian (Vidin) model of educational inclusion of Roma children. I will 

use the common name "Roma", although the word "Gypsies" is normally and positively 

perceived by the majority of the representatives of this community. 

 

1. Genesis of the problem. Historical context 

 

As already mentioned, the most common explanation for the problems of Roma 

inclusion in education is related to the Roma themselves, to their low aspirations for inclusion 

and education. Yet in truth, I should point out that to some extent, like any prejudice, this one 
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has some basis in the social reality. In this paper, however, my aim is not to refute prejudices 

in society but to get to the real explanations of the problem by broadening the basis for analysis 

beyond the field of existing prejudices and stereotyped notions.  

In order to properly understand the problems of Roma educational inclusion, we need 

to analyse the situation and the problems of social inclusion. And since these problems are not 

of yesterday, in order to understand them we must, however briefly, pay some attention to the 

historical context. 

 

1.1.  Roma segregation and attempts at inclusion until 1944 

 

According to popular view, the educational segregation of Roma in Bulgaria emerged 

during the time of socialism as a natural consequence of the territorial segregation of Roma into 

Roma neighborhoods, as well as due to the authorities' deliberate policy to segregate Roma both 

educationally and socially by building schools in Gypsy neighborhoods for this purpose.  

There are, however, ample sources in the literature on the issue that challenge this view. In fact, 

according to a number of authors, the territorial segregation of the Roma began not during 

socialism, and not even in the period preceding it (1878-1944), but much earlier, since the time 

of the Ottoman Empire. I draw attention to the issue of residential segregation , because the 

subsequent educational segregation is most often a function of residential segregation. It is 

known that during the Ottoman Empire the basic principle of urban planning and settlement of 

all groups, including the Roma, provided for ethnically homogeneous neighbourhoods 

(mahalas).  According to this principle, ethnic Bulgarians lived in a Bulgarian neighbourhood, 

Turks in a Turkish neighbourhood, Gypsies in a Gypsy neighbourhood, Jews in a Jewish 

neighbourhood, etc.  

After 1878, in the already free Bulgaria, initially the Gypsy neighborhoods were on the 

outskirts of the towns and villages, but with their growth these neighborhoods became part of 

the central area of the settlements. This change increased the price of the land on which the 

Gypsy neighbourhoods were built and the authorities took measures to move the Gypsy families 

back to the outskirts. There are a number of examples in the country that leave no doubt that 

territorial separation and subsequent residential segregation are the result of the initiative not 

of Roma, but of state action. 

The essentially segregationist policy towards the Roma was determined by the specific 

position they had in Bulgarian society. Unlike the Turkish minority, which was perceived as an 

obstacle to the realization of the Bulgarian national ideal of unity, the Roma were not perceived 

as an obstacle in this sense. Respectively, in the period 1878-1944, while the state policy 

towards the Bulgarian Turks was aimed at their exclusion from the country (a number of 

expulsion campaigns were initiated) or alternatively their assimilation, the policy towards the 

Roma was aimed at keeping them marginalized, kept on the periphery of society. The popular 

perception of the Roma in this historical period was that they were part of the Bulgarian nation, 

but occupied a lower level in the axiological hierarchy, i.e. while Bulgarian Turks were 

perceived as "foreign" but still comparable as a category to ethnic Bulgarians, the Gypsies were 

perceived as a community that was a priori of a lower order and therefore incomparable to 

ethnic Bulgarians. This attitude towards the Roma grew to a mass stereotype. As a consequence 

of all this, Roma were not the target of exclusionary policies, but had to be separated, 

marginalized from the mainstream of Bulgarian society, first physically and then socially. 

Contrary to the trends described, the leaders of the Roma community in Bulgaria are seeking 

integration into the mainstream of Bulgarian society.  

In conclusion, it can be said that during the described period, on the one hand there are 

ambitions and aspirations of the Roma community for social inclusion, and on the other hand 
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there is neglect of the issue by the state, specifically expressed in actions to marginalize this 

community and push it to the periphery of public affairs. 

 

1.2. Segregation and desegregation under socialism 

 

While in the pre-1944 period the Roma issue was rather ignored by the state, during 

socialism the Roma were subject to targeted measures by the state.   

One of the first challenges facing the new authorities was the literacy of the Roma 

population, 81% of whom were illiterate by 1946. It is important to state here that at the 

beginning of this historical period Bulgaria started the implementation of an ambitious 

programme of accelerated economic development of the country, which inevitably required the 

involvement of all available labour resources, including the Roma. In this sense, the educational 

measures towards the Roma should not be interpreted only as an act of positive policies towards 

them as a community, but also as a necessary element to increase the preparation of the 

country's labour resources so that they are adequate to the requirements of the new policies 

undertaken for the accelerated industrialisation and modernisation of agriculture. An important 

step in the implementation of the goal of literacy among the Roma was the construction of 

schools in Roma neighbourhoods towards the end of the 1940s and in the 1950s. These schools 

were not intended as 'special' schools, as some authors claim. They functioned as part of the 

general mainstream education system, like all other schools in the country. They were popularly 

referred to as "Gypsy" schools, not because Gypsy language and culture were taught there, but 

because of the ethnic composition of the majority of their students and because of their 

geographic segregation into Gypsy neighborhoods. Decree 258 of the Council of Ministers of 

1958 had the ambitious task of fully encompassing Roma children in the school system, and 

the construction of these schools was aimed at fulfilling this task. Often the best teachers were 

sent there. There is no evidence that the authorities targeted segregation with these schools, it 

happened more as an indirect effect. In the 1960s, however, in order to increase the attendance 

of Roma children at school, the state began to build schools with special functions designed 

only for Roma pupils. For example, boarding schools were established where Roma children 

studied and lived outside their families for most of the year. By 1967, some 9,000 children were 

enrolled in such schools. 

Another type of segregated schools are the so-called "Primary Schools with Enhanced 

Labour Training" (PSLET). In 1966 such a school was experimented with in the Stolipinovo 

district of Plovdiv. According to the school's curriculum, children were to learn "a higher work 

ethic" and acquire basic knowledge of various professions. The aim of this measure was to 

increase the attractiveness of the school, to increase attendance and, consequently, to improve 

the success of pupils "with low lifestyle and culture". The experiment in Plovdiv has been 

encouraging, with pupil absenteeism dropping from 60-70% to 20%, resulting in the model 

being adopted across the country. PSLET provides pupils with predominantly vocational 

training for low-skilled work activities but, due to the reduced general education subjects in the 

curriculum, do not prepare children to continue their education after completing primary 

education. Also, teachers' criteria, although informal, were heavily downgraded. Moreover, the 

best teachers were no longer sent there either but the opposite. In the mid-1980s, there was 

dissatisfaction and even a protest in front of the Ministry of Education by Roma parents against 

the functioning of the PSLET, which did not allow their children to continue their education at 

universities. State documents testify that the government towards the end of the 1970s was also 

aware of the negative effects of segregation on the quality of education of Roma children and 

measures were taken towards desegregation. Government decisions in 1978 and 1979 provided 

for measures to end educational segregation alongside residential desegregation in Roma 

neighbourhoods.  
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In reality, however, the measures taken have had no effect and the results expected by 

the Government in this respect have not been achieved. As of 1990, there were 31 primary 

schools in the country, which educated about 18,000 Roma children and about 7,000 more 

children attended schools segregated in Roma neighbourhoods. The complex picture of Roma 

education in this period is about 25,000 children, mainly from urban neighbourhoods, attending 

the types of segregated schools mentioned and about 25,000 children, mainly from villages and 

small towns, attending integrated schools.  

In conclusion, during the socialist period, in contrast to the previous one, the State 

illustrated clear political intentions for the inclusion of Roma in the macro-society, including 

inclusion in education, manifested in concrete policies.  

As a matter of fact, it should be pointed out that some of the results do not correspond 

with the declared strategic objectives of the inclusive policy of the state. In both the educational 

and housing fields, Roma integration policy is happening in parallel with maintaining the 

existence of segregated neighbourhoods and schools. After the mid-1950s, the policy of 

promoting Roma culture and identity was interrupted. During the "revival process" towards 

Turks and Muslims, since Roma could not be represented as Islamized Bulgarians, they were 

simply "hidden" from the public eye: nothing was said about them in public, their 

neighborhoods were surrounded by high walls, and the census counted only about 18,000 

Roma.   

Despite these shortcomings, however, it should be noted that the state has generally 

shown political will for the social and educational integration of Roma. The clearest indicator 

of political will is the fact that the three key conditions for the implementation of these policies 

have been guaranteed:  

 

-a clear ideological and strategic vision,  

-the commitment of state mechanisms at all levels to implement the programmes and  

-the provision of financial resources.  

-building a supportive social environment for the implementation of integration policies 

 

These policies have undoubtedly advanced the process of social and educational 

inclusion of the Roma into the macro-society, compared to the period before 1944. The 

elimination of poverty and illiteracy among the Roma is a significant achievement both 

compared to previous periods in Bulgaria's development and compared to other countries. The 

problem of illiteracy among the Roma has been almost completely overcome: from 81% in 

1946, illiteracy fell to 11% in 1989 (and this is only the oldest people). By comparison, today 

only the most educationally and technologically advanced countries such as Denmark, Finland, 

Sweden, etc. can boast of almost zero illiteracy. Last but not least, a stratum of Roma 

intellectuals has been created. These achievements stand out even more against the background 

of today's situation with the social and educational inclusion of the Roma.  

 

1.3. Reversal of the integration process and re-segregation after 1989 

 

The process of building a democratic society in Bulgaria after 1989 brought both some 

opportunities and some threats to the position of Roma in Bulgarian society. On the one hand, 

the state guarantees (at least on paper) the respect of human rights of minorities. For Roma, the 

right to express their ethnic identity and to voice their issues and topics in the public space was 

important. On the other hand, however, in the transitional period (we conditionally assume that 

this is the period from November 1989  to today), we have seen the practical withdrawal of the 

state from a proactive position in implementing Roma integration policies. Despite the 



5 
 

numerous documents, strategies and action plans adopted for Roma integration, due to the lack 

of political will they remained only "on paper", i.e. without practical implementation.  

After 1990, Roma, like many ethnic Bulgarians, were seriously affected by the 

restructuring of the Bulgarian economy. Unemployment reached levels never seen before. 

There was pauperisation and loss of social status, followed by marginalisation of large groups 

of people. These processes also reinforced the isolation of the Roma community from the 

macro-society. If under the socialist model the child studied in the segregated neighbourhood 

school, but at least his parents worked in the city and had social channels of communication 

with the macro-society, under the new model the children attended a segregated school and not 

infrequently the parents stayed at home without work and the channels of communication with 

society were closed. Thus many Roma found themselves not only educationally but also 

socially isolated. Moreover, in the situation of an almost permanent economic crisis in Bulgaria, 

Roma from villages and small towns, who, as it was noted, were relatively well integrated 

socially and educationally, were forced to migrate to cities in search of job opportunities. For 

lack of other opportunities, these Roma mostly settled in urban Roma neighbourhoods. This 

process, which continues to this day, has led to the re-segregation of thousands of Roma and to 

many social problems. Meanwhile, the relative proportion of Roma children attending 

segregated schools also increased from around 50% in 1990 to around 70% by 2003, according 

to government data. In 1990, these schools officially ceased to function as "Primary Schools 

with Enhanced Labour Training" (PSLET) and were transformed into "normal" schools, with a 

normal school curriculum like all the others. However, the low quality of education that Roma 

children received there remained, even worsened. 

The problems with the segregation of Roma in education, inherited from socialism and 

emerging during the transition, were noticed as early as the mid-1990s by academics and the 

newly emerging non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Human rights organisations from 

Bulgaria and the region drew the attention of the institutions to the problem by identifying cases 

and filed lawsuits against forms of segregated education as a manifestation of discrimination. 

Proactive activities aimed at overcoming these problems have also emerged. The most 

significant of these was the campaign initiated in 1998 aimed at implementing a proactive state 

policy to overcome the tendency towards marginalisation of Roma and to their equal 

participation in society. The initiators of the campaign (leading human rights and Roma 

organisations and leading experts on Roma issues) created a strategic document called 

Framework Programme for Equal Participation of Roma in Bulgarian Society. The Association 

"Organization Drom", led by Ms. Donka Panayotova, as well as more than 70 other Roma and 

pro-Roma NGOs are actively involved in the discussions with proposals and ideas, as well as 

in the dissemination of the document to the general public. After about a year of negotiations 

between Roma representatives and government representatives, in April 1999 the Council of 

Ministers of the Republic of Bulgaria officially adopted the document as its state strategy for 

Roma integration. The Framework Programme not only identified the main problems of the 

Roma, but also laid the basis for the development of sectoral policies in education, health, 

housing and employment. With regard to education, the Framework Programme unequivocally 

provides for the desegregation of the education of Roma children and the provision of equal 

access to quality education in an integrated school environment. A year later, the Bulgarian 

model for a state strategy for Roma integration is being adopted and implemented in one way 

or another by other countries in the region. 

There were expectations in society that once the Bulgarian government had officially 

committed to adopting the Framework Programme for Roma Integration as its state programme, 

it would take concrete steps for its implementation, plan activities, commit its institutional 

capacity and allocate funds for implementation. On the other hand,  the Roma and pro-Roma 

activists had the frustrating experience how the first decade of transition the government 
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neglected Roma integration issues. Whenever these issues were raised by Roma organisations 

or international actors, the government traditionally shifted the blame to the Roma, declaring 

them to be unreceptive and unwilling to integrate. The situation was no different when the Roma 

NGOs started negotiations with the government to start the real work for the implementation of 

the government commitments under the Framework Programme for Roma Integration. During 

the negotiations, the Minister of Education highlighted the traditional "reasons" for the lack of 

state policies : "educational inclusion is positive in principle, but Roma themselves are not ready 

for it, their educational aspirations are still low". Furthermore, the representatives of the 

Ministry of Education point out that educational segregation only exists in the USA with regard 

to black people, and since there are no blackpeople in our country, such a phenomenon as 

segregation does not exist. For Roma activists it became clear that these stereotypical views of 

Roma and their integration and educational aspirations from which the state proceeds are not a 

good basis for constructive action. With the state's perceptions of Roma so demonstrated, Roma 

activists realized that it is not assurances and declarations but only the practical implementation 

of a successful model of educational integration of Roma children that can illustrate the fallacy 

of these starting positions for Roma. In this way, the dialogue started with the state could be 

taken forward and state integration policies could be launched.     

 

2. Bulgarian (Vidin) model of educational desegregation 

 

Soon after the adoption of the Framework Programme in 1999, Roma NGOs started 

testing models for educational integration of Roma children in mixed schools. Roma NGOs are 

the main actor, the main "instrument" of these activities for several reasons. First, the leading 

state structures, for the reasons already mentioned ("Roma do not have the capacity and 

aspirations to integrate"), preferred the passive role of observer rather than active actor in these 

processes. And secondly, with the de facto non-representation of Roma in governance, the NGO 

was the only real instrument to which Roma still had some access and which was able to 

implement such projects.  

The pilot project was initiated in September 2000 by the Association "Organization 

Drom" in Vidin, headed by Donka Panayotova, and implemented with the support of an 

international donor. The aim of the project is to create appropriate conditions for children from 

the Roma quarter of the city to leave the segregated school environment and attend the city 

schools outside the quarter. In order to realise this objective, serious preparatory work has been 

carried out in several areas. First of all, Roma parents have been informed about the 

characteristics of the process and the benefits for their children of integrated education. They 

are also reassured that, in addition to education, their children's safety will also be taken care 

of. The idea is to ensure maximum involvement and commitment of Roma parents in the 

educational integration of their children. And even more precisely, Roma parents, whose 

alleged disinterestedness was considered to be the most serious obstacle to their children's 

education, to become the driving force behind the process of their educational inclusion. The 

prevailing perception among Roma education experts until then was that this was a priori 

impossible. The NGO representatives involve the school environment in the process. Teachers 

and school principals agitate Roma children to enrol in school. 

On the square in the Roma quarter the directors of the mainstream schools present their 

schools, unknown until then for the majority of the Roma community. Meetings were also held 

with the parents of the Bulgarian children from the mainstream schools, at which they, in turn, 

received assurances from the school management, the leading NGO and representatives of the 

Regional Education Inspectorate (RIE) that the integration process of the Roma children would 

run smoothly and would not lower the quality of their children's education. It is important to 

note that the RIE is also involved and plays a proactive role in the process. The Inspectorate 
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has developed its own regional programme for educational desegregation. At the Principals' 

Council convened by the RIE, all the principals of host schools declared their support for the 

project and their readiness to participate fully. The schools themselves also draw up their own 

desegregation programmes. Each of the reception schools plans to accept a certain number of 

Roma pupils, carefully observing the principle that they should be evenly distributed in the 

classes.  These elements of the educational inclusion model are proving to be some of the keys 

to the future success of the initiative. The media - both central and local - have also largely 

contributed positively to the normal acceptance by the macro-society of the integration of Roma 

children in the host schools. The Roma NGO has provided each of the mainstream schools with 

a mentor. Usually, educated young people from respectable families from the Roma 

neighbourhood are selected to support the educational process. They are the living daily link 

between teachers and parents, promptly informing parents of their child's underachievement 

and enlisting them to help as much as possible. Schools provide an office for the mentor and 

are in constant contact with the mentor to address ongoing issues. A Roma or Bulgarian pupil 

who has fallen behind is also provided with additional training in the relevant subject by a 

teacher in the same school until he or she catches up with the main group of pupils. This ensures 

that educational underachievement, which could hypothetically lead to dropping out of 

integrated education, is minimised. In parallel, teachers were trained to work in an integrated 

school environment, resulting in improved learning outcomes for both Roma and Bulgarian 

pupils. Drom's education expert tracks and analyses the educational results of each Roma child 

and makes recommendations by communicating with the school environment. Drom's team 

conducts monthly parent meetings in the Roma neighborhood and informs parents about the 

behavior, learning outcomes of Roma children and the problems that are being addressed during 

the learning process. Ms. Panayotova's personal presence and participation in these meetings 

reinforces the parents' confidence that their children are "in safe hands" and the project brings 

positive results to their children. Thanks to this system, the desegregation process in Vidin is 

running smoothly. More than 95% of the enrolled Roma students successfully completed the 

2000-2001 school year and continued to the next grade. Among them there are also excellent 

students. Roma parents have been largely supportive, there have been no objections from the 

majority of parents, the school environment has accepted the process very positively. 

The success in Vidin gave impetus to the same activities in other regional centers and 

in just a few years this model was replicated in 10 other major Bulgarian cities (Sofia, Plovdiv, 

Sliven, Stara Zagora, Pleven, Kyustendil, Berkovitsa, Montana, Blagoevgrad and Haskovo). 

The process has also proven its vitality and success in more challenging environments such as 

the Stolipinovo district of Plovdiv, for example, where the majority of Roma children are 

Turkish-speaking and with a relatively lower level of Bulgarian language proficiency. This fact 

has been taken into account and appropriate measures have been taken and with the joint efforts 

of the teachers and the Roma NGO team, these children have been able to cope with the 

Bulgarian language without problems since the beginning of the second term. I mention this 

experience in order to make a comparison with the current situation, where the problems of 

insufficient knowledge of Bulgarian are cited as an insurmountable obstacle to educational 

inclusion.  

The results of the process have a wide public response and receive generally positive 

coverage by the Bulgarian media. In central daily newspapers, radio and television broadcasts, 

including BNT's prestigious program “Panorama”, desegregation has received positive 

coverage. A world news leader such as the New York Times devoted an entire page to the 

desegregation process in Bulgaria with the telling headline: 'Bulgaria Opens School Doors to 

Gypsy Children'. (June 2001). President Petar Stoyanov in April 2001 hailed the success of the 

Vidin model of educational inclusion and called on our education system to find ways to 

implement it throughout the country. 
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Educational inclusion practices have also attracted the attention of the academic 

community. A number of valuable analyses have emerged that have made academic sense of 

the process and provided valuable guidance for its further development. On a European scale, 

Bulgaria has become a bearer of unique expertise on the topic of Roma educational inclusion.  

It is important to note that in Bulgaria and in the region there is no other Roma project or 

initiative that has such a broad and meaningful interaction with the public - Roma and Bulgarian 

and to such an extent to influence state strategies and policies. For their part, government 

representatives do not miss an opportunity to highlight as their own the successes of the projects 

described to the outside world and especially to the EU verifiers of the progress of our EU 

accession process. Indeed, on the international stage, the Bulgarian model of educational 

inclusion has received well-deserved recognition. Other countries in the region such as the 

Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Hungary, Macedonia, Serbia, etc. replicated the Bulgarian 

Vidin model to one degree or another, according to the specifics of their situation. The European 

Parliament voted a Resolution on Educational Desegregation in 2005 and the European 

Commission pointed out in one of its reports the "Vidin model" as a recommended one for the 

member states. From the point of view of the Roma community in Vidin, the most visible 

illustration of the success of desegregation activities is the fact that as a result of the project the 

number of secondary and higher education graduates in the Roma neighbourhood has increased 

more than tenfold. The social profile of the city's Roma neighbourhood has changed overall. 

More than 300 young people of Roma origin who have completed their higher education have 

now found employment at home and abroad as teachers, doctors, engineers and other 

professionals. There are also successful students abroad - in Germany France, etc. 

 

3. From projects to policy 

 

In the meantime, the negotiations of Roma NGOs with the Ministry of Education 

continue, with the ultimate goal of shifting the proven integration process from being carried 

out on a project basis by NGOs and supported by external donors, to the principle of state 

implementation.  

As noted, the apparent success of the projects on educational inclusion of Roma children 

was later confirmed by the positive public reaction and the President of the Republic Petar 

Stoyanov, received well-deserved recognition from the Bulgarian and world media. In this 

changed public climate, the readiness of the representatives of the Ministry of Education and 

Science to negotiate on the issue increased and their initial position underwent some change. In 

2002, a Regulation of the Ministry of Education on the educational integration of minority 

children was issued. With this Regulation, the Ministry ordered its regional inspectorates and 

the whole school environment to facilitate the smooth running of the integration process 

conducted by NGOs. The adoption of the MES Regulation, while not an illustration of Roma 

NGOs achieving their ultimate goal of making the process a state policy, can certainly be 

described as a first serious step in that direction. In fact, the importance of the Ordinance should 

be sought in another dimension. Its appearance marked a radical change in the state's approach 

to the Roma issue. By adopting the Ordinance, the Ministry of Education and Science 

abandoned its approach of denying the existence of the problem of Roma segregation in 

education. By acknowledging the existence of segregation in Roma education, the MES is also 

abandoning its previous view of placing the blame for low educational levels on Roma 

themselves and their supposed low educational aspirations. By adopting the Ordinance, the 

MES also confirmed the legitimacy of both the results of the work of Roma NGOs 

implementing desegregation and their legitimacy (contested until then) as a partner of the 

government in the discussion on the future of Roma education.     
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An even more substantive state document was adopted by the Ministry of Education in 

2004: the Strategy for Educational Integration of Children and Students from Ethnic Minorities. 

The first and main priority of the Strategy is eloquent: "Comprehensive integration of Roma 

children and pupils through desegregation of kindergartens and schools and creation of 

conditions for equal access to quality education outside them". In 2006, on the basis of 

successful NGO practices initiated by Roma NGOs and with the financial support of an external 

donor and the state, the Centre for Educational Integration of Children and Pupils from Ethnic 

Minorities (CEICPEM) was established at the Ministry of Education. It is still functioning 

today. Its purpose is to consolidate and extend the Ministry's institutional commitment to the 

desegregation process and to provide financial support for initiatives on the educational 

inclusion of minority children. 

The described progress of the resulting educational initiatives of the Roma community 

and the fruitful dialogue with the authorities to institutionalize them is unique not only for the 

country but also for the region. Despite this progress, however, the most the government got 

was only to the level of adopting programmes and strategies. Unfortunately, no real 

implementation steps have been taken. 

It should be noted that in the last few years European projects have been implemented 

in the country, which at least "on paper" are declared as projects for educational desegregation. 

There are no adequate analyses and evaluations of their results, but according to the scarce 

information available, there are no indications that they possess the characteristics of the "Vidin 

model" described above in this text. CEICPEM, established after several years of difficult 

negotiations between Roma NGOs and the state with the idea of becoming an active 

administrative unit that would expand and strengthen the institutional commitment of the 

Ministry of Education to the process of educational desegregation, has gradually begun to move 

away from this idea. Instead, on the contrary, the Center marginalized its activities, and limited 

its work to supporting a limited number of small projects, often having nothing to do with 

desegregation and the Vidin model.  Therefore, the main question asked in the title of this 

analysis is logical : the question " Why has the process of desegregation of Roma education in 

Bulgaria failed to become a national policy?". It is clear from this analysis that the reason is not 

the "classical" one, i.e. the Roma themselves, that we should not look for the explanation in the 

lack of capacity and aspirations for education of the Roma themselves. The process described 

was not a short-term experiment, nor was it on a small scale. It lasted a decade and extended to 

thousands of Roma children successfully integrated into urban schools in 11 major Bulgarian 

cities. The whole initiative and all the proactive actions for desegregation came not from 

elsewhere but from the Roma themselves, which in turn strongly refutes the thesis of their low 

aspirations for education.  The process has been well received by the Roma community, the 

macro community of the school environment, the media, etc. There was evidence of good 

practice, and there was established expertise. In this sense, in answer to the main question of 

this analysis, there is no doubt that the main reason for not having a state desegregation policy 

was the lack of real political will on the part of the Bulgarian state to implement such a process. 

An indication of the lack of political will is that the Bulgarian government does not follow its 

own concept on the issue of educational inclusion (although it had its own strategies on the 

issue), but follows others ; it does not engage its own institutional mechanisms at all levels for 

the implementation of policies, but presents NGO activities as policies, and that it does not 

allocate its own financial resources but mainly uses the money of external donors. If we 

compare this with the socialist period, the difference immediately stands out: then all three 

factors - having its own concept, engaging state mechanisms at all levels and providing financial 

resources - were present, whereas today all three are absent.   
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Until the country's accession to the EU, there was at least at a declarative level political 

will, expressed in the formulation of objectives and the adoption of strategies. After Bulgaria's 

accession to the EU, even this minimal political will dried up. Roma NGOs remained the sole 

driving force and perpetrator of the main activities in the process, and they owed their 

functioning to external donors. Gradually, by the beginning of the second decade of the century, 

the donors also retreated to other niche markets and the NGOs' activities significantly reduced 

in volume. In some places, such as Kyustendil and Montana, the respective municipality took 

over part of the project activities. In Vidin, as well as in some of the other towns, stable attitudes 

have been built up in parents and children over the time of their operation and they continue the 

integration process without the help of NGO activities. During the period of their functioning 

2000-2010, these NGO projects integrated about 20 000 Roma children. It is easy to calculate 

that if the government had been involved in the process from the beginning and had worked at 

this pace, now - 20 years later - the problem of segregation in education would have been solved, 

hundreds of thousands of destinies would probably be happier and there would be less illiteracy 

and poverty in Bulgaria. Bulgaria's political elites, however, chose to go the other way. As 

noted, after the adoption of the strategies and programmes, and especially after Bulgaria's 

accession to the EU in 2007, the government's political will for educational desegregation began 

to wane. 

After 2009 there was practically no such will, on the contrary, we witnessed a root 

turning point in the state policy on the Roma issue. In 2011, the government launched a massive 

campaign to escalate the existing anti-Roma sentiment in society and to publicly demonise 

Roma, using desegregation and the Roma NGOs that had carried it out until then as instrumental 

targets. In turn, in the last decade, the leadership of the Ministry of Education and Science has 

also abandoned its former positions and behaviour and started to treat the issue from a different 

angle. The MES has practically ceased dialogue with Roma NGOs to institutionalize the 

desegregation process. Not only was no work done to create a supportive social environment 

for educational inclusion, but on the contrary, we witnessed a massive use of this topic as a field 

for negative propaganda. At the heart of their propaganda thesis lies the desire to shift the blame 

for the low educational achievements of minority children and for schools with poor quality 

education onto minorities and, in particular, Roma. The MES "forgot" about the positive results 

of the desegregation projects, and even about their own commitments to the process, made with 

the Strategy for Educational Integration of Minority Children, adopted in 2004, and again 

returned to their preferred storyline of explaining that the only problem is the Roma, who have 

low educational aspirations. There has been an extensive propaganda effort with circulation of 

information with figures on how many Roma children have dropped out of the school system 

and what heroism the ministry has achieved by reintegrating them back into school. It is another 

matter that these statistics are, to put it mildly, very inaccurate, due to the fact that the vast 

majority of these children have not dropped out of school but are simply not in the country 

because they have migrated, along with their parents, abroad. There is a worrying tendency to 

attribute all the problems that exist in the field of education, albeit indirectly, to minorities, in 

particular the Roma. 

 

Unfortunately, the bad conclusions do not end there.  

 

The condescending and indifferent attitude of the majority of society towards the Roma, 

known since before 1989, in the last decade has often started to turn into open hatred. However, 

it should be immediately noted that for the most part these negative attitudes were cultivated 

by the leading political factors and not inherent in the representatives of the majority. If at the 

beginning of the transition anti-Roma statements came from fringe politicians and media, now, 

three decades later, they come from mainstream media, from organizations, from scientific 
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units, from leading politicians and parties from almost the entire spectrum, from empowered 

statesmen at the highest level. 

This negative development inevitably has concrete implications for the topic at hand. It 

is logical to assume that in this atmosphere of escalating hostility towards Roma imposed by 

the leading political factors, it is difficult to secure public support for policies and activities for 

educational inclusion. Unfortunately, we are even witnessing the opposite trend. There are 

already quite a few schools that used to be integrated, but in the last 7-8 years, as a result of 

anti-Roma propaganda, parents of Bulgarian children have gradually started to withdraw them 

and direct them to another, ethnically 'pure' school. So at some point in the school in question 

Roma children become the majority and the natural consequence is that teachers immediately 

lower their demands and the educational level drops. Due to the above factors, for example, all 

schools in Sofia, where children were enrolled who were removed from the "Fakulteta" district, 

are now almost entirely Roma, although while the project was functioning (until 2010), the 

principle of the number of Roma children in a class not exceeding 10% of all children in the 

class was strictly observed. This negative phenomenon exists not only in Sofia, but also in the 

country. Everything described so far illustrates that at the present moment the social conditions 

for educational inclusion are severely deteriorated (albeit artificially and for political 

expediency) and the scope for action in this direction is very narrow. Of course, it should be 

noted that political will is lacking not only for inclusive Roma education, but also for the 

development of the overall Bulgarian education system. This conclusion is eloquently 

illustrated by the steady trend over the last decade, according to which nearly half of Bulgarian 

students are functionally illiterate according to PISA surveys.    

With the described actions and policies of confrontation and incitement of hatred, the 

leading political actors in the country are not only not making achievements, they are erasing 

results and progress already made. It is not only about the achievements of the transition, but 

also the achievements of the previous historical period. As has become clear, under socialism 

illiteracy among the Roma was almost wiped out, while now, according to some reports, it has 

risen to 25%. Half of Roma children were then successfully integrated into mainstream schools, 

while now, even according to official data, segregation is over 70%. The trends of segregation 

described as emerging in the transition are even more worrying. The overall balance of the 

transition is troubling with respect to the topic at hand. We are going back a century.  

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In terms of state policy on Roma education, the thirty-year transition period could be 

conventionally divided into three almost equal sub-periods.  

In the first decade of transition, the issue of Roma education was totally neglected by 

the Bulgarian state. Educational institutions did not pay any attention, although there were 

already visible negative trends of educational segregation. In the few cases where the issue was 

discussed at the management level, the blame for the low educational status was attributed to 

the Roma themselves due to their "low aspirations and capacity for education".   

In the second decade there was a change in the position of the state in a positive direction. The 

MES and other relevant institutions demonstrated a new approach of openness to dialogue and 

acceptance of ideas about education coming from the Roma themselves. The state institutions 

have revised to a certain extent their previously mentioned views on Roma by recognizing the 

problem of segregation of Roma education as a major one, welcoming the success of the 

desegregation model implemented by Roma NGOs, accepting the latter as their partner in 

policy-making and, last but not least, adopting a number of desegregation documents and 

strategies. At least on a declarative level, the government has demonstrated political will to 

desegregate Roma education. 
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The third decade of the transition period can be briefly described as a turning point in 

the state's policy towards Roma and Roma education in particular. The government has again 

(as in the first decade of transition) returned to the preferred narrative of shifting the blame onto 

the Roma themselves. The commitments made with the adoption of the MES desegregation 

strategies remained in the background. The successful practices of Roma NGOs were 

'forgotten'. Moreover, the Roma NGOs implementing desegregation have become the main 

target of the government's repressive actions against Roma aimed at their public demonization.             

In conclusion, it can definitely be said that during the transition period the state as a whole 

neglected the issue of inclusive education for Roma. And there is no doubt that Bulgaria was in 

a very good position to succeed in this direction. Not in theory, but in practice, the vitality of 

the educational inclusion projects developed at NGO level and integrating about 20 000 

children over a decade was proven. The Roma community illustrates that despite the problems 

it faces, there is enough aspiration and capacity for integration and inclusive education. As 

noted, if the government had had the political will to begin at the turn of the century to 

implement its commitments made in the Integration Framework Programme and the 2004 

Education Integration Strategy, now, 20 years later, the problems of segregation in education 

would have been solved. 

We remain hopeful that one day reason will prevail, that Bulgarian policy makers will 

realize their long-term interest and begin a process of normalization with regard to both the 

topic at hand and public relations.    

 

 


