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Abstract

This article focuses on the negative representation of Roma in
Greece in the early twenty-first century. It investigates how
negative feedback takes the form of a self-fulfilling prophecy
that suppresses the self-esteem of young Roma and maintains a
distance between Romani identity and education despite several
positive yet little known examples of Romani scientists and
scholars. The article questions how negative Romani images can
be reversed in order to enhance Roma’s educational success. The
importance of innovative educational activities based on Romani
literature, critical multiculturalism, and the parameter of Romani
bilingualism is highlighted. Particularly, the article focuses
on the power and the echo that stories can have (storytelling),
where protagonists have a Romani connection or identity and
are portrayed as positive models, both within classrooms with
Romani students and within a society where the idea of Romani
literature is a fantasy.
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Introduction: In the Spectrum of Negative
Representation

It is estimated that Roma and Travellers, with a population of more than 10 million, constitute the largest
minority group in Europe and face day-to-day discrimination and marginalization. The vast majority of
European citizens hold established views about the contemporary social representation of Roma, even
if these views are not based on personal experience (Matras 2013). As Matras mentions, “No tabula rasa
is available when it comes to briefing politicians, media, or the wider public about Roma/Gypsies and
their needs or aspirations” (2013, 2). This viewpoint is most likely to be negative, as depicted in Google’s
imagery for searches of the word “Roma.”

Negative beliefs easily lead to harmful outcomes, both for individuals who directly are affected by
stereotypes and for society at large (Maucec 2013), especially when popular media representation of
misunderstood groups in the digital era can feed fear and paranoia and exacerbate community conflict
(Richardson 2014). As Richardson mentions, “anti-Gypsy discourse is hegemonic and can constrain
groups’ freedom to practice individual cultures through heightening their ‘otherness’ and therefore
subjecting them to increased social surveillance and control” (2014, 51).

Focusing on the depiction of Roma in Greece, the above portrait persists. Riga and Demonakou observe
that “[t]he issue of the meeting of the cultural identities of the Greeks and Roma in Greece, seen through
the prism of their conflicting relationship in daily practice, is ‘burdened’ by the hue of cultural diversity
that the identity of the latter carries within it” (Riga and Demonakou 2002, 280).

Biased representations towards Roma are unfortunately common phenomena within and outside the
borders of Greece. Roma are considered to be parasitical elements in a territory where they have been
present for centuries. Undoubtedly, one-sided social coverage of Roma perpetuates inequalities and
builds higher walls among Greek Roma and Greek non-Roma in a relatively small country, defying the
fact that these two groups often share a common reality with common problems, which usually stems
from the state’s inability to take care of vulnerable groups. In the end, as Maucdec describes, “Despite
some positive stereotypes (e.g. Roma have a natural talent for music), the stereotypes about Roma are
overwhelmingly negative” (2013, 184).

Negative viewpoints link to negative expectations. Interpersonal expectations are powerful (Madon,
Jussim, and Eccles 1997) and date back to Merton’s (1948) coining of the term self-fulfilling prophecy,
which is defined as “a false definition of the situation evoking a new behavior which makes the originally
false conception come true” (1948, 195). According to Merton (1948), the common pattern of the self-
fulfilling prophecy explains a host of social problems such as discrimination against stigmatized groups.
By way of explanation, the term refers to initially false beliefs that lead the “victim” to act similarly and
to correspond to negative expectations which are especially powerful among certain targets (Madon,
Jussim, and Eccles 1997).
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A false belief that persists in the early twenty-first century is that Roma are unable to learn and that their
culture is incompatible with education. Poor school attendance by Romani students usually is connected
to Romani identity by non-Romani people (Moucheli 1996; Komis 1998; Gotovos 2004b in Nikolaou
2009) who ignore a number of serious socio-economic causes. The academic success of Romani students
comes as a shock to many, and this attitude can be confirmed by the author’s personal experience: when
she entered university in 2007, a newspaper article was published with the headline “A 19-year-old Gypsy
Girl Breaks the Stereotypes” (Macedonia 2008).

Social beliefs are so ingrained that even young children are surprised that a Romani man or woman
has attended university, underlining the pervasiveness and strength of this self-fulfilling prophecy that
suppresses the self-esteem of young Roma. This is especially poignant when Romani students learn from
a Romani teacher in the classroom. From the author’s personal and professional observations, elementary
school students persistently were unable to understand how Romani women study in university, since
“Romani women do not study.” Even if a growing number of Romani scientists are noted contributors to
their respective fields around the world, they usually are invisible among Romani societies.!"

Moreover, educational systems and educators are affected deeply by the stereotype of “natural” Romani
disaffection (Flecha and Soler 2013), and this situation is reflected in the curriculum and way of teaching
(Kokkoni 2017). Teachers aim to bring students into conformity with the dominant culture and the values
and behaviors of the majority (Kokkoni 2017), thus rejecting the identity of students from minority
groups, such as Roma, who come from different socio-linguistic backgrounds. Kyuchukov writes,
“Teachers expect Roma children to know how to cope with the school rules” (2000, 274). But whenever
this expectation is not met, the student-teacher relationship is impacted, often negatively.

Schools as institutions represent a particular and dominant system of values and a particular language
that together may operate to marginalize those students who deviate from them. In other words, a
monolingual and monocultural orientation causes a fear of noncompliance and exclusion, which piles
pressure on children, followed by feelings of inferiority (Kokkoni 2017). Thus, a combination of negative
experiences, an unfamiliar school environment, and the influence of teachers’ negative attitudes often
leads students to leave school early (Kokkoni 2017).

How can Roma and especially Romani students escape this vicious cycle of reproduction of a negative
representation of Romani identity and culture in schools and society at large? First, this article aims to
highlight the importance of designing, organizing, and implementing multicultural educational activities
for elementary and high school pupils, using the methodological approach of oral storytelling as a critical
and multicultural pedagogical tool and learning method. It also sheds light on the need to enhance the
depth of pupils’ cultural experiences and identity by exposing them to the idea of Romani literature and
by developing their critical abilities as strategies to navigate the trap of Romani self-fulfilling prophecies
in education.

1 For example, Ian Hancock, Hristo Kyuchukov, and Magda Matache in the Humanities. In Greece, Itavvng Tewpyiov
(John Georgiou) and Mapia Anuntpiov (Maria Dimitriou).
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1. Multiple Reforms of Education Now

In today’s Greek school environment, students from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds may
not have sufficient stimuli to help them to adapt to the reality of school. Due to a lack of appropriate
teaching methods to help them cope, they underperform in school, have negative perceptions about
school, or even experience outright rejection. The low rate of attendance of Romani students in Greece is
confirmed in research by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014) in which 43 percent
of Romani children of compulsory school-age are reported to be not attending school. This percentage is
one of the two highest rates in Europe of Romani children not attending compulsory education.

In particular, regarding the education of Romani children, Liegeois (1999) states that schools have
paid little attention to the way Roma educate their children within the family, while pedagogical
school practices seem contradictory, resulting in divisive positions. Vasileiadou and Pavli-Korre (2011)
emphasize that today’s schools reject Romani children, their skills, culture, and language, with the result
that Romani children experience the conflict of two different value systems, that of the school and
that of the community. In fact, Vasileiadou and Pavli-Korre (2011) underline that the introduction of
intercultural thematic units is insufficient, and a modernization of teaching methods is required.

Although progress has been made in recent years in reducing the school dropout rate of Romani children,
the rates of Romani children’s nonattendance of school in relation to the general population continue
to be high, which is in line with an outstanding need to revise both educational protocols and thematic
methods and teaching methods of the schools.

An educational system is like a vivid organism; it must be able to change, evolve, and adapt according to
historical and social contexts (Chartier 1991). In a multicultural society, education has to be multicultural,
too, in order to be sustainable and efficient.

Banks and Banks (2010) highlight the tripartite composition of multiculturalism which consists of
the concept, the educational reform movement, and the process. In a multicultural frame, where
differences are equalized, social asymmetries and variables are perceived not as difficulties but as positive
contributions (Kellner 2003, 96).

In conjunction, multicultural education is a broad concept with several different and important
dimensions and should be viewed as an ongoing process (Banks 2004). Practicing educators can use
the dimensions as a guide to school reform when trying to implement multicultural disciplines in the
way of teaching. The dimensions include content integration, the knowledge construction process,
prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy, and an empowering school culture and social structure (Banks
and Banks 2010).

In fact, critical pedagogy and multicultural education complement each other; when merged, they

become an attitude or ideology that helps teachers “to confront and engage the world critically and
challenge power relations” (Sleeter and McLaren 1995, 7). Chan (2011) highlights that critical pedagogy
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is grounded in social justice and equality. Banks and Wink also support the idea that critical teachers
need to realize that education is a political site for power struggles and that the educational curriculum is
a political document (Banks 2004; Wink 2005).

Multicultural education should focus on the development of healthy identities and of intergroup
awareness, through teaching about cultural practices without stereotyping or misinterpreting (Banks and
Banks 2010). A way that could lead students to experience multiculturalism is storytelling (Chartier
1991), which is aligned closely with non-formal education.

Non-formal education may be aimed at people who do not have access to formal education or cannot
complete the full cycle of basic education (Yasunaga 2014). Non-formal education has significant
advantages as it can be adapted to the specific learning needs of individuals and populations in different
conditions. The resilience of non-formal education and environmentally friendly approaches are
appropriate and useful for fulfilling the right to education of marginalized groups and populations with
special learning needs.

Additionally, multiculturalism is linked to multilingualism. Despite multilingualism surrounding us,
monolingualism still prevails. In previous decades the bilingualism of minorities was perceived as a
deficiency and was correlated to low scores and school failure (Oller and Eilers 2002). However, planning
actions within the framework of intercultural education principles and encouraging the use of minority
languages can lead to enhancing positive language attitudes as well as allowing students to redefine
their identities and to strengthen their self-esteem. As Kokkoni mentions “bilingualism should not be
degraded nor its speakers” (2017, 99).

Concerning Romani bilingualism, this parameter usually is ignored. Nonetheless, “When the majority
(finally) starts to appreciate the Romani language and Romani bilingualism in all its richness then a
transformation of society will take place” (Kyuchukov 2000, 278). This article supports the view that
the use of narratives which include elements of Romani life and give the chance to students to express
themselves in Romani could work in the above-mentioned direction.

2. The Dendropotamos Case Study

Since 2013, the author has participated in interventions in local schools in Dendropotamos, a Romani
district close to Thessaloniki’s city center, as a teacher and cultural mediator under the Education of
Roma Children Program of the Pedagogy Faculty of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. During her
interactions with Romani high school students, the author noticed that many Romani students expressed
a passive and unmotivated attitude towards school, which is unsurprising as school represents a foreign
and distant place where negative representations of Roma persist.

Disappointingly, even if a Romani student expresses a willingness for more active engagement and learning,
the school often is unable to play a more supportive role. Romani adolescents, and especially teenage girls,
have to face not only discrimination from mainstream society but also the frequently negative reactions of
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their family members if they show a preference to study and follow an academic/professional career rather
than marrying, which is the first choice expected of a Rom/Romni in their community. Exactly here at this
life juncture does the self-fulfilling prophecy begin to come true. To overcome such personal barriers, young
Roma have to summon the courage to make decisions against the norm, particularly when their choices
are treated with irony and contemptuous attitudes within close-knit family environments. As a result, it is
reasonable for students who have no “ally” to give up far too soon.

Given the fact that schools usually do not stray from their typical teaching program and tend to ignore
the individual needs of students, it is easy to understand why school seems unattractive to those students
with particular cultural characteristics.

The purpose of the researcher’s interventions was to interact with Romani students and to devise a way
that regular school attendance might be integrated into Romani culture. Materials for the interventions
were to be based on Romani students’ living conditions in order to connect two seemingly incompatible
concepts: school and Romani culture.

The Dendropotamos case study aimed to examine whether and to what extent the method of storytelling
- both as a critical pedagogical tool and as a made-up story where the protagonist was a positive Romani
character - could contribute to tackling the negative representation of Roma. It also aimed to measure
how storytelling could promote the active participation of students in the classroom and enhance their
cultural background and identity by recognizing and utilizing elements of their culture in an unfamiliar
school context.

Storytelling workshops took place at Dendropotamos high school in 2018 over four teaching hours and
were held for approximately 20 bilingual Arli Romani freshman with low educational levels and low socio-
economic backgrounds. The students were separated into two groups of ten. Participatory observation
formed the core of the methodology and extensive notes were taken before and after the workshops in
order to observe the reactions, attitudes, and comments of participating students.

Mixing storytelling and non-formal education has been gaining acceptance globally as an important
empowerment tool. Narrative is a widely used educational strategy and common in Greece, especially
fairy tales that create a pleasant and creative learning environment. It should be noted that oral narration
is highly regarded in Romani culture. Consequently, this study also aimed to outline the use of storytelling
and the art of narration for the purpose of a positive representation of Roma.

Numerous scholars support the pedagogical value of storytelling. For instance, Burk (2000) proposes
the use of storytelling for at-risk students. In her paper, it is suggested that implementing storytelling as
a pedagogical tool helps to cultivate an empowering learning environment and to demonstrate cultural
pride and confidence (Burk 2000, 7). Furthermore, Akbar mentions that “storytelling is one of the
learning methods to practice critical thinking” (Dewey 1910 cited in Akbar 2018, 2), also referring to
investigations and analyses about the use of the storytelling process in enhancing critical thinking skills.
Conjointly, fairy tales are tools “by which we close the gap between the sensorial input and the abstract
concept” (Hohr 2000, 96).

Critical Romani Studies
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In the context of intercultural intervention, the researcher authored a story entitled “Butterfly Irene and
the Magic Recipe” in which the protagonist has Romani origins, and her magic recipe - asking for and
gathering knowledge - helps her to develop herself and to travel around the world. The story represents
Roma positively, an uncommon feature of most Romani characters in literature, and it was the researcher’s
main tool to assess the issue of representation of Roma and their relationship to education.

The researcher read the story aloud and then asked students to express their opinion about the story
and Irene’s recipe, which lead to lifelong learning. The issue of education in relation to Romani daily
life was the central topic. The researcher asked students questions such as what Irene’s goal was, how
did she achieve it, and if it was truly a “problem” that she had Romani origins, with the goal to provoke
critical thinking.

Additionally, in order to be given the impetus for a critical look of the world beyond the borders of their
neighborhood, students were asked to think and write their questions about the world, as Butterfly Irene
had, provoking an interesting discussion among the students.

The basic purpose of the story was to deliver a symbolic message that education is perhaps the only way
to achieve a better life, that education allows us to grow wings, no matter if we are from Romani or non-
Romani origins. Knowledge and education are considered the recipe for transforming our view about
ourselves and others’ views about us, keeping in mind that education is not a privilege but a human right.

An underlying purpose of this intervention was to draw students’ attention to the fact that Romani
origins do not automatically block us from education and from any kind of literacy. Tellingly, Romani
literature is completely absent from school and educational horizons in Greece. Roma appear in
literature only as ethnographic characters imbued with mostly negative stereotypical features. So far,
there is no interest in Romani writers and their literature production. As a result, Romani students
are not looking for Romani literature as they are unaware of its existence and consider themselves
excluded from this area of arts and culture.

3. Results

Before the intervention, the researcher and students held a discussion. Some students mentioned
that they attend school because they have nowhere else to go when their parents are working or only
because they have fun with their friends at school. The researcher observed that there was a feeling
of distance among students from the goals represented by the institution of their school. In other
words, youngsters assumed that they would get married in a few years, so attending school was not
that important.

After the narration of the story, students were pleasantly surprised; they were not used to a positive
representation of Roma, especially in literary contexts. Thereafter, an interactive conversation started
about the benefits of education and about students’ problems and difficulties with school attendance as
well as their future dreams. After some encouragement, children expressed themselves verbally in Greek
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and in Romani, their mother tongue, and they were happy that they could use their language at school.
More students were more actively engaged to participate in the discussion when allowed to speak their
mother tongue.

The researcher and pupils shared their common worries, and the researcher, in an attempt to inspire them,
shared with them her personal story about how she managed to overcome the obstacles that arise due to
Romani culture such as early marriages in addition to the underestimated socio-linguistic status of Roma.
Students then began to talk about various professions in which they were interested. Some girls said that
they wanted to become like Butterfly Irene or like the Romani teacher with them in the classroom.

The children, in cooperation with an art teacher, illustrated the story within a month, and they presented
their work to the school. During the presentation, teachers positively observed that the children were
excited. Moreover, students added their own questions such as where Zulus live, who built Thessaloniki’s
White Tower, or when Christopher Columbus was born, which were answered by teachers; they also
referred to their dreams and future professional plans.

Moreover, the fact that they saw a member of their community in the role of a teacher - in a role that so
far was “opposite” of the image of Roma and mostly was connected to gadje — created the impression that
Romani origins are not an obstacle to achieving personal goals and improving one’s life. Moreover, many
Romani students opined that if someone, and especially a woman, from their community has managed
to go to university and become a teacher, then they could do the same.

A combination of storytelling and interactive dialogue proved to be an excellent student learning tool
for the adoption of values and creating opinions. By fostering student engagement, the researcher and
students shared their cultural knowledge and offered different and alternative perspectives not widely
disseminated in society. By sharing the storytelling processes and taking turns, the researcher offered
the “floor” to pupils and structured a classroom talk that allowed and facilitated discussion. By linking
themes and scaffolding learning, students engaged in an interactive environment that related theoretical
constructs with practical experience and problem-solving skills.

It is worth mentioning that the above action resounded beyond the context of the school environment.
Its echo reached the wider social environment of the children as they excitedly conveyed this unexpected
school experience. Students’ parents reacted positively in their comments to the researcher.

Positive school experiences that allow for the dismantling of students’ stigmatized identities have a wider
positive impact on students’ families and contribute to a different, critical way of thinking based on a
multicultural view. When parents feel that their children are not pushed to the sidelines and that their
culture receives respect in an unfamiliar environment like school, it becomes easier for parents to support
their children’s education. Thus, their school, the school of gadje, became our school, too.

In sum, these activities cultivated free expression, communication, imagination, and inspiration,

leading to a positive and effective enhancement of Romani students’ cultural identity, along with the
culture of different social groups. Additionally, it should be emphasized that the Romani community
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of Dendropotamos, like many others, is unfamiliar with Romani literature and the idea of literature
production by Roma. Contact with modern literary texts written by and for Roma can serve as a starting
point for familiarizing students with contemporary Romani writing. Such contact may serve as a fertile
ground for developing a different approach towards the representation of Romani identity, by both
Romani and non-Romani individuals.

Conclusion

The negative social representation of Roma is a phenomenon with deep roots that date back centuries. Yet
the need to tackle anti-Romani attitudes is absolutely necessary in order to maintain if not increase social
cohesion. School has a significant role in mitigating the negative representation of Roma within Romani
communities as well as wider society by transforming difficulties into possibilities.

Furthermore, values and self-perception are inextricably linked to frames of references (Mezirow
1997). Therefore, if members of stigmatized groups, subconsciously or not, believe that their personal
development is bounded by their racial identity and not by their personal goals, it is necessary to revise
their views, in order to take firm control of their lives and to make decisions that will be based on their
own personal needs and not on stereotypes.

The development of critical thinking assumes the formation of individual identity, which is one of the
targets of transformative learning, and critical thinking also strengthens an individual’s emancipation from
foreign but taken-for-granted assumptions (Cranton 2000). Here, teachers have a duty to contribute to this
development process. As this articles suggests, oral storytelling can be used as a tool to work with Romani
children; storytelling and including positive Romani life stories can play an important role for alternative
interpretations of reality, especially during childhood so as to empower Romani students to fight against the
trap of a self-fulfilling prophecy of school failure. Storytelling and subsequent teacher-student interactions
provide meaning within the learning process, ranging from practical experiences to theoretical constructs.

Non-formal activities that are unpopular in the traditional teaching methods of many schools appear to
be a valuable tool for Romani students. Establishing learning environments that allow students to express
themselves in their mother tongue gives a positive impulse to students, respecting them for their culture
and language, and integrating them into the wider social context. Ultimately, this article confirmed that
narration was an important learning tool, where students, through tales and stories, were engaged in how
to be inquisitive about the knowledge being disseminated.

A school that uses teaching methods designed to inspire Romani students and that embraces the life
experiences and stories of Roma is a positive example that should be explored further. Collecting a larger,
more representative sample (different areas, different ages) over a longer observation period may lead to
a deeper understanding applicable to the wider school system in Greece.

The limitations of this study need to be considered when interpreting these findings. First, the
researcher’s own sensitivity and integrity were the primary instruments of data collection and analysis.
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However, neither is training readily available to aspiring case study researchers nor are there guidelines
in constructing the final report.

Second, time limitations hampered the effort to examine the phenomena in depth. Further limitations
involve issues of reliability, validity, and generalizability (Hamel 1993), or as Guba and Lincoln (1981)
refer, the “unusual problems of ethics” since an unethical researcher and author could select specific
data to lead to concrete results that they wish to be illustrated. A lack of representativeness and rigor in
collection, construction, and analysis need to be mentioned. Future research requires the collection of
more variables in a more representative sample (different areas, different ages) over a longer observation
period that can lead to better understanding and conclusions.
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