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Abstract 

The data for the Roma inclusion index shows that: compared to other students, 23% fewer 

Roma students finished primary school; compared to other students, Roma students are 

enrolling 2.5 times more in special schools or special classes within regular schools than 

others; and still near one quarter of Roma students receive education in segregated schools or 

classrooms; Roma teacher – student ratio is 1 teacher to 524.5 students. To introduce teaching 

techniques and strategies in the work, which will support the learning process of the at-risk 

children and the children from the marginalized groups, in 2014, UNICEF office in Skopje in 

cooperation with the Macedonian Civic Education Center (MCEC) started the Inclusive 

Education program, in seven primary schools with significant number of Roma students. The 

baseline study was conducted with specifically developed methodology and besides the 

overall report for all project schools; a separate report for each school was prepared. One of 

the findings was that Roma students have a statistically significant lower results compared 

with other students (non-Roma) in mathematics, reading and writing. The findings provide a 

valuable insight that helped in selection of the appropriate training modules for teachers’ 

professional development, planning and conducting in-school support that responds to the 

baseline findings   and expressing the needs. This information also was meaningful insight 

for monitoring the program implementation and measuring the effects of the undertaken 

activities during the realization.   

Keywords: Roma students, inclusive education, “second” language skills, 

early grades, achievements.
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Strengthening Teaching and Learning Practices to Support Roma students in Macedonia  

 

Facing the concerns that the education system does not meet the learning needs of all 

Roma students, the legislation, policies, and teacher pre-service and in-service education need to 

be strengthened. The three identified major subgroups at risk of exclusion are: children with 

developmental disabilities, children with low socioeconomic background and children from 

different ethnic groups. In Macedonia, Roma children are in both groups- low socioeconomic 

background and different ethnic groups. The European Roma Right Center Report (2011)  for 

Macedonia and  the 2011 EU Progress Reports state over-representation of Roma students in 

schools for children with mental disabilities (in special schools and special classes, over 46% of 

students are Roma children), so in addition , the Roma children are in the developmental 

disabilities group. Over the last decade, in the framework of the Inclusive education policies and 

practices in Macedonia, multiple strategic documents, reports and initiatives were focused on 

Roma students. These efforts showed effects, but still there are many challenges for educational 

authorities and stakeholders in implementation of activities aimed at improving education for 

Roma.  

Regarding access to education, in Macedonia the primary education is mandatory. 

However, Pfaffe, Smulders, Silvestrini, Nguyen, and Tadevosyan, (2014) report, based on 

country data analysis determined that the primary school enrolment of Roma children increased 

from 61.1% in 2006 to 85.6% in 2011, but also estimated that in the Macedonia poorest 

households only 63% of Roma 7-year-olds were enrolled in school. The data for Macedonian 

Roma inclusion index (Kushen, R., (Ed.). (2015)) shows that: although the gap in primary school 
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completion has been slightly reduced in the past ten years, 23% fewer Roma than other students 

finished primary school; despite the fact that the number of Roma students in special education 

institutions/classes decreased compared with 2005, still Roma students are enrolling more than 

2.5 times in special schools or special classes within regular schools than others (this was 

confirmed by Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights report for Macedonia in 

section II: Human rights of Roma (2013)); and still near one quarter of Roma students receive 

education in segregated schools (here the situation is improved compared with 2005 when 35% 

were in segregated schools or classrooms).  

Except Roma students access to education, other challenges are connected with the quality 

of the education. Johnstone (2010) in his study about Inclusive education as part of a child-

friendly schools framework noted that in Macedonia there is a lack of qualified teachers and 

educational materials in minority languages especially for Roma students. For example,  it was 

calculated  that the teachers-student ratio is one Macedonian qualified teacher  for  each  14.5 

Macedonian  students; the  ratio  of  Albanian  teachers to Albanian students is 1 to 19.7; Turkish 

students have a ratio of 1 teacher to 29.8 students; but for Roma the ratio is 1 teacher to 524.5 

students.  In addition, the language of instruction for Roma students is Macedonian, Albanian or 

Turkish. The latest studies on the education of Roma children (Roma Education in Comparative 

Perspective (2012)) shows that 66% of the children age 0-6 speak the Roma language at home 

and do not attend any preschool institutions. So they are included in primary education with a 

limited knowledge of the language of instruction (96.9 % of the Roma students who attend 

primary school are in schools/classes where Macedonian language is the language of 

instruction);in addition there are limited opportunities for integration and learning language of 

instruction out of regular lessons because more than 23% of children attend schools in which 



TEACHING AND LEARNING PRACTICES TO SUPPORT ROMA STUDENTS 5 
 

 

schoolmates are mainly Roma (in segregated classes - segregated schools).The national 

mathematics and mother tongue assessments, as well as International studies (TIMSS and PIZA) 

of students in the fourth and eighth grade showed that the students whose parents have higher 

level of education achieve greater results in both subjects, and in most cases they are related to 

the mother's level of education., Almost 50% of the Roma population between ages 25 -64 have 

no formal education or they have completed only the ISCED level 1 (the people in this age group 

are either the parents or the grandparents of students in primary education). Kolozova, 

Mickovska and Cheshlarov (2005), in research on the education of Roma students in 10 schools, 

concluded that Roma students have lower academic self-concept and lower expectations as 

regards their future profession compared to the students of other ethnicities.   

The above mentioned, leads to pointing that the teachers are one of the essential factors 

for better education of the Roma students, particularly in the early grades. However, Eminova, 

Janeva, Petroska-Beška, and Bennett, (2011) findings about early inclusion are that: the teachers 

are not trained for assisting Roma children in mastering “second” language skills (language of 

instruction), the teachers had low expectations regarding the achievements of Roma students and 

they do not use or use to limited extent interactive and differentiated instruction, also there is a 

low level of teachers awareness and knowledge about Roma culture and tradition  as well as their 

characteristics. They also concluded that there are no adapted sources of learning; the teachers 

themselves are trying to adapt the tasks and activities so they can be adequate to the students' 

abilities and prior knowledge.  

Since 2009, UNICEF has supported programmes to help the Government in the process 

of dealing with some of the challenges mentioned above, by strengthening the inclusiveness of 

the education system and improving mathematical and language literacy in the early grades - as 
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foundations for learning and teaching of all children. The progress studies of these programs, 

showed differences in the achievements between the different groups of students and confirmed 

the need to introduce teaching techniques and strategies in the work, which will support the 

learning process of the at-risk children and the children from the marginalized groups, 

particularly the Roma. In order to contribute to the access, participation and better achievement 

of the most marginalized groups of children, in addition to above mentioned programs, in 2014 

the UNICEF in cooperation with the Macedonian Civic Education Center started the Inclusive 

Education program, (hereinafter the Programme), in seven primary schools with more than 10% 

of Roma students. At the beginning of the Programme realization, a baseline study was 

conducted to provide valid and evidence-based findings as the basis for: 

▪ Planning the Programme activities based on school needs; 

▪ Monitoring the quality of the application of inclusive approaches to teaching, particularly 

reading, writing, and mathematics;  

▪ Measuring the effects of the Programme, expressed by the level of school inclusiveness 

and the students' achievements in mathematics and mother tongue.  

The complete baseline study report can be retrieved on UNICEF Macedonia website. 

Method 

Participants  

           As mentioned, the Programme was implemented in seven primary schools, i.e. one school 

from seven municipalities, also the baseline research was conducted in these seven schools. The 

percentage of the Roma students in these schools vary from 10% to 97%, one of the schools is 

with Albanian language of instruction, one with Albanian, Macedonian and Turkish language of 

instruction, and five schools are with Macedonian language of instruction. The Roma students  
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are coming from families with very low socio-economic status (in overall 73% of mothers and 

67% of fathers are without completed primary school, and 46% of mothers and 65% of fathers 

are unemployed).  Also, the school managements stated that between 0.2% to 17% of students 

are with learning difficulties as a result of the psycho-physical abilities, ethnicity, culture, mother 

tongue, religion, social and economic status.  

Research Design 

 The research was designed to serve as “ex post facto experiment”, investigating  

the group of factors, which were considered to have significant influence on the students’ 

achievements: factors related to the teacher (understanding the specific educational needs of the 

students - particularly Roma; teachers self-assessment on the competence for inclusive 

education, training of the teachers in inclusive education), factors related to the socio-economic 

environment (education of the parents, employment of the parents, interest of the parents of the 

Roma students in their children’s learning, habits at home related to reading and writing and to 

learning mathematics, prior knowledge of the students related to reading, writing and 

mathematics before starting first grade, language which is predominantly used at home), and 

factors related to the school environment (understanding the specific educational needs of the 

students - particularly Roma by the school management, support that the teachers expect from 

the other educational staff in the school, self-assessment of the school’s inclusiveness).   

Connected with these factors four indicators were developed: understanding of inclusive 

education and the inclusive practices by teachers, understanding of inclusive education by the 

other educational personnel and the inclusiveness of the school as a whole, students’ 

achievements at the end of the first cycle of primary education, and students’ achievements at the 
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end of the second cycle of primary education. The findings were grouped and reported according 

the indicators. 

Measures 

 The data was collected through investigations, discussions in focus groups and testing the 

students. Set of instruments were drafted and used for the needs of the study: Questionnaire for 

teachers; Questionnaire for school principals; Scale for self-assessment of the school’s 

inclusiveness; Questions and directions for focus group with the support staff; Tests in reading 

comprehension, writing and mathematics for students in the first cycle;  Tests in reading 

comprehension, writing and mathematics for students in the second cycle; Questionnaires about 

the habits related to reading, writing and learning mathematics for students in the first and in the 

second cycle.  

The data were processed and analysed for all tested subjects and they were presented 

according to the determined indicators. The data were entered into an Excel program and they 

were processed by: TIA plus programme (for processing the data from the students' tests and 

providing information on the psychometric characteristics of the tests and of the scales of 

attitudes, the score percentile and the average result on the overall tests and for particular 

subtests; for calculating the results and comparison between the results of subgroups of 

respondents according to the variables which were expected to be related to the students' 

achievements, and calculating school-by-school students results); and SPSS programme (for 

processing the answers to the questionnaires for the teachers and for the students, and calculating 

the correlations between separate variables).The data was collected from 111 teachers (all grade 

1 and grade 3 teachers and mathematics and language teachers in grade 6 in 7 schools), 7 school 

directors, 12 school support staff (school pedagogues and psychologists), and 524 students (same 
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students were tested in mathematics, reading and writing). The students sampling process was 

specific for each school. 

Procedure 

 The data collection was conducted electronically and in-school administration of the 

tests and questionnaires. The data, apart from the students' testing, was collected before the 

teachers training activities. The testing of the students was conducted after finalization of grade 3 

and grade 6 (actually at the beginning of the grade four and grade seven in October) in order to 

avoid students overburden with testing in June (the students are exposed on compulsory state 

testing). The survey of the teachers in grade three and the teachers of mother tongue and 

mathematics of the subject teaching phase, who taught the tested students, was conducted during 

the period of students testing.  

Results 

           Some findings connected with each indicator are presented below.  

 Understanding of inclusive education and inclusive practices of the teachers: 

- The teachers’ perception was that the higher grades have larger number of Roma students with 

learning difficulties, and a larger number of students whose needs they cannot intercept. 

- The teachers’ are not successful in obtaining the adequate support from the family, even when 

they are interested to support their children they are not able to help them. 

- Almost half of the teachers believe that the school cannot do much for the Roma students to 

complete primary education with success and enrol in high school.   

Understanding of inclusive education by the educational staff and the inclusiveness of the 

school as a whole 
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- Six out of seven school principals believes that their school is catering to most educational 

needs of the students, but the support staff had identified numerous difficulties in catering to the 

students’ specific educational needs. 

- All principals are aware that most Roma students have learning difficulties and they believe 

that the school provides them with the necessary support, most of the time. 

- The school principals and the support staff often blame the families about the learning 

difficulties of the Roma students.  - The schools assess their own inclusive practice quite highly, 

but every school gave the lowest value in relation to resources (material and staff) for conducting 

successful inclusion. 

Students' achievements at the end of the first cycle of primary education 

- The average score on the test in reading and writing of the grade 4 Roma students was 28%, 

which was for 12 percent points lower than the average score of others (non-Roma). The 

difference was statistically significant.  

- The average score of Roma students on the test in mathematics was 22% and the average test 

score of other students was 36%. The difference (14 percentage points) was statistically 

significant.  

- The Roma students have significantly lower results in mathematics in the domain of solving 

word problems where reading skills are needed - compared to the tasks that were given to them, 

only with numbers or graphically (19% on word problems, 25% on simple tasks). 

Students' achievements at the end of the second cycle of primary education 

- The average score on the test in reading and writing of grade 6 Roma students was 31% and the 

average score for others was 47%. The difference was statistically significant.  
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- On the test in mathematics the Roma students show statistically significant lower results (for 21 

percentage points) compared with other students (average score of the Roma students was 26%).  

- The Roma students have significantly lower results in mathematics in the domain of word 

problems (the average result was 10%) compared to the tasks that are given only with numbers 

or graphically (the average result was 29%). 

Below are given other findings relevant for this paper, which can explain student’s results 

and school situation.  

- Students whose parents have completed more than primary education has greater achievements. 

Parents of Roma students, compared to others are with lower level of education (1/3 of Roma 

students’ parents are without any education; 1/3 are with primary education or lower level of 

education).  

- The students whose fathers are employed have greater achievements compared to the students 

whose fathers are unemployed. This correlation does not exist with the issue of the mothers’ 

employment.  

- The students, who speak the Roma language at home, have poorer achievements in reading, 

writing and solving textual tasks in mathematics. 

- In all seven schools, significantly lower number of Roma students completes primary school, 

compared to the students of other ethnicities.  

- In all 7 schools segregation was concluded, both due to resistance of the parents of other 

children and due to the desire of some parents of Roma children for their children to learn in 

“Roma” classes or “Roma” school.  

- The majority of the teachers know that their Roma students encounter learning difficulties and 

that number of Roma students with learning difficulties increases in line with their age. Teachers 
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worry that they are insufficiently trained to work with almost all categories of students who 

(may) encounter learning difficulties; especially to work with students who are not too familiar 

with the language of instruction and with students with intellectual disabilities, understanding the 

different models and concepts of inclusive education, and drafting of individual educational 

plans. 

School inclusiveness self-evaluation in 2014 and 2015 

 In addition to the  conducted baseline in 2014, in order to monitor the progress on a 

school level, the schools were ask to conduct self-evaluation in 2015 using the same instrument  

about school inclusiveness in seven domains  (Teaching plans and curricula, Students’ 

achievements, Learning and teaching, Supporting the students, School climate and relationships 

in the school, Resources, Administration, management and policy creation), with 20 sub-

domains and against 172 indicators on a four degrees Likert scale. The findings and differences 

from both years are listed below. 

- In both years the schools assess their overall inclusive policy around average value (arithmetic 

average value = 2.5), in 2014 the value is 2.54; in 2015 the average is 2.72 (the self-assessments, 

in almost every domain, differ significantly from one school to the other).   

- In both years the lowest was the assessment in relation to the resources (material and staff) to 

accomplish successful inclusion. But in this area the arithmetic average is higher in 2015 

compared with 2014.  

- In the domain of: Teaching plans and curricula, the highest improvement is in individualized 

planning and the drafting of the IEP (1.9 in 2014 and 2.6 in 2015). It is probably due to the fact 

that the schools have received adequate training and continuous support in schools.  
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- In the Students' achievements domain, a slight improvement was noted in 2015 compared with 

2014, but there are significant differences between the schools.  

- In both years in the domain of: Learning and Teaching, the school self-assessments are high in 

relation to the established mechanisms for helping the teachers, parents and children in 

identifying and accepting the students with special educational needs, but schools found 

themselves less successful in adjusting the curriculum and school activities to the students’ 

needs.  

- In 2015 the schools are more successful in providing learning support to the students but still 

they had difficulties in including all students in different types of out-of-school activities. 

- In the domain of: School climate and relationships in the school - the schools gave the highest 

values to the subdomain: The students' and parents' rights are respected; and the lowest to 

Cooperation with local community to support vulnerable students. 

- The assessments of the administration, management and policy creation in 2015 are higher 

compared with 2014, but they are still low in indicators for work of the Inclusive teams and 

school management activities in supporting and promotion as inclusive school. 

Discussion, programme activities and progress 

The above mentioned findings confirmed conclusions and discussions mentioned in the 

introductory part of this paper. The baseline gives us valuable insights which help in the process 

of selection of the appropriate training modules for schools and teachers, for planning and 

conducting in-school support adequate for their situation and expressed needs, as well as for 

information that can be used for monitoring the effects of the activities undertaken during the 

realization of the Programme.  
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Based on the findings in the studies regarding the necessary knowledge and skills of the 

teachers who work in schools with many students from disadvantaged background and the 

findings on the situation in the schools, a training programme was prepared for educators in the 

seven schools, Bureau for development of education staff and for State educational inspectors.  

The training modules were prepared and the trainings were conducted by international and 

national consultants.  The training topics were grouped in 3 modules for inclusive education 

(Module 1-introduction to inclusive education with the purpose of acquiring a common 

understanding and definition of the same; the meaning and the “knowledge” of the “inclusive 

teacher”; the most important dimensions of student diversity, valuing and the importance for all 

students to be supported by the teacher, the school and the broader community; Module 2 - 

working with others, finding a common language, understanding of the importance of 

communication, collaboration and participation, introduction to the ICF-CY as a common 

language of understanding the students difficulties, and meaning/composition/opportunities and 

the activities of the school inclusion team;  Module 3 - supporting all learners, planning and 

implementing together, creating effective goals, adapting situations to learners’ requirements and 

developing tools to support all learners), and additional module for Second language acquisition 

(teaching the language of instruction, valuing the first language - language different than the 

language of instruction, and supporting the students of different linguistic background in 

language learning).  

Grounded on the baseline findings, in parallel with Inclusive education teachers training 

activities, an intensive in-school support was provided by the Bureau for development of 

education, the State educational inspectorate and Inclusive education teachers’ mentors. During 

these visits the schools were supported specifically responding to their needs. Common for all 
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schools was: support of the school Inclusive team in the process of development of the school 

inclusive plan, conducting self-evaluation about the school inclusiveness,   discussing the 

baseline of the school/teachers and students results and planning actions for improvement; and 

support for teachers on experiences, practices and development of materials for classroom work, 

cooperation with parents and individualized planning for students.  

Reports on monitoring and in-school support, noted that after one year of training and 

support activities: teachers started developing strategies and forms for working with students 

with learning difficulties; schools become more open and with less prejudice in terms of 

inclusion of vulnerable groups of students; Inclusion teams initiated collaboration with local 

NGOs to help the marginalized students’ families; teachers’ sensitiveness to recognize and to 

adequately plan the work with children with difficulties is increased; better cooperation between 

teachers and professional service in terms of mutual support to work with students with learning 

difficulties; the schools are making efforts to motivate and involve more Roma parents in the 

overall school work; more Roma students are included in school projects and events; Inclusion as 

separate topic or activity can be find in the annual school programs and some efforts in working 

with parents for better accepting “different” children were noted. 

In some schools, the school Inclusive team was proud with their progress compared with their 

beginnings in the Inclusive education program.  

The systematic approach to build strategy for a real inclusive education is the most 

appropriate approach, in order to find solutions that will be of greatest interest for the Roma 

student’s education. This means providing access for the Roma children to integrated preschool 

education and quality education for Roma at all levels; an appropriate response and competent 

authorities solutions for the high number of Roma students in special education schools and 
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attempt to integrate  these students in regular schools; introducing measures to stimulate Roma 

enrollment in teacher training colleges to reduce the understaffed teaching staff - Roma; 

sensitizing and strengthening the teachers competencies for inclusive education practice; and 

providing support to schools connected with regular classes and after school activities to reduce 

segregation. 

As a result of the finding, MCEC as part of the civil society sector advocates and works 

towards providing more intensive in-school support tailored according specific needs; supporting 

networking between schools on local or regional level in aim to support knowledge and 

experience sharing between teachers; connecting schools with civil society organizations - 

particularly with organizations of the parents.  
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