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Abstract. The paper presents results from language testing of 70 Roma children from Bulgaria —
pupils of grade 1, studying in one of the biggest Roma settlement’s schools in Sofia, “Fakulteta” district.
The children were tested using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. The test measures language
comprehension and language production of the children at the beginning and end of the school year.
Between the first and second testing, the teaching methodology in instruction for the children was
changed — a Roma assistant teacher whose task was to use the mother tongue of the children as a
communicative tool was introduced to the classes. The results of the children during the second testing
were substantially better and they are discussed in the light of the theory of the American anthropologist
J. Ogbu, who developed his cultural-ecological theory (CE) in the 1980s. The results of the children
are analyzed via dispersion analysis using ANOVA. According to Ogbu’s CE theory, the school success
of minority children depends on the attitudes of the society at large and the level of community support.
The paper also briefly discusses the reason why the de-segregation of the Roma children and their
integration into mainstream schools in Bulgaria has largely proved to be a failure.
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Introduction

After World War I1, the Roma in all East European countries were resettled by force
in ghetto-type settlements and their nomadic life was forbidden. The settlements were
usually located outside of the towns and/or villages or at their periphery. In the 1960s
and 1970s, the governments built schools and kindergartens for Roma children. The
initiative behind these schools was very progressive at the beginning, however later the
schools became a place of segregation of Roma children, where they received low-quality
education compared to non-Roma children educated in mainstream schools. In the early
2000s, Roma organizations and Roma activists in Europe began a struggle against the
existence of those schools and they were trying to integrate the Roma children in
mainstream schools where they could study together with majority children. However,
the results of these efforts were not positive. In the 21% century, in most East European
countries the segregated schools still exist: the children do not have access to high-quality
education, no access to books and other facilities which can help to make the educational
process successful. The educational staff in most cases lacks specific preparation to work
in those types of schools, and the schools and kindergartens still exist, as well as the
ghettoized types of settlements in East European countries.
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The life in the ghetto settlements is very intense. The community life is well organized.
The Roma develop all kinds of internal “institutions”. The children acquire knowledge
in the Romani language as a mother tongue from a very early age, and due to the informal
“community education” they learn about the value system of the community, exactly as
it is in other ethnic communities (Akande, 2007). The children participate in all forms
of community life and in the Roma community everyone is obliged to take care of the
children, to play and joke with them, to teach them songs, dance with them or tell them
fairytales. So by the age of 5 the Roma children, due to contacts with different adults
with different registers, have a good knowledge of the Romani language and the structure
and function of the community. It is known that the type of the family in general influences
the children’s academic success (Han, 2006; Kyuchukov, 2014). Han (2006) compares
non-Hispanic white children, and children of Latin-American regions with lower reading
and math scores, with children of Asian regions who have higher reading and math scores.
In addition, the migrant children may have either higher (e.g., children from East Asia)
or lower scores (e.g., children from Mexico) by first grade. According to Han, the child
and family characteristics play a key role in the differences in children’s academic
achievements. Home, school, and neighborhood environments may also matter but to a
lesser extent.

The Roma in Bulgaria arrived there as migrants some 8-9 centuries ago, coming
originally from India. However, only in the last 60-70 years have successive Bulgarian
governments attempted to integrate Roma, using different methods. Despite educational
measures, the Roma are still marginalized and excluded, they face difficulties with
integration into Bulgarian society. The main reason for such a situation is the education
the Roma children receive in ghetto-type schools (Kyuchukov & New, 2016).

The research question which this article seeks to answer:

What is the knowledge of first-grade Roma children concerning L1 and L2 vocabulary
in ghetto-type schools in Bulgaria and how does their knowledge substantiate or non-confirm
Ogbu’s cultural- ecological (CE) theory?

Ogbu’s Cultural-Ecological Theory

According to Ogbu (2014), the communities transmit the cognitive skills to their
children through various techniques of socialization: “children are socialized to acquire
the cognitive skills of pattern of intelligence that exist already in their culture, because
their culture requires it; it is functional in the culture” (p. 366). Ogbu writes that the
minorities who are doing well are those who stay close to their ancestral cultural practice
in socialization. He systematized his observations in a theory which he calls “cultural-
ecological theory,” which explains the minority children’s failure in the educational
system. In a number of publications, Ogbu (1978, 1982, 1990) describes the cultural-
ecological theory. It is connected with minority students’ performance. He writes that
“two sets of factors influence minority school performance: how society at large and the
school treats minority groups respond to those treatments and to schooling (community
forces). The theory further points that differences in school performance between
immigrant and non-immigrant minorities are partly due to differences in their community
forces” (Ogbu, 1990, p. 156)
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His typology of autonomous, immigrant and caste-like minorities, his concepts of
primary and secondary cultural differences, as well as his views regarding the importance
of a group’s cultural frame of reference and community forces for educational outcomes
will be examined here regarding the Roma minority in Bulgaria.

The fact that there are minority groups which achieve less academically in various
societies gave him the basis to distinguish different types of minority groups. Autonomous
minorities have a specific ethnic linguistic, religious or cultural identity (for example the
Jews, Amish and Mormons in the U.S.). They might be victims of prejudice, but they
are not “subordinated” in the social, economic or political system. Immigrant minorities
became part of a large society on a voluntary basis. They acculturate in an additive process
(accommodation without assimilation) by overcoming language differences and differences
between their cultural systems and that of the dominant host society. Over time the primary
cultural differences and even experiences of discrimination do not prevent their efforts
to integrate into mainstream society. Cast-like minorities (African Americans, Native
Americans) were brought into U.S. society involuntarily, through slavery or colonization.
“Suffering from prolonged discrimination by the dominant society, these groups have
developed secondary cultural differences and an oppositional cultural frame of reference.
Cultural and language differences between minority group members and the dominant
society arose after groups became an involuntary minority. For many group members,
these differences are regarded as markers of identity to be maintained. Certain forms of
behavior, symbols and meanings that are characteristics of the dominant group are seen
as being inappropriate or undesirable. “This tendency, which Ogbu calls “cultural
inversion” , compels minority members to choose between conforming to their own group’s
model of behavior or the model of the dominant group. While autonomous minorities
and voluntary minorities (after a period of a transition in which they have to overcome
language and cultural barriers) for the most part achieve similar or even better academic
results compared with the majority, involuntary minorities, in general, have little academic
success” (Luciak, 2004, p. 360).

Foster (2004), analyzing Ogbu’s CE theory as a theory of minority student performance,
says that Ogbu also worked toward a global and cross-cultural theory of minority education.
According to Foster (2014, p. 371), “Ogbu felt that the impact of community forces upon
minority responses to schooling was consistently understudied. [...] Given Ogbu’s idea
that the community and system forces are both important for understanding minority
responses to schooling, it is important to note that, even as he focused on maladapted
cultural norms and values of involuntary minorities, he did not assume that there was no
discrimination against minorities. Nor did he assume that discrimination did not have
direct negative effect upon minority academic outcomes”. According to Ogbu (1985),
the cultural and language differences between minority and majority groups lead to
learning difficulties. Speaking about language, he takes into account even the dialect
differences as cultural difference among the minority groups.

In Russian psychology, Vygotsky’s work (1978) shows how children learn through
active communication with adults. Human beings interact with their worlds through
cultural artifacts, tools, and symbols, including language. Language from a cultural-
historical perspective is considered the leading tool for learning and human development
and is said to mediate individuals’ activity in the valued practices of their communities
across a lifespan (Cole, 1996).
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The works of Vygotsky, Cole and Ogbu have largely the same basis: the authors show
the importance of the communication with adults in the process of cognitive and language
development. All of them use the culturally specific symbols as a tool for development
and learning. Ogbu’s work is specifically focused on minority/migrant and refugee children
who are somehow excluded from the society. Ogbu shows the importance of the community
support for the children’s school success.

Romani culture is not a homogeneous culture: there are many groups with different
status in Roma society around the world. The Romani language is not a standardized/
codified language. It comprises numerous different dialects. The dialects have differential
status among Roma groups. However, Roma are discriminated against in many societies
without it being taken into account to which group of Roma and what socioeconomic
class they belong, and what dialect they speak. For many in the majority society, the
Roma are essentialized as being “lazy, dirty and criminals”. Within the vortex of such
prejudices, they do not care about real individuals and all Roma groups face all manner
of discrimination in the society, various institutions, and most particularly as children
and teens in the educational systems available to them.

Although Roma have different status in different European countries, the Roma
children face discrimination, widely placed segregated or channeled into so-called “special
schools” (schools for mentally retarded children), and in most countries they show very
low school achievement results. This is illuminated in a number of publications by
Kyuchukov, (2011) on Bulgarian Roma children, by Kwadrans (2010) on Polish Roma
children, by Balvin & Vavrekova (2013) and Samko & Kapalkova (2014) on Slovak Roma
children and by Kaleja & Zazulkova (2012) examining the situation of Czech Roma
children. There is only one publication applying Ogbu’s CE theory to Roma education
(Bruggemann 2014), seeking to ‘test’ and non-substantiate certain aspects of Ogbu’s
theory. The author interviewed 10 Spanish Roma (Gitano) university students. Due to
historical development of the Roma, the Spanish Gitano are not the typical case of school
success or its absence. Most of the Gitano in Spain no longer speak the language of Gitano
(Cal — Spanish Romani dialect). They only speak Spanish. In school they do not have
any language or dialect differences from majority children and this makes their education
much easier and more successful. The Roma students are well integrated in the school.
Although Bruggemann says that the students do not abandon their culture and identity,
actually they do not face such a degree of segregation or marginalization as the Roma
children from other European countries like Bulgaria or Slovakia. Interviews with 10
students cannot bring enough strong evidence to substantiate or disprove a theory or to
criticize any ideas and make generalizations. The application of Ogbu’s CE theory to the
case of Spanish Roma is non-conclusive and hardly useful in analyzing the actual problems
of Roma minority children at school or their later success in society in much of Eastern
Europe.

Study

The aim of the study described here was to examine the vocabulary richness of Roma
children in first grade in a Bulgarian segregated school, based in the largest urban Roma
ghetto in Bulgaria, “Fakulteta” in the capital Sofia. 70 children from the first grade,
between the ages of 6—7, were tested utilizing the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test,
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measuring vocabulary richness in their mother tongue Romani and in their second
language, Bulgarian. The knowledge of the children pertaining to singular and plural
nouns and the verbs was measured. The children were tested twice — at the beginning
and end of the 2013—2014 school year. The statistical analyses were done with ANOVA.

Working together with the teacher in the class was also a Roma assistant teacher. The
goal of the Roma assistant teacher is to do additional work with the children in after-
school extra-curricular activities using both Romani and Bulgarian as languages of
instruction. The language of instruction is Bulgarian, and at home and between themselves
the children speak Romani.

The school is based in the Fakulteta ghetto and 100% of the children are of Roma
origin. The total number of the students in grades 1—12 at the time of the study was 1,200.
In the mainstream Bulgarian schools, there are no Roma assistant teachers. Even if there
are Roma children in the mainstream classes, the Roma assistant teacher does not exist
to supplement instruction.

The results

The nouns in singular. During the first testing at the beginning of the school year, the
children displayed a low level of knowledge of the nouns in both languages (only 37% of
the lexemes). During the second testing, done at the end of the school year, the results
were much better (45% of the words tested). The differences between the first and the
second testing are statistically significant: F (1.68) = 22.26, p < .0000, as is shown in
figure 1.

LEVELS Main Effect
F(1.68) =22.26; p <.0000
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45
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41
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38

Picture naming of single objects

37

36
First testing Last testing

LEVELS

Fig. 1. Level of knowledge of nouns in singular
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Performing a factoral analysis, we observed the influence of the factors “language”
and “testing” on the results of the children. As is shown in figure 2, during the first testing
the children had better results in Romani than in Bulgarian. During the second testing,
the results in Bulgarian were better than those in Romani. The better results in knowledge
of Bulgarian nouns (35% at the beginning vs. 46% at the end of the study) are due to the
additional work of the Roma assistant teachers during the after-school activities. However,
there was no such notable increase in the results in their mother tongue, i.e. Romani
nouns. In fact, that literacy in Romani does not exist. They don’t learn to read and write
in Romani, and they do not learn much about the Romani grammar, they have no exposure
books in Romani at home or in the community. The differences in the knowledge of the
nouns between Romani and Bulgarian at the beginning of the study is statistically
significant, F(1.68) = 6.27, p < .0147, but the differences are not statistically significant
during the second testing. The knowledge of the children regarding singular nouns in
Romani and in Bulgarian during the second testing is almost the same (43% in Romani
vs. 46% in Bulgarian).

2-way interaction
F(1.68)=6.27; p < .147

48
46

" A
42 B
40 =" /

38

36
v

34 —o— Bulgarian
- - Romani

Picture naming of single objects

32

First testing Last testing

LEVELS

Fig. 2. The influence of the factors “language” and “testing” on the level of knowledge of the noun — singular

The nouns in plural. Figure 3 shows the results from the testing of the nouns in plural.
Similarly to the previous results in singular, the children show lower results during the
first testing. During the second testing, the results are much higher and the differences
are statistically significant F(1.68) =21.53, p <.0000 between the first and second testing.

The factors “language” and “testing” have a significant influence on the results of the
children, testing their knowledge regarding the nouns in plural. Again during the first
testing, the children show better results in Romani naming the plural nouns. The
differences between the knowledge of Romani and Bulgarian nouns in plural during the
first testing are statistically significant: F(1.68) = 4.09 u p < .047. During the second
testing, the children have better results in both languages and there is no statistical
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differences between the Romani (L1) and Bulgarian (L2) knowledge of plural nouns.
These developments are shown in figure 4.

Picture naming of multiple objects
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F(1.68) = 21.53; p < .0000
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Fig. 3. Level of knowledge of nouns in plural

2-way interaction
F(1.68) =4.09; p <.0471
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Fig. 4. The influence of the factors “language” and “testing” on the level of knowledge of the noun — plural

296

AKTVYAJIBHBIE ITPOBJIEMbI ITOJINKYJIBTYPHOI'O ObPASOBAHUA



Kyuchukov H. RUDN Journal of Psychology and Pedagogics, 2017, 14 (3), 290—300

The verbs. In psycholinguistics it is commonly recognized that the verbs are the next
grammatical categories which are acquired in language development. During the first
testing, the children show better results in Romani verbal system. The knowledge of
Bulgarian verbs is weaker. The differences are significant (F(1.68) = 4.63, p < .0349).
During the second testing, the results in Bulgarian are better than the results in Romani.
It is interesting to see that children’s knowledge of the Romani verb system does not
increase. That shows most probably that the children by the age of 6—7 already know
most of the common everyday verbs in their mother tongue. These findings are shown in
figure 5.

2-way interaction
F(1.68) =4.63; p <.0349
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Fig. 5. The influence of the factors “language” and “testing” on the level of knowledge of verbs

Discussion and conclusions

The results from the study show that the children have progress in learning the nouns
in singular and plural in both L1 and L2 between the two testing. They have increased
their knowledge of verbs between the first and second testing in their L2 Bulgarian, but
their knowledge of the verbal system in their mother tongue — Romani — did not change.
The differences of the results between the first and second testing and between the
languages: Romani (L1) and Bulgarian (L2) are statistically significant. It seems that the
presence of a Roma assistant teacher has a positive influence on the results of the children
in the official language, and to some extend helped the children to develop their knowledge
in their mother tongue.

Associating the results of the Roma children from the testing Ogbu’s cultural-ecological
theory, and cultural-historical model of Vygotsky, where the communication and support
from family, community and society play an important role in the school success of the
children, it is clear that the majority society does not care about the segregated schools
and performance levels there. However, the community and the parents are those who
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really care and wish their children to have a good education. The local NGOs based in
the ghetto settlement, through projects and community organization, endeavor to increase
the quality of the educational process in the local school.

The initiative of Roma NGOs to bus the Roma children to mainstream schools
populated predominantly with majority children did not yield the expected results, because
the society at large retains very negative attitudes and discriminatory behavior toward
Roma children in mixed schools. This serves to substantiate Ogbu’s CE that postulates
that the presence of an aggressive and discriminatory school environment, even if the
minority family are supportive to their children, will negatively influence the academic
success of minority children. In the availability of a friendly and supportive school
environment, where the Roma assistant teachers were present, the children showed much
better results.

In one of my visits to India, I visited the Muslim neighborhood in the city of Hyderabad.
Approximately 1 million Urdu-speaking minority Muslims live in that district. I visited
two schools located approximately 200 m. from each other on the same street. The children
in both schools were with the same ethnic and socio-economic status, the teachers were
from the same community, with the same language, culture and religion. The first school
was a state school and the second was a private school. The children from the state school
showed low results in the state exams and the children from the private school always
achieved better results on the state exams. The two schools were absolutely the same by
interior design and access to facilities. The only differences between the two schools were
are the methods used by teachers in teaching the children. The state school used more
traditional teaching methods where the children do not enjoy much freedom. The private
school used more interactive and innovative methods of teaching and importantly, they
had assistant teachers in the class, and the children enjoyed much more freedom during
the educational process.

The method which we used in the ghetto-type school in Sofia, Bulgaria with Roma
children was non-traditional, innovative and interactive, using the children’s language
and culture as a motivating factor for learning. The presence of supportive additional
staff — importantly, from the same culture and religious background — in the classroom
also helped the children to see the school as a friendly and supportive space for studying
and learning. The study also shows that there is a need for a training program at university
level for ‘assistant teachers’ in Bulgaria. Some years ago such a program existed at the
University of Veliko Tarnovo, in Bulgaria, but because of political reasons the program
was closed down. This is, we would argue, a structural guarantee for the educational
success of Roma children. Additional research on such factors is necessary.
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KYJIbTYPHO-39KOJIOrMYECKASAA TEOPUSA U A3bIKOBOE
OBPA30BAHME LibIFAHCKUX OETEN

X. KiouykoB

Marpe6ypr-CreHnanbs YHUBEPCUTET IIPUKIIATHBIX HAyK
Bpaiiusiio wmpacce, 2, Maedebype, lepmanus, 39114

B cratbe npeacTaBiaeHbl pe3yabTaThl I3bIKOBOTO TecTUpoBaHus 70 LIbIFAaHCKUX AeTeil u3 bosra-
pUM — Y4eHMKOB | Kitacca, o0ydJaroImmnxcs B KpyImHelei 1biranckoit mKosie B Cohun, B OKpyre
®axkynraTa. 1151 TecTUpoBaHUs ucnob3oBaicst CioBapHblii TecT B KapTuHKax [Tubonu (Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test), ¢ TOMOIIBIO KOTOPOTO U3MEPSIIOCH SI3BIKOBOE ITOHMMAaHKE U IIPOAYLIMPO-
BaHME B Hayajie U KOHIIe y4eOHoro roga. Mexay nepBbIM U BTOPbIM TECTUPOBAHUEM U3MEHUJIUCH
METOJbI 00YYeHUST — B KJIacce MOSIBUIICS LIBITAHCKWI aCCUCTEHT YYMTEJIs, 3a1ada KOTOPOTro ObUIa B
HCIMOJb30BaHUM POJHOTO sI3bIKa KaK CpeicTBa KOMMYHUKAIIMU C YYeHUKaMU. Pe3yabraTsl MOBTOP-
HOTO TECTUPOBAHUS AeTel ObLIM HAMHOTO JIyJIlle TIePBOTO, YTO 00CYKIaeTcs B pyciie KyJIbTYpHO-
aHTPOMOJIOTUUYECKOI TeOpUU aMepruKaHCKOro antporoJjora Ixx. Oroy, paspaboraHHoii B 80-¢ IT.
XX B. 17151 cTaTUCTHYECKOIM 06pabOTKY ObLT MCTTOJ30BaH OMHOGMAKTOPHBIN IUCTIEPCUOHHBIN aHATN3
(ANOVA). CornacHo Teopuu Oroy, akaaeMudecKasi yCrelHOCTb IKOJIbHUKOB, OTHOCSIIIIUXCS K MEHb-
IMWHCTBAaM, 3HAYMTEJIBHO 3aBUCHUT OT COLIMATIbHBIX YCTAHOBOK OOIIECTBA W OT YPOBHS TPYIIIOBOM
noanaepkku. B craThe Takke KpaTKo pacCMaTpUBAIOTCSI MPUUYMHBI TOTO, MOYEMY MOMBITKU Jecerpe-
ralyy IBITAHCKUX IeTeH M MX MHTETpalluy B OOBIYHBIE IIIKOJIBI B Bojrapuy Bo MHOTOM OKa3auch
HeyTauHbIMU.
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Boarapusa
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