
   A  
SCHOOL
  THAT
FIGHTS    
 RACISMRoma and 

Slovakian(?) kids 
together in a 
classroom need to 
get more info

It’s outrageous that Roma kids  
        are denied an education in this country.  
Now one head teacher is fighting back

BY LISA FITTERMAN
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Jozef is part of a bold if still shaky 
experiment: at his primary school 
in the tidy middle-class village of 
!ari"ské Michal’any, about 400 kilo-
metres east of Bratislava, a court has 
ordered the integration of Roma and 
non-Roma students more accustomed 
to fighting than friendship.  

Until recently, Jozef and his fellow 
Roma students lived under a brand 
of apartheid, with separate classes, 
playgrounds and washrooms—insti-
tutional segregation, based on ethnic 
background and the professed beliefs 
that Roma students learn at a slower 
pace. Despite his cocky attitude, he 
is reluctant to talk about “before,” but 
crossing invisible lines was fraught 
with peril. Talk to a non-Roma stu-
dent and risk being made to feel less 
than human—a thief, an eater of dogs 
or a lazy, stupid Gypsy whose parents  
drink themselves into a stupor each 
month when they get their welfare 
cheque.

He looks at me with an apologetic 
grin and shrugs. “Now, it’s different, 
it’s better when we are together,” he 
says. “I still don’t like school so much 

but it’s better when we are friends.”
It’s a nice sentiment but Jozef is 

also savvy enough to know it’s going 
to take more than a few new friends to 
make a real difference. With little lo-
cal support to help enforce the court 
order, the immediate hope for him 
and his classmates lies with the odd 
teacher who is able to see through the 
stereotype, the school’s determined 
principal—and the kids themselves.

When it comes to racism against 
Roma in Europe, Slovakia is one of the 
worst offenders—a country of 5.5 mil-
lion that, outside major urban areas, 
features fairy tale castles and crum-
bling shantytowns that wouldn’t look 
out of place in Haiti. The recession 
hit hard here, especially in the east, 
where most of the country’s estimated 
500,000 Roma live. The majority eke 
out an existence on the margins, re-
buffed, avoided and abused, with 
poor diets, practically non-existent 
health or dental care and a life ex-
pectancy 15 years less than the na-
tional average. Their homes are built 
of sticks and mud. Some slums share 
one measly tap. Others have no run-

ning water, period.  Unemployment 
hovers around 80 per cent, much 
higher in some areas.

A cruel result is nothing less than 
state-sponsored racism—the insidi-
ous singling out of Roma children for 
classes that emphasize rote repeti-
tion and form their futures as failures. 
Many end up in schools for the men-
tally handicapped simply because 
there is no room for them elsewhere. 
And of those who do go to normal pri-
mary schools—kids like Jozef—only 
28 per cent make it to high school, 
compared to 95 per cent of non-Roma 
students. It’s a vicious cycle where, 
preoccupied with surviving from one 
day to the next, they cannot imagine 
life beyond their hovels.

Battling the racism is a hard chal-

lenge. The Roma are dirty, I’m told. 
Their children have head lice. Julio 
Marckovcé, an innkeeper in Pre"ov, a 
university town just south of !ari"ské 
Michal’any, notes: “They don’t work, 
each family has ten children and they 
just take money from the state.” Maria 
�echovi�ová, mother to a two-year-old 
with blonde pigtails, tells me she’d 
prefer there be no Roma at all in class 
with her daughter, once the little girl 
is old enough to go to school. “They 
don’t learn anything,” she says. “Some 
of them, the younger ones especially, 
also hurt our kids.”

THE PRIMARY SCHOOL in !ari"ské 
Michal’any is of Soviet vintage, two 
storeys of concrete and stucco painted 
yellow and orange. Enter and the first 

Getting info on whether 
or not this student in 

foreground is Jozef 

SLIGHT, WITH DARK HAIR gelled into spikes, black leather jacket and a 
mischievous grin, 15-year-old Jozef Raka" has the mien of a tough, 
streetwise know-it-all. But he is repeating Grade 7 for the third time—a 
Roma boy from a poverty-stricken settlement in eastern Slovakia who, 
like many before him, has never been interested in school. These days, 
though, Jozef has begun cautiously to apply himself. It’s as if math, 
English and history are attractive but exotic animals that may bite if he 
gets too close. Translation translation translation translation.



clothing and the occasional cigarette, 
he was picked by the village council 
as the man to usher in the new era. 
Then he was left to do the best he can 
with  406 students, more than half of 
whom come from a Roma slum in  Os-
trovany, a village about three kilome-
tres down the road with no school of 
its own. 

I walk into his office, a narrow room 
with little more than a desk, bookshelf 
and small meeting table, and ask if he 
ever saw himself as a standard bearer 
for change. Careful, he takes a few 
seconds to answer.

“Sometimes, it feels like I’m bash-
ing my head against a wall,” he finally 
says. “But I know the problems of the 
Roma people. I never saw myself as 
taking on a challenge that was stu-
pid and I can accept criticism of my 

thing you see is a mural that runs the 
length of the main hall, kids of all co-
lours holding hands and smiling. It’s a 
sunny piece of work, done by children 
for children—a message trying to be 
heard in a village of 3,000 people with 
opinions and fears that mirror the 
rest of the country. In January 2012, 
after a panel of three judges rejected 
the school’s appeal of the lower court 
order, parents and teachers attended 
a heated local meeting billed in the 
town newspaper as “Save Our School 
for Our Children!” Worried about 
grades, friction and all-out fights, par-
ents threatened to remove their sons 
and daughters.

And so Jaroslav Vala"tiak, a biol-
ogy teacher turned administrator, 
was hired as the new principal. Tall 
and thin with a propensity for black 

choices.”
He has found it hard to reconcile 

the decision of the court with the re-
ality of students who come from such 
different worlds. How can he place 
in non-Roma classrooms the two or 
three visibly pregnant Roma girls he 
invariably gets every year? And what 
can he do when half the Roma stu-
dents don’t even show up the day af-
ter welfare cheques are handed out? 

He asks the students to explain their 
absence. “My parents and grandpar-
ents were up all night,” is the usual 
glib answer. Unspoken is that there 
was lots of drinking and shouting and 
no one to care for younger siblings in 

the morning.
“Right now, I am still in that difficult 

place, the beginning,” Vala"tiak con-
tinues. “There is the court decision, 
which doesn’t specify the percentage 
of the mix of students in classes, and 
teachers who don’t want to change. 
Every six months, they suggest which 
students should be moved.”

Only a handful of Roma is trans-
ferred and they don’t tend to have the 
skill sets to stand up for themselves in 
in classes where independence and 
initiative are encouraged. Consider 

the case of a girl from  Ostrovany in 
a non-Roma Grade 5 civics class. 
Seated at a bare desk in the middle of 
the room, she was silent as the rest of 
the class worked at computers around 
her. It was as if she didn’t exist. 

“It was pity I didn’t film it,” recalls 
witness Alica Petrasová, an education 
professor at the University of Pre"ov. 
“In a meeting with the school’s teach-
ers afterwards, I asked why it had hap-
pened. I was told there aren’t enough 
computers for everyone. They don’t 
think they’re doing anything wrong!”

Of course, in the two years since 
Vala"tiak took on the job, there have 
been visible, positive and even con-

troversial changes. At the morning re-
cess, I venture into the halls and see 
Roma and non-Roma mingling, a sea 
of light and dark, shouting, laughing 
and jostling each other. “We’re just 
always together,” says blonde, deli-
cate Dominik Veslovsk# of his Roma 
friend, Matús Kova�-Pe"ta, both of 
them 13 years old.

Playgrounds are no longer segre-
gated and after school clubs, once a 
bastion for white children, are mixed. 
A ban has been lifted on Roma parents 
entering school grounds and there are 
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where food is scarce and the abject 
poverty is defined by a 2.2 meter-high, 
150-meter long concrete wall that 
keeps the misery penned in. 

Peter Kaleja, a Roma teaching aide 
from the community whom Vala"tiak 
hired in September 2012, takes me 
behind the wall. I see broken-down 
shacks along dusty, narrow roads that 
turn to mud in rain. Roofs are made 
of rusting tin. Smells mingle together: 
tobacco, rotting food, sweat, cheap 
cologne and soiled diapers. Stray 
dogs weave their way between the 
legs of toddlers. Kids toss a tattered 
soccer ball and play in the dirt next to 
a barbed wire gate. Babies are every-
where, held by their mothers, by their 
older sisters or propped up on make-
shift seats, but it’s oddly quiet, even 
lethargic. People move as if in slow 

ten new tables in the cafeteria which, 
when Vala"tiak started, was limited 
to non-Roma students. While they 
enjoyed a hot meal provided by the 
state, their Roma counterparts were 
banished outside to eat the sandwich 
they had been given upon their ar-
rival that morning. Now, at least there 
is enough room for Roma students up 
to Grade 5 to get a hot meal indoors, 
although older students are still kept 
outside. 

“The Roma are very openhearted 
people,” Vala"tiak says. “It’s absolutely 
necessary to work with their open 
heart and not segregate them. And 
we’ve started to teach the students 
about social and cultural habits, about 
how to eat.”

But then most of them go home, he 
continues, to the slum in  Ostrovany, 

motion.  Alcoholism is rampant. Un-
employment, resentment and a sense 
of powerlessness are the norm.

I hear complaints that social welfare 
is not enough to live on, never mind 
send children to school. Milan Kaleja, 
a skinny 50-year-old with a potbelly, 
thick moustache and training as a 
construction worker, has not had a 
real job since 1998. “People adver-
tise for workers but as soon as you go 
there, when they realize Roma, sud-
denly there’s no job.”

At one point, I am surrounded by 
kids fascinated by my tape recorder. 
“Don’t you have homework?” I ask. 
They grin and shrug. Marek Du$da, 
15, mischievous and tiny, says he’d 
rather not have to go to school, not 
with parents who sleep all the time.

Peter Kaleja, the teaching aide, a 
proud, slight, soft-spoken father of 
five, is visibly angry as he notes many 
of these children will be not be able 
to stand up for themselves because 
they aren’t taught how. “The problem 
starts right here at home,” he tells me, 
“where parents don’t understand the 
value of a good education.”

There is hope. Back at the school in 
!ari"ské Michal’any, many students 
are in the vanguard, willing to fight 
for what they think is right and stand 
up for their friends. I meet about 20 of 
them after school, kids from two com-
munities elbowing each other and 
grinning as we sit around a long table.  

Jozef, the 15-year-old in Grade 7, 
tells me that school is about mak-

ing an effort and joining in; once he 
decided to apply himself, “it sud-
denly wasn’t that hard.” And Monika 
Karni"ová, 15, a tall blonde who wants 
to become an actress, notes: “Every-
one deserves a chance. Skin color is 
not important. What counts is char-
acter.”

Then, to the tune of Abba’s “Mamma 
Mia,’ they perform Slovak and broken 
English versions of the school’s signa-
ture song. It’s hokey, heartfelt and a 
little bit off-key: 

“Give me your hand, show me 
you’re here,

You are my friend and you´ll 
always be

Let´s have fun when we stand 
together as one!”
Vala"tiak smiles. This is what he 

missed when he came to the school 
two years ago, Roma and non-Roma 
standing together, kids with dreams, 
aspirations and values that include 
the notions of equality and human 
rights. 

“The kids are alright,” he says. “It’s 
through them that change will 
come.”  
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