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1. Introduction  

Why a customised method for Roma and Sinti students (that’s to say is the current school 

system not sufficient?) 

 

This foreword aimed at teachers and school staff stems from a specific need, that is to 

support the policy of systematic schooling of Roma children in Europe. 

According to the EU the Roma, Sinti and Travellers are about 10/12 million and their various 

linguistic and cultural features divide them into strongly heterogeneous groups which makes 

it difficult to use a single approach to satisfy all different needs. For this reason, a set of 

strategies has been devised in order to tackle all issues concerning the environment - 

geographical, economic, social, cultural and legal- in which these groups live.  It is clear that 

we are talking about a group (or groups) still under strong discrimination and social exclusion, 

the majority of whose members live in conditions of extreme poverty. In Europe, this picture 

has urged the institutions to face multiple and mutually reinforcing problems, to solve which 

the Community Strategy aims to "promote the mainstreaming of the RST (Roma, Sinti and 

Travellers) question in all policies both at European and national level, particularly regarding 

education, employment, health and housing redevelopment and desegregation, in an 

integrated and sustainable approach in the medium to long-term and therefore not in 

accordance with a project-based approach in the short term" (Italian national strategy for the 

implementation of the Commission Notice no. 173 of 2011). 

In 2009, at the end of the meeting in Cordoba, 10 Common Basic Principles on Roma Inclusion 

were approved. The goal of the "10 principles" is to offer the institutions of the European 

Union and the Member States a set of guidelines for policies for the inclusion of the Roma 

people. Although from a legal point of view these "Principles" represent a non-binding 

political declaration, the Member States have committed to adopt them as the basis for 

future initiatives.  

The "10 fundamental principles" include: constructive, pragmatic and non-discriminatory 

policies; a targeted approach, explicit but not exclusive; an intercultural approach; general 
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integration; knowledge of these communities; disclosure of evidence-based policies; use of 

community tools; involvement of regional and local authorities; involvement of the civil 

society; active participation of the RST. 

The Common Basic Principles are to be applied both in the definition and implementation of 

policies to promote the full inclusion of the RST and in the definition and implementation of 

policies for the protection of fundamental rights in order to fight discrimination, poverty and 

social exclusion and conversely, support gender equality and ensure access to education, the 

right to housing, health, employment, social services, justice, sports and culture (also in the 

relationship between the EU and other countries). In 2009, the interaction between the 

European Commission and the Member States led to another important European initiative: 

the creation of the European Platform for Roma Inclusion, which met in Prague for the first 

time on April 24, under the presidency of the European Union (Czech Republic), the EU 

Presidencies of the previous semester and the following semester (Troika), experts of the 

member countries and international organizations such as the Council of Europe, the World 

Bank, UNDP and the OSCE and the representatives of Serbia. In Serbia, however, another 

project was launched between 2008 and 2009: the Decade for Roma Inclusion 2005-2015, 

open also to non-European countries.  

The European Commission has therefore noted that the socio-economic conditions of the 

Romani communities in Europe are significantly worse than the rest of the European 

population. The Roma community is composed mainly of young members: 37.5% are under 

15 compared with an average of 15.7% of the overall population of the EU. Only 42% of Roma 

children complete primary school compared to a European average of 97.5%. In the case of 

secondary education, the attendance is estimated only at 10%. According to the Commission 

"Member States should ensure that all Roma children, sedentary or not, have access to 

quality education and not be subject to discrimination or segregation." 

This framework is certainly not a comforting one to start a debate for the creation of actions 

to improve the relationship between the world of Roma children and their families and 

school. Setting aside mistrust and mutual prejudices between "Gypsies" and "gadjo" 

renovation could begin in primary schools intended as a place of learning where the child is 

the pivot around which the teaching and learning processes rotate, typical of the Montessori 

method and stemming from the experiences  of the rural schools of Villa Montesca and 
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Rovigliano which began at the beginning of the 20th century in Italy thanks to Alice Hallgarten.  

 

The aim of this work is to verify if it is viable to build a method to create an educational 

teaching  process to which concrete actions, using the Montessori approach for the education 

for Roma children and for the participation of their families, can be applied. This effort stems 

from the origins of the method and the history of the impact Maria Montessori’s encounter 

had with Alice Hallgarten Franchetti. 

Alice Hallgarten was a philanthropist who left her mark on and animated the world of 

European feminism of the early twentieth century. Born in New York from a family of bankers 

of German origin, she moved to Italy where she met and married the Baron Leopoldo 

Franchetti, known for his fierce battle in favour of modernization of agriculture and for his 

exploratory trips to the then just unified southern Italy, aimed at a modern economic 

evaluation of the state of the south of the country. 

 Alice Hallgarten met Maria Montessori in Rome at the Casa dei Bambini and was impressed 

by the many similarities with the work the teachers at Villa Montesca were carrying out with 

the children of the local farmers. She was struck by the possibility of a scientific nature of this 

approach which Maria Montessori was conducting as an experimental method. She then 

asked her to spend some time at Villa Montesca entrusting her with the training of the 

teachers. And it was Baron Leopoldo who prompted the writing and the publication of the 

Montessori method published for the first time in 1909 in Città di Castello. Thanks to the 

intuition of the Franchettis and their generosity, the publication, in which the educator 

collects and explains her observations and ideas, became "The Method of Scientific 

Pedagogy" published by "Scipione Lapi"  and dedicated to the barons. Moreover, the first 

international course on scientific pedagogy was held at Villa Montesca. 

The project MBS (My Beautiful School, a place where you can be happy) originates from the 

experience which the Montesca has acquired throughout the years and is funded by the 

Lifelong Learning Programme of the European Union, action KA1, by the Centro Studi Villa 

Montesca in collaboration with Roma Community Centre (LT) and the Association for 

Education and Sustainable Development (RO). 

Dealing with similarity and identity of assumptions is always risky. Times change and so do 
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prejudices. However, there are strong similarities between the Baron’s farm workers of the 

1900s and Roma children of today: low or irregular school attendance which in any case is 

considered irrelevant by their families. It may seem simplifying the issue but things are more 

or less this way. 

For a real change what is needed is an all inclusive policy: an holistic approach from both 

governments and communities especially when educational needs are defined as special 

needs and one of the teaching objectives is the customization of the Montessori/Hallgarten 

method which could facilitate the inclusion of children "de voyage" encouraging recovery of 

both their historical memory and identity. 

It should be stressed that the proposed model maintains a pedagogical pattern which derives 

from the structure of the Montessori approach, as it is applied daily in schools around the 

world. What has been done and experienced in Romanian, Italian and Lithuanian schools with 

Roma children is bringing up to date the teaching approach by personalizing courses to meet 

the special needs of the Roma students and their families. 

The experience of the rural schools of Montesca and Rovigliano is part of the history of 

education and that of teaching and in the case of Roma children particularly relevant. 

As Alice Hallgarten repeatedly expressed in her letters, the history of rural schools indicates 

also the need for schools to open to the world and to activate true inclusive dynamics 

alongside the changing relationships between the school system and the outside world, even 

when this is represented not only by a geographical location (physical or otherwise), but also 

by a vast and widespread linear relationship which today is called a "social network". Since 

the multidimensional culture of Roma children should not be considered as a mere problem 

of inclusion, Alice Hallgarten’s experience is of great help taking into account the means at 

her disposal and the times she was living in and how she was able to overcome the 

geographical isolation of her "little rural world " making the schools of  Montesca and 

Rovigliano an international crossroads for experimentation and ideas. Alice Hallgarten 

travelled extensively to understand how teaching was carried out in England, the United 

States, Belgium and in many other countries and this experience brought to the development 

of a specific teaching approach: everyday teaching is never a hard and obvious action, it is a 

social act whose content and perceptions change the very moment they are implemented. 

The meeting between Alice Hallgarten and Maria Montessori, whose legacy is an 
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extraordinary innovation of the pedagogical approach, still holds a valuable message. For 

Roma children and their families a learning environment is a social place more than a physical 

one where daily practice and careful observation should guide them towards autonomy and 

self-regulation. This would guarantee that through individual experience the settlement they 

live in is considered an extension of the school. Therefore, education should not be taken to 

their camps and homes but the “travellers” should, in time, acknowledge the school as their 

natural “property”. Moreover, for Roma children learning through a guided cooperation has a 

theoretical as well as a practical reason: the choice of cultural psychology to aim pedagogy 

towards the narration of their world. Roma culture needs a re-construction which can be 

achieved through the Montessori method. For this reason, the MBS project proposes the use 

of narrative and biography. 

A second area of impact is the development of a system of aid to writing and reading the 

language of the country of residence. Also in this case, the experience of the schools of Alice 

Hallgarten and Maria Montessori show that creative participation in learning the language 

which is often (although not always) different for Roma children supports the process of 

cooperative learning and provides interesting results. 

For Maria Montessori phonemes are literally  associated with sight and touch. In Montessori 

schools, children "touch" the letters cut out from paper or reproduced on wood. This tactile 

exercise allows to safely scan the movement necessary to reproduce the shape of the letters 

and provides a useful support to Roma children who develop from early childhood 

considerable practical intelligence and whose world and narrative context are often not 

accustomed to abstract -rhetoric relationship. 

This sensory and motor approach with visual and tactile images helps recovering manual 

practice, as we will discuss in a dedicated section. 

Family relationships are another essential element for the success of school and for the goals 

of schooling. 

A very important social element is that children should have a relationship and a daily 

attendance with children from other cultures. An element of cultural divide between the 

school system the social fabric of the Roma people which must be dealt with the involvement 

and consent of the families is the fact that parents, in some cases extremely young, will be 

required to agree that their children interact with teachers who do not belong to their 
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community. 
This should be an educational and cultural effort similar to those of the San Lorenzo and 

Rovigliano although the real difference is the distrust the Roma have for the gadjo based not 

only on social tension, but on a centuries-old cultural ambiguity which generated mutual 

prejudices. 

The school, as shown by the experience of this project, allows the Roma children to regain a 

physical and psychological environment in which to  fully live (as it should be) their childhood. 

Here play and discovery of new things and concepts are in harmony with the objectives and 

evaluation while the learning process develops through play and interaction with others. 

However, the unsolved problem is the need to guarantee the acquisition of rules and 

coexistence with the social system, which is the class, accepting the differences of others. For 

this reason, especially when parents are involved, school attendance becomes essential since 

it is not possible to be part of a social environment (such as the school) if one is not present 

more or less every day. This lack of attendance, repeatedly emphasized by the teachers, 

originates also from the fact that Roma children and their families consider school attendance 

in some cases as a trauma owing to the regularity in presence required by the system. It is 

hard, even for gadjo teachers, to accept that teaching can come to loggerheads with a very 

different culture  which is that of the camp and of transfer of knowledge within the family 

which is instinctively considered “inadequate” for the cultural growth of Roma children. 

However, efforts must be made starting from  a wider perception of the culture of "travellers" 

to believing that the school for Roma children can be a better place and that, to make this 

come true, doing well one’s work might not be enough to avoid what Bertold Brecht wrote: 

taking a wrong position for not having any other to take. 
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2. History, culture language, religion and symbols of the Roma: some hints 

2.1 The origin: India or Egypt? 

Most of the facts related to the history of Roma are disputable and unclear. Unlike scientists, 

historians try to restore the picture of the past on the basis of remaining documents, 

archaeological data, etc. For obvious reasons the written sources, related to Roma, are few in 

number and quite inaccurate; they are left by “the others” – Byzantine, Balkan, Ottoman and 

West-European chroniclers – and as a result the information provided is scarce and often 

doubtful. 

One of the few certain facts related to the origin and settlement of Roma in Europe is their 

Indian origin. For a long time it was thought that Roma come from Egypt – territory nearer 

and more familiar to Europeans than the distant and mysterious India. Moreover, the Roma 

themselves claimed to be descendants of Christians expelled from Egypt. As a result they got 

statute of martyrs for the faith, protected by means of honorary diplomas by the pope Martin 

V, the emperor Sigismund and many other West-European rulers and were benevolently 

accepted in Europe. (Fraser: 1992, 63 – 665) Remnant of this notion is how Roma were called 

in many languages– for example the popular word Gypsy in English language is derived from 

Egypt. Even nowadays some groups of Roma relate themselves with Egypt – for example the 

so-called Egyptions in Macedonia and Kosovo (a small number of them live also in the most 

south-western parts of Bulgaria), etc. The modern Greek name of Roma – Guphtoi – also 

refers to that notion. (Fraser: 1992, 48) 

The Indian origin of Roma was defined on the basis of linguistics, by means of parallels 

between the Roma language Romani and the ancient Indian holy language Sanskrit.  

In 1776 the Vienna newspaper “Wiener Anzeigen” published the notes of the Hungarian 

student Istvan Valyi from Komarno (todays Komarom, Hungary). While still studying in Leiden, 

he made acquaintance with three Hindy-Brahmana people, who spoke Sanskrit. It seemed to 

him that the words of this language resembled the words of Roma in his native town, so he 

wrote down about 1000 Sanskrit words. When he returned to Komarno, he read these words 

to the Roma living there and they guessed the meaning of almost half of them. This article 

made the linguist Heinrich Moritz Gotlieb Grellmann collect materials for Sanskrit and Roma 

languages and after working for two decades, he published his famous work “Die Zigeuner” in 

1783. As a result the hypothesis of the Indian origin of Roma is imposed as a major one. 
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(Marushiakova, Popov: 1993, 21 after Grellmann: 1787) Various theories in the scholarly 

literature give credit for the “discovery” of the Indian origin of Roma to different scholars 

(Hancock: 2007–2008) nevertheless this was a corner stone in the studies of Roma origin and 

history. 

At the same time, another hypothesis shared in the scholarly literature is the one that 

considers the Iranian highlands as Roma homeland. According to Alexey Pamporov it is the 

place where Roma are constituted as an ethnic entity with a common language network, 

similar social structure, and similar social and religious practices. Gradually, as a result of the 

historical processes going on at that time, Roma are pushed westward. (Pamporov: 2006, 16).  

 

2.2 The migration 

It is not clear when and why the Roma left India: most historians assume that this happened 

in 5th – 6th century AD and was related to the fall of the Gupta dynasty and the collisions in 

the Indian society. (Marushiakova, Popov: 1993, 23-24). The linguists tend to place the Roma 

exodus from India between the 5th and the 9th centuries on the bases of linguistic data for the 

formation of the Romani language (those who support the traditional Shah Nameh 

explanation)1 (Hancock: 2007-2008b) . However, more recent historical evidence places it 

earlier. The whole discussion and information on the various hypothesis is presented by Ian 

Hancock in his article “Romani Origins and Identity”(Hancock: 2007-2008b) In the article he 

explores the different theories about the reasons for the Roma migration from India. 

A less debated fact is that between the 9th and 11th centuries Roma already appear on the 

territory of the Byzantine empire (Marushiakova, Popov: 1993, 25 – 28). One of the 

hypothesis (defended mostly by Kenrick (Kenrick: 1977) and Fraser (Fraser: 1992) (and earlier 

by Hancock (Hancock: 1995, 25 - 51) accepted that when reaching the eastern borders of the 

Byzantine empire, the Roma groups divide into three streams and they set out respectively to 

the north, to Trans Caucasus (today’s Georgia and Armenia), to the south, to Syria, Palestine 

and North Africa, and the third stream – to Asia Minor, the Balkans and Europe. They were 

called respectively Lom, Dom and Rom or Lomavren, Domari and Romani (Hanckock: 2007-

                                                      
1 According to it Firdawsi in his Shah-nameh (Book of Kings) from the Persian national epic from the 11th 

century (1010) refers to a request made by Bahram Gur to the Indian King Shangul for musicians and 
entertainers: he asked for 10 000 Luri to play upon lute (Fraser: 1992, 33 – 36) 
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2008b). Furthermore, exploring the Domari group, Yaron Matras refers to earlier works by 

Hancock: “It has since been widely accepted (cf. Hancock 1988) that all three ethnonyms – 

Dom, Rom, Lom – are derived from the Indic ḍom, a caste name, although their origin in a 

low-caste of marginalised and stigmatised service-providers of various kinds has more 

recently been contested (Hancock 1998).”(Matras: 1999, 2) 

However, it is very probably that the Roma migration did not happen at once but consisted of 

several waves of people travelling westward (Hancock: 2007-2008b). 

 

2.3 Settling on the Balkans 

Due to the various names given to the Roma (by Byzantine and other historians) the exact 

date of the first information about the arrival of Roma on the Balkans is not clear. Taking into 

consideration that it is very probable that the earlier sources mentioning Atinganoi 

[ατιγγανοι] might refer not to the Roma but to the Paulicians2 we have to consider as more 

reliable the sources pointing to the presence of αζσινγανοι/Adsincani in the 11th century in 

Constantinople (Pamporov: 2006, 17 – 18). The same name– “Atsinganoi” can also be seen in 

earlier sources – for example the Chronography of Theophan the Confessor dating back to the 

beginning of the 9th century, but it is not clear whether the Atsinganoi mentioned in it are 

Roma. Roma (under the name "Atsinganoi") were described for sure in “The life of St George 

from Athon” (ХІ century);  

Roma remained on the Balkans for several centuries before moving to Western Europe. They 

brought crafts, worked in monasteries, and dealt with fortune-telling and incantations. They 

were called „Atsinganoi” – „untouchable” due to their practice of incantations, which was not 

accepted by the church. 

 

2.4 The Roma during the Ottoman Empire 

As mentioned above, the Roma remained on the Balkans for several centuries before leaving 

in large groups for Western Europe. This is the reason why many researchers call the Balkans 

"the second motherland of the Roma". Gradually they moved from a nomadic to a settled 

                                                      
2
 A dualistic Christian sect that originated in Armenia in the mid-7th century 
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way of life (the laws of the Ottoman Empire incited them to it). By means of tax relief, the 

Ottoman rule managed to convince large parts of the Roma population to convert to Islam 

and become Muslims. Muslim Roma did not pay the Haraç tax while Christian Roma had to 

pay (Marushiakova, Popov: 2000). 

“A Gypsy Muslim shall not live among Gypsy infidels. He shall live with Muslims. But if he 

continues to live among infidels, then he shall be taxed Haraç amounting to the same amount 

as from the infidels” 

Mehmed II Fatih’s book of laws for the populationin of the Rumeli vilayet (1475) 

As a rule Roma have earned their living by activities servicing the other population groups: 

they were blacksmiths, manufacturers of baskets, tools, etc. and thus  they got their names- 

Basket-makers, Burgudžii (blacksmiths), Drandari (musicians), etc. 

The centuries of living together with the other Balkan peoples, the  transition from 

Christianity to Islam and vice versa, as well as the necessary contacts with other population 

groups (due to the above mentioned way of living) had significant influence on Roma folklore. 

It intertwines Bulgarian-Slavonic and Turkish-Arab elements, which together with the "native 

Roma ones" form one colourful and inseparable entity. 

 

2.5 Migration of Roma in Europe and anti-gypsy policies in Central and Western European 

countries 

The big waves of Roma migration towards Central and Western Europe date back to the 

Ottoman invasion on the Balkans. Roma presence is documented in Western Europe as early 

as the 14th century but most commonly in the 15th century.  In order to easily cross borders, 

Roma coming from the Balkans often presented themselves as martyrs chased out of Egypt by 

the Muslim troops for being Christians. As a result they received charity (food, clothes, etc.) 

and documents allowing them free transition cross borders (Kenrick, Puxon: 2006, 13 – 15). 

The system of myths and stereotypes however is quickly built around Roma in Europe. The 

first pillar of stereotypes is the mystery around the Roma origin. They are strange people 

coming from nowhere. The strongest marker of their alienation however is the skin color. 

Being darker than the rest of the surrounding population creates a whole system of legends, 

myths and folklore tales. In the church philosophy, it was linked to the eternal fight between 
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light and darkness, between God and the Devil, between good and bad. Language is the other 

marker of alienation. Speaking a language which was different from most of the other 

languages which are based on Latin deepened the gap between Roma and the majority 

population. An additional factor is that in the 15th and 16th century Christian Europe was 

frightened and frustrated about the menace from the Ottoman Empire. As a result of this 

Roma were often perceived as spies sent by the Turks. Moreover, they did not fit into any of 

the well-established systems of religious and non-religious powers. Due to the fact that Roma 

have had their own religious systems based on (but not solely) the two traditional religious 

systems (Christianity and Islam), and sometimes being evena mixture of the two, a whole 

branch of folklore tales were developed in the different countries. These prejudices found 

their further projection in religious and secular practices. For example, the priests in 

Magdeburg were forbidden to baptise Gypsy children; in Albania Roma were always placed in 

the back of the mosque. In addition, the Church was not happy with some of the traditional 

Roma occupations like fortune telling which sometimes was more interesting and tempting 

for the humble laity than the church sermons. (Kenrick, Puxon: 2006, 16 – 23) 

The sophisticated system of stereotypes and prejudices against Roma is soon materialized in 

anti-Roma legislation changes. English and Swedish laws from the 16th century envisage death 

for a person for being of Gypsy origin. The first anti-Gypsy laws adopted in most of the 

European countries show quick expansion of this tendency” 

1482 – Brandenburg 

1484 – Spain 

1498 – Germany (Freiburg) 

1524 – the Netherlands 

1526 – Portugal 

1530 – England 

1536 – Denmark/Norway 

1539 – France 

1541 – Scotland 

1549 – Bohemia 



15 
 

1557 – Poland and Lithuania 

1637 - Sweden 

One of the aims of the wide range of anti-Gypsy laws was to deprive Roma of citizenship. This 

trend was shared even by the Nordic countries. In the 17th century Danish and Norwegian 

legislation envisaged confiscation of all vessels which shipped Gypsies to and from the two 

countries. The Danish deportation laws were active until 1849. Furthermore, as a result of the 

deportation laws in Portugal thousands of Gypsies were sent from Portugal to Brazil in the 

16th century. 

A new trend in the anti-Gypsy legislation was the laws adopted by Maria-Theresa aiming at 

full assimilation. In 1758 she issued a series of Decrees aiming at transforming Gypsies into 

the new Hungarians. Roma children were taken out of their families and “adopted” by 

Christian families in order to be “raised properly.” (Kenrick, Puxon: 2006, 43 – 54). 

 

2.6 Roma in Italy 

Romani in Italy are generally known as Zingari. People often use the term "Roma" (in Italian 

Rom), although the people prefer Romani (in Italian Romanì), which is little used. They are 

sometimes called "nomads," although many live in settled communities. 

 

2.7 Roma in Romania 

The first document stating the presence of Roma in Romania dates from October the 3rd 

1385, when the ruler Dan Vodă confirms the gift of 40 Gypsy slaves for the Vodiţă Monestery 

from the ruler Vladislav. (Alex. Ştefulescu: 1909, p. 167-171)3 

The first documents proving the presence of Roma in the region of Moldova, date from 

August 2nd 1414, when the ruler Alexandru cel Bun gives three villages with Roma 

communities to a nobleman called Toader Pitic. (M. Costăchescu: 1931, p. 103-105)4 

                                                      
3 Quoted from Mariana Sandu: Romii din România – Repere din istorie, Bucureşti, 2005,  - The book  was 

published as a result of the project: “Roma children want to learn” – project implemented by Roma Center for 
Social Interventions and Studies, Romani Criss in partnership with the Ministry of Education and Research and 
with the financing partner the representative of UNICEF in Romania, p.5 

4
 Quoted from Mariana Sandu: Romii din România  - Repere din istorie, Bucureşti, 2005, p.5 
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In the year of 1424, it was drafted in the constitution of King Sigismund of Hungary drafted in 

the constitution that Roma could have their own jurisdiction under the authority of a voivode. 

During this century the first information about the Gabor Roma appears. It seems that the 

name of this subgroup originates from the name of Bethlen Gábor (Gabriel), a Hungarian king, 

who was the first in this region to give rights to Roma. The first information about this 

subgroup dates from the year 1424 when the first dignitary as a “voievode of Gypsies” was 

established. In the year of 1588 The Dieta of Transylvania abolished the first Gypsy 

Principality, which meant that Roma were not obliged to pay taxes to their voivode any more. 

In 1595, in Moldova, Ştefan Răzvan reigned. He was a Roma rurel who faught along with 

Mihai Viteazul in the war against the Ottoman Empire. (N. Bălcescu: 1988)5 

Since the 14th century all Roma in Wallachia and Moldavia had the statute of slaves devided 

into three major categories: slaves of the Crown or the prince, slaves belonging to the 

monasteries, and slaves of the boyars. The slaves of the Crown brought a substencial income 

to the fisc thorugh the taxes they were obliged to pay. Generally speaking, their situation was 

better than that of slaves belonging either to monasteries or boyars’ estates although people 

often moved from one category to another. A separate category of slaves that existed in 

Moldavia were the “princes’s slaves”. These were Roma who were solely the possession of 

the wife of the prince.  

Slaves belonging to monasteries mostly originated from gifts made by the princes and the 

boyars. Gifts of slaves made by the boyars were more numerous than those made by the 

princes. The monasteries managed to possess a very large number of slaves, acquired via a 

number of paths. The number of slaves belonging to the monasteries also 

increased as a result of marriages between free people and Roma men or women belonging 

to the monastery. The rule was that these people, as well as their descendants, had to 

become slaves. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, enslavement as a result of 

marriage was a relatively common phenomenon.   

Regardless of these three categories the Roma slaves were divided into several other 

depending on their occupation, way of living, etc. The first category (and the most numerous 

one) was that of the vătraşi or household slaves (mainly possession of the monasteries and 

the boyars). They were occupied mainly with household work, agriculture, different crafts, 

                                                      
5
 Quoted from Mariana Sandu: Romii din România  - Repere din istorie, Bucureşti, 2005, p. 6 
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musicians, etc. Many of them weer assimilated: they had forgotten their mother tongue and 

could not be distinguished from Romanian peasants. The other category was the so-called 

lăieşi. The lăiesi belonging to private owners, like those belonging to the prince, wandered the 

country under the obligation to pay a sum of money to their masters. However, when the 

master needed them they were supposed to be available. Similar was the statute of the 

rudari/ aurari who were occupied with gold mining in the mountains. (Viorel Achim: 2004, 31 

– 34, Marushiakova, Popov: 2000, 99 - 103)   

In the region of Bucovina and Transylvania at the end of the 18th century, slavery had been 

abolished by Joseph II, but this decree was extremely difficult to apply, due to the fact that 

many of the noblemen owning slaves argued that  slavery was the best thing for Gypsies. 

(Viorel Achim: 1998)6 

The abolishment of Roma slavery in Romania was a social reform that lasted more than 20 

years. In 1839, the ban on marriage was broken, especially, for Romanian women, and in 

1844 it was prohibited to dissolve a marriage between a slave and a free man. In such cases, 

the slave became a free man through his marriage, and so he was forced to redeem himself 

by paying for his person to the master. If the slave did not own the amount asked for, he 

could ask for a loan from the ecclesiastical revenues. Children resulting from the marriage 

between free people and slaves were free. 

The first law that abolished slavery of Roma was adopted in Wallachia, on 22nd of March, 

1843. A few years later, on February 11th 1847, at the recommendation of the ruler Gheorghe 

Bibescu, a law was voted by which Roma slaves belonging to cathedrals, bishops, 

monasteries, churches or any other public settlements, were freed. The law did not provide 

for any compensation. In Moldova on January 31st 1844, a law was proposed by   the ruler 

Mihai Sturza and adopted, which freed Roma slaves belonging to churches and monasteries. 

The income from the taxes paid from the freed slaves was used to redeem other slaves who 

were sold by private individuals. On 14th of February 1844, a law was adopted through which 

the slaves owned by the state became free and gained the same rights as the other 

inhabitants of the country. (Viorel Achim: 1988, p. 85) 

Barbu Ştirbei, the new ruler of Wallachia, after the revoltuion in 1848, showed interest in the 

problem of Roma slavery. On the 22nd of October 1850, a decree was issued by the king 

                                                      
6
 quoted from Mariana Sandu: Romii din România  - Repere din istorie, Bucureşti, 2005 
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forbidding Roma families to be separated throughout sale or donation. This decree also 

prohibited the sale of Roma between private individuals. When the sale concerned from one 

up to three families the owner had to turn to the state, which bought them and immediately 

set them free. The following year, another decree was adopted, saying that the state could 

buy those slaves who were beaten by their masters. On February 20th 1865, the slavery of 

Roma by private individuals was abolished, and the owners received 10 golden coins as a 

compensation for each slave the set free. 

In Moldova, upon the request of ruler Girgore Alexandru Ghica, Petre Mavrogheni and Mihai 

Kogălniceanu drafted a Bill that abolished the slavery of the last Roma category, the privately 

owned slaves.  This bill was passed on December 22nd 1855 by the Public Divan of the 

Country. The owners would receive a compensation of 8 golden coins for every spoon maker 

and vătraşi and 4 golden coins for lăieşi. The slaves were set free but the state did not give 

any land to Roma nor the necessary tools to work the land, although legally they were 

assimilated peasants and paid taxes. In these conditions Roma were obliged to work on their 

former master’s land and so their lives did not change significantly. Due to the Alexandru Ioan 

Cuza’s agriculture reform in 1864 some Roma received land and became land owners. After 

the process of abolishing the slavery until the beginning of the 20th century, a demographic 

migration of small Roma groups can be seen, groups that left to Central and Western Europe 

and Russia. Significant Roma groups arrived in the Americas, Australia and South Africa. 

(Petcuţ: p.22-23) 

After the Great Union and the formation of the State of Romania, the size of the Roma 

population increased due to the large number of Roma living in Transylvania (where they 

were not slaves) and Basarabia. Nevertheless, in the 1930 Census only 1.5% of the population 

declared themselves Roma. In the year 1944 Ion Chelcea pointed out that the number of 

Roma living in Romania was 525 000. (Petcuţ: p. 23) 

Many of the traditional occupations were abandoned by the Roma as a result of the 

modernization process, so the practicing peddlers shifted to textile production.   

The interwar period was the beginning of the emancipation movement for Roma and the 

appearance of Roma individuals who were not ashamed of recognizing their Roma ethnicity. 

Socio-occupational organizations were set up, the most important one being the Association 

of Gypsies in Romania, founded in March 1933 in Bucharest by Popp-Şerboianu. Their goal 
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was to: improve literacy among the Roma; publish books on the history of Roma; establish a 

Roma University and National Roma Museum; establish workshops where Roma could work; 

settle all nomad Roma; and establish “county councils” and “councils of elders” to resolve the 

disputes between Roma individuals. (V. Achim: 1998, p. 128-129) G. A. Al-Lăzurică, Roma  

writer and poet, in collaborator with Şerboianu, left the Association and founded the General 

Union of the Roma in Romania. The Congress (on 8 October 1933) chose Lăzurică to the 

Management Committee and as President. The Honorary Chairman was the known musician, 

Grigoraş Dincu. 

 

2.8 Roma in Lithuania 

According to Vytautas Žilevičius (V. Toleikis, 2001, 9 p.) Roma came to Lithuania in the middle 

of the 15th century through Poland and Belarus. The large number of Polish and Belarusian 

words in Lithuanian Roma languages proves it. In 1501, Lithuania’s Grand Duke and the Polish 

King Alexander signed a privilege in Vilnius castle, which allowed Roma to move from one 

place to another freely and the right to be partly autonomous with a selected leader. 

Afterwards, efforts were made to make Roma settle down. They had to pay taxes, which were 

collected and managed by their leader up to the end of the 19th century.  

In 16th - 18th century in Europe, a unique phenomenon existed - the institution of Roma 

leaders. In the Lithuanian-Polish Union, they were selected by the king and the Grand Duke of 

Lithuania. The Roma leaders were the connection between the authorities and the 

community. A Polish historian L. Mroz has determined the names of 17 Romani leaders, who 

ruled between the 17th and 18th centuries. In Poland, the Roma people elected kings. In the 

Roma museum in Tarnov (Poland), one can see advertisements to participate in the election 

of the Roma king.  

Roma leaders were also community leaders, and were called the barons. The word “baron” 

originated from the Romani “baro” - big. The authority of a baron was never questioned, he 

always got the last word. As a consequence, Roma camps became more united and easier to 

manage.  

The word “Roma camp” is translated as “a group of Roma people, travelling together”. 

Usually, it was a big family, a couple of generations travelling together. After settling down, 
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the structure remained. In Eastern European countries, the status of a baron still exists. There 

are no barons in Lithuania, but sometimes wealthy and influential men, able to take on 

responsibilities, are called barons.  

In the 19th century, the nobles hired the Roma people to take care of the horses. When 

Lithuania was occupied by tzar-ruled Russia, most Roma people left the country. Those, who 

remained, worked in the fields, crafted items, especially metal ones, or sold horses. The 

women begged for money, or engaged in fortune-telling. In the 1970’s Roma people from 

Romania and Hungary came to Lithuania. The life of Rome people did not change much up 

until World War Two. The Roma started settling in the 1940‘s, in cities such as Kaunas, 

Panevėžys or Alytus. They bought or built houses, and their children went to elementary 

schools. All the Roma people have a Lithuanian nationality, a Lithuanian passport.  

 

2.9 Persecution of Roma in Europe 

The pursuit of Roma in Europe started in the beginning of the 16th century, but it reached its 

peak during the WW II (1939 - 1945) at the rule of Adolf Hitler. The history of suppression 

started much earlier and the idea of the pure Aryan race had a leading role in it.  Gradually a 

whole ideology developed for protection of the German race to avoid mixing with the other 

impure people. The German government undertook the first steps on this in 1933. In 1936 - 

1937 a special Research Institute for Racial Hygiene was created. Its director Robert Ritter 

proclaimed Roma to be "primitive creatures" with no individuality, history and culture. He 

recommended that they were prohibited (through different methods, including surgical) from 

creating progeny and in this way "the pure nation" would have been gradually cleaned from 

them. Moreover, the mixed marriages were forbidden. 

However, we should not be misled to think that the pursuit of Roma only took significantly 

place in Hitler’s policy. In the beginning of developing this policy, three groups of Roma were 

differentiated. The first one was of the "ethnically pure nomad Roma ". The attitude towards 

them was more positive and they were allowed a certain level of freedom. Nevertheless, the 

members of the Research Institute for Racial Hygiene accepted the historical fact that Roma 

come from India and thus could be considered as Aryans, but they claimed that along their 

way from India through Europe they had married representatives of other races and as a 

result they were "dirty, of mixed race". The second group was Roma of mixed origin. The 
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measures against them were particularly cruel. They were in no way allowed to have children, 

because the "contamination" of the German nation was not supposed to continue. The third 

group consisted of people of non-gypsy origin, but who led nomad life just like Roma. These 

people were proclaimed "anti-social" (persons who could not live normally in the society like 

the rest of the people). They were persons without permanent job or self-employed people. 

In this way even artists and musicians, who earned their living by moving from one place to 

another, were threatened.  

All who fell into the "Death camps", together with the Jews, were isolated and sent to 

specially created concentration camps. In 1942 over 10 000 Roma were transported to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau camp. Roma from the territories occupied by the Germans were also sent 

to the concentration camps accused of being spies of the countries they came from. During 

the period February 1943 – summer 1944 Roma from Germany, Austria, Bohemia and 

Moravia, the Netherlands, Belgium, north France, Poland, the Soviet Union, etc. were 

deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau camp. The conditions in the camps were beyond human. The 

people kept there looked like they were more dead than alive. They were subjected to 

hunger, epidemics and disease. Worse than that were only the gas chambers, where the 

Jewish and Roma prisoners were killed. Almost 19 300 Roma were killed in Auschwitz-

Birkenau camp, and only from 2nd till 3rd August 1944 at the threat of the coming Soviet 

soldiers, the Germans killed 2900 Roma in the gas chambers. 

According to data of different surveys between 250 000 and 500 000 Roma became victims of 

the Nazi genocide. This genocide is called Holocaust (in the Roma language - Porrajmos) and 

the memory of the victims is honoured on the international day of Roma – 8th April.  

During the WW II Bulgaria was the only European country, in which the Roma did not share 

this cruel fate,. After activating its policy against Roma the German Nazi government required 

from Bulgaria to surrender her Jews and Roma and to deport them to the "death camps". 

Despite the threat of occupation of the country by the Nazi Germany, tsar Boris III refused, 

saving in this way the lives of about 300 000 Roma and 50 000 Jews.  

As an ally of Germany Romania follows the Nazi policy towards Roma although not is the 

same straight forwarded manner. Nevertheless, thousands of Roma became victims of this 

policy. In 1941 – 42 around 25 000 Roma were transported from Bucharest to the region of 

Stalingrad where they had to dog tranches. Other Roma groups were transported to labour 
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camps. Although there was no big large-scope campaign against Romanian Roma (unlike the 

Roma in Hungary, Poland, etc) around 36 000 Roma became victims of the fascist regime of 

Antonescu (Kenrick, Puxton: 2006, 142 – 145) 

In Lithuania, the Roma was the group who suffered the holocaust most painfully. Over 500 

Roma people were killed, making it in fact every third person of Roma origin in the country. 

Roma were treated as the second class citizens. Over 1 000 Roma were taken after a 

temporary detention in Lithuania to the labour camps in Germany and occupied France. 

However, the majority of them after the end of the war returned to Lithuania, claiming it to 

be their homeland. 

The repressions against the Roma started strongest after the 1942 with the occupation of 

Lithuania by the III Reich with mass arrests and deportations, however, the first cases of 

killings were occurring during the first years of the war. Most Roma were killed in Pravieniskes 

labour camp (during one case around 50 mostly elderly people and children were shot for 

being not efficient in physical work tasks), other places of murders are Kirtimai, Kaunas and 

Paneriai. During Nazi occupation not less than 500 Roma were killed in Lithuania, in fact every 

third Lithuanian Roma.  

 

2.10   Roma in Europe 

In almost all Member States the number of Roma varies between official and expert data. The 

reasons for this phenomena are complex and we are not going to deal with them here. For 

the purposes of this manual we will use the statistic of the Council of Europe 

(http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/romatravellers/default_en.asp): 

 

(updated: 

14/09/2010) 

Total 

country 

population 

Official 

number 

Minimum 

estimate 

Maximum 

estimate 

Average 

estimate 

% of total 

population 

European 

countries 

(July 2009) (last census) (source in 

footnotes) 

(source in 

footnotes) 

(from 

average 

figure) 

Turkey 71 892 807 4 656 (1945) 500 000 5 000 000 2 750 000 3,83% 

Romania 

22 246 862 

535 140 

(2002) 

1 200 000 2 500 000 

1 850 000 8,32% 

Russian 

Federation 140 702 094 

182 617 

(2002) 

450 000 1 200 000 

825 000 0,59% 

Bulgaria 

7 262 675 

370 908 

(2001) 

700 000 800 000 

750 000 10,33% 

http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/romatravellers/default_en.asp


23 
 

Spain 46 157 822 No data 650 000 800 000 725 000 1,57% 

Hungary 

9 930 915 

190 046 

(2001) 

400 000 1 000 000 

700 000 7,05% 

Serbia (excl. 

Kosovo) 7 334 935 

108 193 

(2002) 

400 000 800 000 

600 000 8,18% 

Slovak 

Republic 5 455 407 

89 920 

(2001) 

400 000 600 000 

500 000 9,17% 

France 64 057 790 no data 300 000 500 000 400 000 0,62% 

Greece 10 722 816 no data 180 000 350 000 265 000 2,47% 

Ukraine 

45 994 287 

47 917 

(2001) 

120 000 400 000 

260 000 0,57% 

United 

Kingdom 60 943 912 

no data 150 000 300 000 

225 000 0,37% 

Czech 

Republic 10 220 911 

11 718 

(2001) 

150 000 250 000 

200 000 1,96% 

“The former 

Yugoslav 

Republic of 

Macedonia” 

2 061 315 
53 879 

(2002) 
135 500 260 000 197 750 9,59% 

Italy 59 619 290 no data 110 000 170 000 140 000 0,23% 

Albania 3 619 778 1261 (2001) 80 000 150 000 115 000 3,18% 

Moldova 

4 324 450 

12 280 

(2004) 

15 000 200 000 

107 500 2,49% 

Germany 82 400 996 no data 70 000 140 000 105 000 0,13% 

Portugal 10 676 910 no data 40 000 70 000 55 000 0,52% 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 4 590 310 

8 864 (1991) 40 000 60 000 

50 000 1,09% 

Sweden 9 276 509 no data 35 000 50 000 42 500 0,46% 

Belarus 9 685 768 no data 10 000 70 000 40 000 0,41% 

the 

Netherlands 16 645 313 

no data 32 000 48 000 

40 000 0,24% 

"Kosovo" 2 542 711 45 745 

(1991) 

25 000 50 000 

37 500 1,47% 

Poland 

38 500 696 

12 

731(2002) 

15 000 60 000 

37 500 0,10% 

Ireland 

4 156 119 

22 435 

(2006) 

32 000 43 000 

37 500 0,90% 

Croatia 4 491 543 9 463 (2001) 30 000 40 000 35 000 0,78% 

Switzerland 7 581 520 no data 25 000 35 000 30 000 0,40% 

Belgium 10 414 336 no data 20 000 40 000 30 000 0,29% 

Austria 8 205 533 no data 20 000 30 000 25 000 0,30% 

Montenegro 678 177 2 826 (2003) 15 000 25 000 20 000 2,95% 

European 

countries 

Total 

country 

population 

Official 

number 

Minimum 

estimate 

Maximum 

estimate 

Average 

estimate 

% of total 

population 

(updated: 

03/08/2009) 

(July 2009) (last census) (source in 

footnotes) 

(source in 

footnotes) 

(from 

average 

figure) 

Latvia 2 245 423 8 205 (2000) 13 000 16 000 14 500 0,65% 

Finland 5 244 749 no data 10 000 12 000 11 000 0,21% 

Norway 4 644 457 no data 4 500 15 700 10 100 0,22% 

Slovenia 2 007 711 3 246 (2002) 7 000 10 000 8 500 0,42% 

Denmark 5 484 723 no data 1 000 10 000 5 500 0,10% 

Lithuania 3 565 205 2 571 (2001) 2 000 4 000 3 000 0,08% 

Georgia 4 630 841 1 744 (1989) 2 000 2 500 2 250 0,05% 

Azerbaijan 8 177 717 no data 2 000 2 000 2 000 0,02% 



24 
 

Armenia 2 968 586 no data 2 000 2 000 2 000 0,07% 

Cyprus 792 604 560 (1960) 1 000 1 500 1 250 0,16% 

Estonia 1 307 605 584 (2009) 1 000 1 500 1 250 0,10% 

Luxembourg 486 006 no data 100 500 300 0,06% 

Andorra 72 413 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

Iceland 304 367 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

Liechtenstein 34 498 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

Malta 403 532 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

Monaco 32 796 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

San Marino 29 973 no data 0 0 0 0,00% 

Total in 

Europe 824 827 713   6 395 100 

16 118 

700 

11 256 

900 1,36% 

European 

Union area 
    4 359 100 7 456 500 5 907 800 1,18% 

Council of 

Europe area 
    6 360 100 

15 998 

700 

11 179 

400 1,37% 

 

Roma groups in the countries 
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2.11 Roma language 

Romani language is called Romanes. It has been a subject of research since the sixteenth 

century. The leading trend in linguistic studies is that the different Roma dialects in Europe 

although the diversity among them can be traced back to a common linguistic form 

originating from Northern India and related to Sanscrit. However, over the course of centuries 

of migration Romani languages was penetrated by the influence of other languages of the 

surrounding population Roma had been living with or passed by: Armenian, Persian, Greek, 

the Slavic languages, etc. (Pamporov: 2006; Liegeois: 1994, 41 – 44). One of the top priorities 

in the agenda of Romani language is the issue of standardization. A number of prominent 

Roma linguists work on this issue: Bernard Gilliat Smith, Ian Hacock, Yaron Matras, Victor 

Friedman, Marcel Courtiade and so on. According to some of the scholars the main reason for 

resistance against standardisation of Romani language is the concept that this process would 

deprive Romani language of its vivid expression, of the Romanipe and would be a threat for 

Roma identity (Pamporov: 2006, 67 – 69). 

The attempts for standardization of Romani language, for example, in Bulgaria are related 

with the name of Yashar Malikov who tried to use as a basis the dialect of the Yerlii group 

from Sofia and the region which was wide spread all over Bulgaria. This contradicts the 

attempts of Savcho Savchop et al. to impose as a basis the Yerlii dialect from Sliven and 

Eastern Bulgria in general. Both trends confront with a third one connected with the name of 

Hristo Kyucukov who binds the standardization with the Kaldarshi dialect (Pamporov: 2006, 

67 – 69) who although small in number in Bulgaria are rather numerous in Western and 

Central Europe and therefore, define the standardization trend in Western Europe.   

At the same time in many countries not all Roma speak Romani language. In Bulgaria, for 

example, there is a significant share of Roma who have Bulgarian, Turkish or Romanian as 

mother tongue.  

The Romani National Minority in Norway speaks Norwegian Romani, a language with mainly 

Scandinavian based grammar and Indian-based vocabulary.7 Due to the past assimilation 

politics in Norway, most Romani people in Norway speak Norwegian as their first language 

and Romani as the second language. It is mostly the aged people that speak Romani well. 

Many young people do not speak it fluently. (Utdanningsdirektoratet (the Directorate for 

                                                      
7
 http://nn.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romani_rakripa (downloaded 19.03.13) 

http://nn.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romani_rakripa
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Education): 2009) The Romani language in Norway came to Norway in 1860 with the freed 

slaves that travelled all over Europe. Romanés is mainly a spoken language. It has a rich 

tradition of stories and tales, but very few of these are put in writing. Language researchers 

have started developing a standardized written language. (Ruud, Cecile Cathrin: 2012) 

Portuguese Roma/Gypsy community uses Caló is an unwritten dialect. The Caló has been 

taught as a dialect spoken in the Iberian Peninsula, but has not had the recognition as a 

minority language either in the two countries or in the European Union,. It is deemed that 

about 10% of Portuguese Gypsies still speak Caló.  

 

2.12 Roma religion 

Nevertheless, one of the widely spread myths about the Roma is that they are not 

religious, or, in the best case, that their religiousness has only an external and commercial 

expression aimed at trouble less communicating with neighbouring ethnoi. This concept is 

shared also by some scholars as well: "Gypsies does not belong to any religion… They are 

Christians in a Christian milieu, Muslim in Turkey, and if there were a kingdom of Judea they 

would have been Jews." (Коgalnitchan 1840:27). "They change their religion changing their 

country. They are Christians on Christian territory, they are Muslim on Muslim territory, and 

they are Protestants among Protestants." (Popp-Serboianu 1930: 62). This conception, as 

Elena Marushiakova and Vesselin Popov point out, belongs not only to scholars, but it is 

widely accepted by the common representatives of the ethnoi on the territory of which Roma 

have settled. (Marushiakova, Popov 1993: 159-160). There are three reasons for this 

phenomenon.  

First, the incorrect conclusion that Roma are non-religious is drawn on the basis of the 

correct premise that Roma do not have their own (Romani) religion. It is a fact that along the 

long road from India towards Europe, Roma quickly lost the traditional Indian religion and 

accepted the religion of emperors and peoples they were in contact with. There is really no 

Romani religion in this stream of thought. But identity of an ethnos and religion has lost its 

actuality centuries ago, since the entering of the big monotheistic religions (Christianity and 

Islam) at least. 
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Second, the incorrect conclusion that Romani religiousness is ostentatious or a matter 

of no principle is drawn on the basis of the correct premise that Roma easily change the 

religion confessed by them and often combine Orthodox, Catholic, and Muslim elements in 

their festive and cult system. Two very important factors are left aside: on one hand, there 

not such big theological differences among Christianity and Islam (and especially between the 

branches of Christianity - Orthodoxy, Catholicism, and Protestantism), and on another, Roma 

have often belonged to the poorest layers of society. The strict theological layer in religion for 

the so-called populace had been incomprehensible and therefore, it had been limited only to 

basic dogmas (rather a point of a world-view than a matter of religion): whether to belief in 

one or many gods, how the world and man have been created and other like these. There are 

no significant differences there. Everything else has been a matter of tradition: it is hardly to 

believe that the common man was interested in the question whether the Son descends only 

from the Father or from the both, the Father and the Holy Ghost. This explains why some 

people painlessly change their religion under the pressure of different political conditions 

(especially those without their own state to institutionalize the tradition). It is enough just to 

mention the converting of Albanians and Bosnians to Islam, for instance. Another example is 

the wandering of Bulgaria between Orthodoxy and Catholicism at the beginning of the Second 

Bulgarian Kingdom. (Kolev: 2002) 

Due to the nomadic way of living and the often change of cultural and religious 

environment, Roma had also been inclined painlessly to covert from monotheistic religion to 

another and to combine elements of different religions in the rites and customs. But as 

pointed above, this by no means mean atheism. For a Romani man belonging to the populace 

it is more important to believe, than how he would do this or how he would call God. At the 

same time we have to underline that the easy conversion from one religion to another and 

combining elements form different religions is not a typical characteristic of all Romani 

groups. It is rather popular among some Bulgarian Roma groups like the so-called Yerlii, but it 

is quite an exception among the other two big groups of Roma in Bulgaria: Rudari and 

especially Kaldarashi, who are devoted Orthodox Christians. (Kolev: 2002) 

Third, a common mistake is to identify religiousness with religion. The two terms are 

not identical at all. Religiousness includes several cultural practices for treating the 

supernatural and religion is just one of them. A number of other practices (like fortune-
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telling) exist in parallel with religion. They are related to religiousness but they are not part of 

religion (they often come into contradiction with some of its dogmas; they are often denied 

by religion). These "parallel practices" have often played an important role among Roma. 

Their role is even more important than in any other ethnoi. It can be said that to some extent 

they deprive the most important practice, religion, of part of its "territory", especially when 

we are talking about its abstract dogmas. In this way they enhance the easier change of a 

monotheistic religion with another one. (Kolev: 2002) 

The three reasons given above can be united into one: the not-knowing of Roma culture 

by non-Romani leads to the wrong conclusion about its absence.  

On the basis of all said above we can outline the major characteristics of Romani 

religiousness, as far as it is directly concerned and reflected by the festive system of Roma. 

1. Roma believe in God. The presence of a term for God, O'Devel or Devla in Romanes, 

the Romani language, is in favour of this statement. The private, almost intimate addressing 

towards God, without the mediating role of the priests, is very familiar to Romani spirituality. 

This is symbolized by the address "Shukar Devla" (literally "Sweet God, Beautiful God") that 

can be very often found in the songs of Drandari, for example. The veneration of God is also 

expressed by the address "Bareyra Devla" ("Great God"). 

Another proof got the deeply rooted belief in God is the fact that he is present in one 

big part of Romani tales. He is the major personage in some of them.  

2. The earthly character of Romani religiousness is another typical feature. There is 

limited (or almost no) interest towards God’s heavenly being. None of the Romani tales, 

legends and songs deals entirely with God’s heavenly being. As pointed above, these 

questions are left aside by the poor and non-educated mortal to whom Roma belong. 

Another thing is more important for them: God is the instance that is the final judge and 

guaranty for truth and justice; he interferes human deeds only to help people in trouble. 

It is not by accident that the vow made by those who are accused by the meshere 

(Roma court – Kris Romani) is a vow in front of God: a man could lie to another man, but he 

could never lie to God. The vow not to steal made by a whole village sometimes is also a vow 

made in front of God. God is present in man’s life and namely this presence (not the 

transcendental life of God) is important for Romani people.   
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This is one of the reasons why God behaves in a “Christian way” in the folklor of Muslim 

Roma (Horohane-Roma). They themselves celebrate not only the Islamic feasts (Bairams), but 

the Christian feasts, as well.   

The fact that most of the Roma do not believe in the after life or do not pay much 

attention to it (See: Marushiakova, Popov 1993) is another expression of the earthly character 

of Romani religiousness. 

3. Another peculiarity closely connected with the earthly characteristic of Romani 

religiousness is successfully called “Romani religious syncretism” by Elena Marushiakova and 

Vesselin Popov (Marushiakova, Popov 1993: 162). The term covers the tendency mentioned 

several times above to combine elements of Christian and Islamic religion, of Orthodoxy and 

Catholicism, as well as to convert from one religion to another (for some Roma in Bulgarian 

these conversions are so often that it is already difficult to define whether they are Horohane-

Roma or Dassikane-Roma). 

This result is not only due to the historical conditions, because they are just one of the 

reasons, the direct one. The ability of the basic characteristics of Romani religiousness to 

function both, under Christian and under Muslim “roof” is another important reason. Both, 

the Christian Romani man and the Muslim Romani man call God more frequently Devla than 

Jesus, Jehovah, or Allah. For both of them God is the one who helps, who administers justice 

and punishes. The trinity, the dualistic nature of Jesus Christ and a number of other abstract 

theological disputes are too far away from the mind of the common Romani man.  

In fact religious syncretism is not typical only for Roma. One significant part of Latin-American 

Indians still adore their pre-Columbian gods, and nevertheless define themselves as devoted 

Catholics. Moreover, there are hundreds of books written about syncretism between 

Shantoism, Buddhism, and Christianity in the life of the Japanese.  

 

2.13 Roma symbols 

The first world Roma congress of the organization Romani Union 

started on 8th April 1971 in London. It is then when a flag, anthem and 

world’s day of Roma have been accepted. That is the day of the 

beginning of the Congress. It was accepted that on this day the 
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memory of all Roma, who died during the Holocaust, would be honoured. The Roma anthem 

is the popular song “Gelem, gelem” (I have wandered, I have wandered), written by the 

Serbian Žarko Jovanovid. The Roma flag is a red wheel with 16 spokes on blue and green 

background. The 16-spoke wheel in ancient India was called chakra. It is present on the Roma 

flag to remind of the Indian origin of the Roma and the long way, which they have travelled 

from India to Europe. The blue and green stripes symbolize the sky and grass, as well as the 

free nomad life of the Roma in the past. 

 

3. Maria and Alice: a meeting that changed the word of the school 

Maria Montessori and Alice Hallgarten Franchetti are two figures of great historical 

importance. Almost the same age (the first born in Chiaravalle in 1870 and the second born in 

New York in 1874) they were a novelty feature in the world of research and in the "new" idea 

of education which still stands today. With these two extraordinary women the nineteenth-

century concept of one-directional education, common and accepted until almost to the end 

of the last century, expires and a new cooperative and creative relationship between teacher 

and learner begins. 

This revolution shaped the so called Montessori method, still widely used in schools 

worldwide. But while we know everything about Maria Montessori, her fame being universal, 

the history of her meeting with Alice Hallgarten and that of the rural schools of Montesca and 

Rovigliano is known only to a few scholars and to those interested in education. 

Alice moved to Italy with her family where she met and married Leopoldo Franchetti. She is 

not a scientist. She does not have a specific scientific background as Maria Montessori; 

however, she is a woman "de voyage" who travels the world and is passionate about the 

education of farm workers’ children destined to work in the fields and not attend school and 

will fight all her short life to offer them a future and moreover an education. 

Maria Montessori instead read Natural Sciences at the Faculty of Mathematical, Physical and 

Natural Sciences of the University of Rome obtaining a diploma in 1892. Then in 1893 her 

fortune takes an even better turn and manages to enrol in the third year of medical school. 

She graduated in 1896 with a thesis on "Clinical contribution to the study of hallucinations in 

an antagonistic content ". In 1897 while in Rome, she worked with Giuseppe Montesano at 
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the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Rome.  

Alice Hallgarten was an avant-garde feminist. Her feminism enabled her to be in close contact 

with Aurelia Josz, founder of the Agricultural Niguarda vocational school in Milan, with the 

German progressive and feminist Malwida von Meysenburg, lover of Friedrich Wilhelm 

August Froebel’s work whose ideas will struck a chord in the Baroness’ sensitivity and with 

Felicitas Büchner, thanks to whom in 1909 she began a pioneering Educational course for the 

practical life of women at Villa Montesca8. In 1908 she founded a cooperative to offer women 

professional opportunities: the establishment of Tela Umbra, a workshop and small weaving 

factory, a real social enterprise before its time. The social role of women was also a theme 

dear to Maria Montessori. After graduating in medicine, she participated in the International 

Congress of Women, held in Berlin (September 1904) speaking about the issue of women's 

work and how they were exploited and underpaid. 

Maria Montessori developed a strong interest for research on the recovery of children with 

learning problems or with mental disabilities. She also studied the works of the French 

physicians Philippe Pinel, Jean Marc Itard and Edouard Séguin, first to study specific methods 

for the education of the mentally handicapped and visited also the Bicêtre Hospital. 

During a visit to London she became ever more interested in Seguin’s treatment of mentally 

impaired children and in Itard’s method of observation which to her was the beginning of true 

scientific pedagogy.  

She realizes that the problem with mentally impaired children is both medical and social, 

perhaps moreover educational. Their symptoms reveal the presence of a state of insufficiency 

of their psychic development. 

Towards the end of the 1800s there was a strong debate on the true educational function of 

social pedagogy and the social role of schools. For Maria Montessori it was clear that children 

who presented degenerative features needed a "special" education. She also stressed the 

need for a specific programme for the preparation and psychological training of teachers. Her 

intervention during the Congress in Turin started the "pedagogical way" for the support of 

children and became a real "social issue." After the Pedagogical Congress of Turin she began 

holding conferences on the education of mentally impaired children for women teachers in 

                                                      
8
 A. Scocchera, Maria Montessori: una biografia intellettuale; cfr. Opera Nazionale Montessori, 

Maria Montessori: il pensiero il metodo, vol. I, (Te) Lisciani & Giunti Editori 1993 
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Rome. These first courses become the Scuola Magistrale Ortofrenica which she personally 

runs from 1900 to 1901. 

Alice Hallgarten instead had an intuition that derived from her practical experience and from 

that as a philanthropist carried out in the slums of New York with her uncle Charles, an 

American banker animated by a strong social drive. She noticed that the children of farmers 

did not go to school and that their parents, on the contrary, didn’t seem worried about it. The 

farm workers’ parents were convinced that their children needed a practical education, and 

this was given by an extended family directly from the parental network. 

While in London she learnt about Lucy Latter’s experimentations, who developed a new 

approach to teaching based on the observation of nature and on gardening. But most of all 

she came into contact with activism and with the New School created in 1889 by Cecil Reddie 

in Abbotsholme, Derbyshire, a school created for the new middle class with an emphasis on 

language and scientific education without neglecting manual labour, the outdoors, travel and 

knowledge of the world9. 

In full agreement with the positivistic vision of her husband Leopoldo, Alice Hallgarten 

believed that the school should be an instrument for professionalization of future farmers. He 

does not hesitate, therefore, to grant his wife the funds and the use of their own residence to 

establish a new school in Italy at Villa Montesca in Città di Castello in 1902. 

During the First International Congress on new education, held in Calais in 1921, Alice 

Hallgarten was already dead, but the approved guidelines show also her principles which are 

the foundation of the active school: 

- expression of the vital energy of the child; respect of individuality; spontaneous 

expression of interests and direct experience; attention to the stages of development; 

cooperative attitude; coeducation; - education of both man and citizen. 

   The first Montessori school opens on January 6, 1907 in Via dei Marsi, 58 in Rome. 

Maria Montessori’s experiences carried out in the Casa dei bambini were collected in a 

volume titled The Montessori Method: Scientific Pedagogy as Applied to Child Education in the 

Children's Houses, published in Città di Castello. After its publication, Villa Montesca held the 

                                                      
9
 Searby, Peter History of Education, The New School and the New Life: Cecil Reddie (1858-1932) 

and the Early Years of Abbotsholme School, 1898 
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first Course in Scientific Pedagogy. Both these events sign the beginning of a widespread 

knowledge of the Montessori method. It was a remarkable success overseas with an increase 

in reprints in 1912. Moreover, the number of visits to the Casa dei bambini provided an 

important contribution to the dissemination of Maria Montessori’s ideas. In 1912 The 

Montessori American Committee was founded in New York and in London the Montessori 

Society for the United Kingdom10. 

 

4. The Montessori method and the reason for its implementation for the education of Roma 

children 

This chapter summarizes the basic ideas underlying Maria Montessori’s pedagogic approach 

and practice in the Rural Schools. In reality, the teaching in rural schools was never identified 

in the Method and the ideas of the Baroness are now often unconsciously part of modern 

schooling. Today we would describe it as a "viral" spread. 

Nazareno Padellaro writes a few years before the Gentile reform became law (1923): at the 

end of 1910 the educational model of the Montesca school was a symbol of the Italian school 

system and of the national debate on pedagogy. All this changed with the Riforma Gentile. 

Alice Hallgarten’s school was one of the sources of inspiration that led Giuseppe Lombardo 

Radice towards the preparation of new programs for the elementary school in 192311 since it 

had become a pattern of reference in a debate attended by educators, school inspectors and 

teachers, to the point that one of her teaching aids, the so-called "Montesca Calendar" was 

soon used as a tool to record the new learning "portfolio" of students12. 

A modern tool, but certainly not part of a method, which although still strongly influencing 

the teaching process became diluted in the new ideas and was no longer recognizable. 

For Alice Hallgarten it was important that the school be the educational centre recognised 

and recognisable even by parents. For the first time it was not meant only as a physical place, 

but as a learning environment and this idea would be widely accepted and developed by 
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 Giuseppe Lombardo Radice, Lezioni di Didattica e ricordi di esperienza magistrale, S.A. Edizioni 

Remo Sandron, Firenze, 1946 
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 Nazareno Padellaro, Maritain, la filosofia contro le filosofie, Società Editrice "La Scuola", Brescia 
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Maria Montessori in the The absorbent mind (1952): "Who proposes to help the psychic 

development of the child, must begin from considering that the absorbent mind of the child 

focuses on the environment, and, especially at the beginning of life, he/she must take special 

precautions to ensure that the environment provides interest and attractions and the 

absorbent must feed on them for its construction"13. 

 

Between the child and what surrounds him/her there is a very strong and decisive 

relationship: the environment, always considered as a physical place but also as mental and 

conceptual space, develops a process of adaptation: the child seizes the language, the 

expressions and the impressions from the environment which become an integral part of 

his/her psyche. This process which Maria Montessori calls "absorption" of the environment 

from the child is a circular process, but: the learning environment is created by the 

cooperative effort of the class and the teacher. It becomes therefore "property" of the class, 

and "absorbed" in the sense of inclusion. Moreover, the cultures which are embedded in 

contexts of strong prejudice, such as the Roma, can be part of this inclusive element, of this 

absorption. Since in this effort of appropriation, in the sense of "to own", prejudice does not 

disappear. It is a process that must be monitored and supported by the adults. 

In modern schools absorption is processed by the communication system and by 

technology. This is a result Maria Montessori could not foresee. However, the "social" 

environment which develops in 2.0 schools, not intended as schools identified by the 

government programs for technological development, but identified by the natural 

connection mode which children have with the world, will be part of that context that 

generates the process of absorption and will be one of the ways in which the absorbent mind 

also operates at an unconscious level. Even Roma children come into this context, while 

taking into account the observation of those who worry that technology is a further element 

of distance between Roma and gadjo. This does nothing but emphasize the cooperative role 

of the school and the support from the social network, without which the processes of 

inclusion are not possible. 
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 M. Montessori, La mente del bambino,  Milano, Garzanti 1987, pag 100 
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5. Where do I come from, who am I: the intelligence of the child in the Rural Schools and in 

the Method 

 In her letters to Maria Marchetti Pasqui director of the school, Alice Hallgarten 

emphasized that such children should not be left at the mercy of a passive environment14. 

Moreover, Maria Montessori said, well before Jerome Bruner and cultural psychology, that 

the mind of the child is not an object, an empty "jar" to be filled with things that are pleasing 

to adults. The child's encounter with objects and with concepts generates a process of change 

both in his/her mind and in the world. Maria Montessori believed that the development of 

the process of absorption of the environment occurs up to six years of age, in which both 

spontaneous and sensory activities are very important. The main problem faced by the 

teachers in Villa Montesca was the difficulty that children had when facing an abstract and 

conceptual reality: their world is made up of practical and concrete connections and of 

observation. Therefore, their main concern was how to avoid losing the sensory dimension 

and not diminishing it with theoretical learning. From a practical point of view, children need 

to learn to write and to read, they must also learn to "do their sums", but their instinctive 

force, as Maria Montessori would say, becomes intentional only if it is prompted by willpower 

and desire. 

The five senses become a sort of guide for the development of intelligence and 

manual skills are essential in this process. There is a relationship between this process of 

development of manual skills and language learning “... when the child utters a word, it is 

done so because it has been learnt through hearing it, and it is stored in the child’s memory. 

But the child uses it according to the need of the moment". In order to define the relationship 

with the "forest" of symbols, Rural schools use drawing and conversation. 

The representation of creative and manual concepts expressed by free drawing 

guarantees that the rhythms and psychic needs of children are supported in a comfortable 

environment, a place where "you can be happy". Maria Montessori says so to the teachers at 

Villa Montesca and thus in one sentence she destroys and shatters the figure of the old 

fashioned eighteenth-century teacher "if adults really want to help children they should adapt 

to their rhythms and their ways of expressing themselves." The school is made by children 
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and for children: and should adapt itself to them not the other way around.  

But even in the broadest sense possible the school is the social learning 

"environment" and it cannot be replaced by other expedients or alternative methods 

attractive as they may be.  

This concept involves also the debate on schools in the Roma camps, where access 

to education of both children and adults supposedly occurs in a natural and protected 

environment. Maria Montessori and Alice Hallgarten believed that this idea was wrong since 

if the school is a social environment it is obvious that it must belong to everyone who is part 

of the social network. For this reason, there is no alternative or shortcut: the school is the 

school, period. 

On the subject of imitation and naturalness of the efforts that the child employs to 

get in touch with the world, there is also the question of the relationship between Roma 

children and the gadjo schools. Maria Montessori said that what the "grown-ups" do is an 

encouraging stimulus to do the same: if the child sees the adult do a certain thing or react to a 

certain situation he/she will tend to imitate. What happens then if the world of adults, gadjo 

teachers and Roma parents enters into a cultural conflict? 

This issue cannot be solved simply by using multicultural debates: we would make 

over the top statements to which there would be no follow-up and the good will expressed 

would certainly not stop prejudices. 

Maria Montessori offers her personal insight: children need a special environment 

within which the dynamics of cooperative learning are so free that the issue of cultural 

diversity is solved with the natural tendency of children not to see the world as told by adults, 

at least until the latter do not stage a "fall from Eden" by passing on all their prejudices. 

  The use of manual skills, for instance, helps the Roma children just as much it 

helped the farm workers’ children since “the child who uses his/her own hands has a stringer 

character”15. 

Maria Montessori also maintained that: “movement is not only an expression of 

one’s Self but an indispensable factor for building a con science since it is the only tangible 

means that puts the Self in a well defined relationship with the external reality. Therefore, 
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movement is an essential feature for the building of intelligence which feeds on and lives by 

the knowledge received from the external environment”16.  

 Therefore, even if according to Maria Montessori, the family environment is “a 

mass of obstacles through which the child develops his/her defences, and is also a mass of 

deformed adjustments in which he/she becomes the victim of conditioning”17 the school 

cannot create anything but a place where through autonomy the child can feel free to express 

him/herself. This can only be achieved if we work on the environment: minimising the 

number of obstacles and offering ways for the child to express him/herself. 

The experimentation was carried out at Villa Montesca and at La Casa dei Bambini: 

give the children a place where knowledge can be achieved in full freedom. 

A practical consequence was that starting from the Montesca Calendar, the world of 

teaching Italian first followed by English and German acknowledged the need to create 

specific teaching materials focusing mainly on drawing and observation. The teachers at Villa 

Montesca carried out a complex activity of weather observation asking the children to 

observe the sky and describe it in their drawings. Also gardening and general care were some 

of the activities. Local craftsmen were invited to create a series of objects for the boys (i.e. 

child-size agricultural implements) and for girls (a small toy loom, still functioning). While at 

Villa Montesca Maria Montessori, noted that at the Casa dei Bambini the children preferred 

other more interesting items to toys18. 

Stimulated by Maria Montessori, the farmers’ children were left free to roam 

around the classroom and explore this new environment. Therefore, the transition from 

"non-school" to proper school became more natural. 

She also states that children get hold of a cultural dimension very early in life and 

this acquisition is the result of their spontaneous activity which identifies a very creative 

process of sensitivity towards the environment. 

This process of cultural acquisition, according to the observations made at the Casa 

dei Bambini and at the schools of Montesca and Rovigliano, contradicts many ideas on the 

nature of learning by the child. 
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Children relate with objects in order to gain experience but for them very important 

is also their use. This discovery arouses interest and when children work with interest, 

repeating the action over and over again, even when they can do it correctly, this relationship 

with objects is, as Maria Montessori says: “proof that the external intention is only a stimulus. 

Since the real purpose comes from an inner drive and the connection becomes formative, 

that is, by repeating the exercise children establish coordination of movements”. 

 The action of copying is very important for Maria Montessori and it is a natural way 

with which Roma children learn historically emulating adults, usually part of an enlarged 

family or placed in a recognizable hierarchy. 

 Gadjo children have a different relationship with the teacher; they recognize the 

knowledge but live it in a different social relationship, because they have been "left in trust"   

to them by their parents. 

Therefore, the main issue remains the learning environment which should stimulate 

the activity of the child, an environment suitable for supporting in choosing the task that best 

suits his/her perceptions and away from the constant supervision of an adult. 

Here lies another point that sounds like criticism against the adoption of the 

Montessori method for the education of Roma children. The method is in fact believed to be 

unable to provide an adequate environment for children who are already "under observation" 

for the fact that they do not accept the rules of the Gadjo19.  

It is very clear that "independence" does not mean freedom to do what they want. 

It is a discipline based on shared values and understanding of the rules. Therefore, for some it 

is a too slow cultural process. For example, at the Montesca Schools Alice Hallgarten is 

adamant about the rules of hygiene, but the teachers do not impose them. Who does not 

arrive at school thoroughly clean cannot attend, but has to go to “extra” hygiene lessons. 

Maria Montessori insists on teaching respect and the proper way to use school 

materials: "items should be used according to the purpose for which they were built, which 

leads to order; they should also be used properly, which leads to coordination of 

movements”. 
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Order and respect for the school materials support the growth process of 

concentration and the ability to problem solving. 

The teacher-child relationship is different in these schools: the teacher does not 

have to praise, punish or correct errors as maintained later also by Mario Lodi and by Don 

Milani, according to whom the relationship is extremely active and continuous. 

The teacher must help children gain their independence; learn to do things without 

the help of an adult both in learning and in everyday life. In The discovery of the child (1950) 

Maria Montessori says that "The man who acts autonomously, who gains his strength from 

his actions, who builds his personality, increases his faculties and is perfected.20" 

For Maria Montessori a teacher’s satisfaction is to see that the children are working 

on their own and thus acquiring a greater degree of autonomy. 

The teacher's role is to mediate between the school materials and the child: also in 

these representation activities, a child is shown how to solve problems independently. We 

know that Maria Montessori will change the term teacher into that of director. 

In her development of the theory of sensory material Maria Montessori draws on 

Itard and Séguin and their experience with mentally impaired children. 

The transition from this sensory approach to writing and reading becomes natural: 

as a bridge between the physical effort of making already prepared letters and the practice of 

free conversation with the same freedom to ask questions, which is a strong feature in the 

School of Alice Hallgarten. But the conversation is the premise: word activates a spontaneous 

process. Problem solving through the use of the materials becomes building letters and 

deciphering them. 

The use of practice and manual sensory exercises while developing the sensitivity of 

the fingers, prepares to writing. 

The reluctance of Maria Montessori against the widespread practice of starting to 

write by designing rods is well known. She knew the effort the child made to turn the rods 

into words and understood that before doing a task the children should be helped through 

the preparation of sensorial material. 
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This preparation is achieved through education of the senses, through which 

children are provided the means for a further intellectual development. 

  The task of education expressed by Maria Montessori during the First Italian Pedagogical 

Congress held in 1898 indicates the path of how to change the teaching process. 

By removing the historically antiquated concepts which governed education and its 

methods "what you see is the child", his/her soul "which unfettered, acts according to its 

nature"; from this moment "the qualities just glimpsed of the child, simply belong to life" and, 

therefore, are not the result of "a teaching method”. 

Alice Hallgarten and Maria Montessori could see the child and we should strive to 

do the same. The very idea behind the process of teaching Roma children is not seeing their 

exclusion from their rights as a mere "social issue" but lies in seeing the child who is hidden 

behind the “problem” and not the problem itself.  
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6. The development of the pedagogical and didactical scheme of the MBS (My Beautiful 

school) project: general principles 

The goal of the didactic and pedagogic model MBS (My Beautiful School), based on the 

actualization of the Montessori-Hallgarten method, is to have a scheme of a SET OF 

PEDAGOGIC and DIDACTIC ACTIONS addressed to make the school more attractive for the 

Roma Children and their families. 

This set takes its theoretical basis on the experience of the Montessori educative framework, 

but it is re-framed in order to consider the attitude and the needs of the Roma children. 

However, it is not to be considered a “special method” addressed to a needful category of 

children. The principle herein contained are addressed to contribute to create a positive a and 

friendly learning physical and cognitive space, where all the children can appreciate the 

“happiness of learning”. 

The goal was to develop the whole personality of the child and her system is based on a 

strong belief in the spontaneous working of the human intellect. Her three primary principles 

are observation, individual liberty and preparation of the environment. These principles and 

their various practical expressions with children are gradually becoming part of our 

educational system. Modem kindergarten classrooms use the child-sized furniture and 

didactic materials first introduced by Montessori. Such current concepts as individualized 

learning and readiness programs, manipulative learning, ungraded classes, combined age 

groups, team teaching and open classrooms reflect many of her early insights. 

Parents of young children in the 90's want to feel safe and secure in leaving their children in 

an environment that provides for all of their academic, social and emotional needs. A 

Montessori environment does meet all of the above needs, but it also teaches children an "I 

can do it" attitude that will ensure their future success in all aspects of their life. 

Below are some characteristics and benefits of the Montessori method: 

 Three year age span of children within the classroom - Older children teaching younger 

children, sense of community and builds self esteem. 

 Self correcting materials within the environment - Children learn through their own 

errors to make the correct decision versus having the teacher point it out to them. 
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 Individual learning takes place within the environment - Montessori recognizes that each 

child learns at a different pace and allows that growth to take place. 

 Children are quiet by choice and out of respect for others within the environment - The 

Montessori classroom allows children to return to the "inner peace" that is a natural part of 

their personalities. 

 There is an emphasis on concrete learning rather than on abstract learning - Children 

need to experience concepts in concrete "hands-on" ways 

 It is a child-centred environment - All the materials are easily within the child's reach and 

placed on shelves at their levels. The tables and chairs are small enough for the children to sit 

comfortably while the pictures and decorations are placed at the children's eye level. 

 The children work for the joy of working and the sense of discovery - Children are natural 

leaders or "sponges" and delight in learning new tasks. Their interests lie in the work itself 

rather than in the end product. 

 The environment provides a natural sense of discipline - The "ground rules" or 

expectations of the child are clearly stated and are enforced by the children and the teachers. 

 The environment is "prepared" for the children - Everything in the room has a specific 

place on the shelf. Children are orderly by nature and having the room set this way allows 

them to grow in a very positive way. 

 The teacher plays a very unobtrusive role in the classroom - The children are not 

motivated by the teacher, but by the need for self development. 

The items found on the shelves in the classroom are "materials" rather than "toys." The 

children "work with the materials" rather than "play with the toys." This allows the children to 

gain the most benefit from the environment by giving them a sense of worth - the same sense 

of worth adults experience as they go to their jobs and do their "work." 

The main principles to which the model is inspired are the following: 

Independence 

"Never help a child with a task at which he feels he can succeed." – Maria Montessori. 

“every child need a “special” education” - Alice Hallgarten  
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It was a goal of the traditional Montessori and Hallgarten education in the classrooms to 

make the child independent and be able to do things for himself. This is achieved by giving 

children opportunities. Opportunities to move, to dress themselves, to choose what they 

want to do, and to help the adults with tasks. When the children are able to do things for 

themselves there is an increase in their self belief, self confidence and esteem that they may 

carry on throughout their life. 

Observation 

Observation, or watching the child is for parents easy to do. We can spend countless hours 

just watching children and see how they are enjoying themselves, exploring their 

environment. This was the simple method of how Maria Montessori has learned about 

children and developed her theories on child development. She observed without 

preconceived ideas that helped her develop materials that the children needed and were 

interested in. Observation is also the way adults can learn about what the child needs are. For 

example, if a child starts banging on objects, it means that he has a need for that gross motor 

activity, so give him a drum. If children are pushing things around the room and they need to 

walk but can't do it themselves yet, help them or give them a wagon to push. This is how 

observation can help create harmony, fulfilling the child's current needs. 

Following the Child 

Follow the child, they will show you what they need to do, what they need to develop in 

themselves and what area they need to be challenged in. “The aim of the children who 

persevere in their work with an object is certainly not to “learn”; they are drawn to it by the 

needs of their inner life, which must be recognized and developed by its means.” – Maria 

Montessori. 

From what you have observed from the actions of the children, follow them in what they 

need to do. If they want to climb, give them the opportunity to climb in a safe manner, do not 

be overprotective. Following the child also means being non-directive, do not tell them what 

to do all the time. Give your child the freedom to choose what he wants or needs to do and to 

act on his own. Do not tell them what they have to do, but rather present them with choices 

of different materials/toys. Also, stand back and watch the child what he does, there is no 

need to intervene all the time unless he has become really destructive and about to hurt 

http://www.dailymontessori.com/dr-maria-montessori/
http://www.dailymontessori.com/dr-maria-montessori/
http://www.dailymontessori.com/dr-maria-montessori/
http://www.dailymontessori.com/dr-maria-montessori/
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himself or others. Knowing when to intervene is a skill parents will learn as they get to know 

their child and as parents have set limits for the child. 

Correcting the Child 

Children make mistakes. They may spill something, drop food unintentionally and so on. 

There is no need to raise your voice in situations like those. Instead, calmly recognize the 

mistake "oh you've spilled the water…, why don’t we get a cloth and wipe it up." This is an 

opportunity to ask the child to do some valid practical work with you. You will find that 

children do like to clean up as they see it as something adults do. There is no need to blatantly 

point out a child’s mistake, there is a way to make them realize it. For example, with a cloth 

bib a child who is learning how drink from a glass will find out that if he tips the glass a bit too 

early, the water will spill on him and he will feel it. If they mispronounce a word, there is no 

need to correct them, but rather say the word correctly. Correcting children may result in 

them being scared to attempt anything in fear of making another mistake. 

Children will make mistakes and we need to teach them in a nice manner. Giving the children 

freedom and choice, supporting them in their choice by making sure they are safe, feeding 

their inquiring minds in a way that they can understand and observing their needs and 

fulfilling these can be the key to helping your children develop their full potential. 

Prepared Environment 

"The teacher’s first duty is to watch over the environment, and this takes precedence over all 

the rest. It’s influence is indirect, but unless it be well done there will be no effective and 

permanent results of any kind, physical, intellectual or spiritual." – Maria Montessori. The 

prepared environment is important part of Montessori. It is the link for a child to learn from 

adults. Rooms are child sized with activities set up for success and allow freedom of 

movement and choice. The environment has to be safe for the child to explore freely. The 

environment has to be ready and beautiful for the children so it invites them to work. 

Montessori refers to work as an activity the child does or what many people might call play. 

She calls this work since it is through this that they create themselves and it is not just a play. 

Their play is their work and they are still enjoying it. The adult’s role then is to construct the 

environment in which they will learn. The development of the child is therefore dependent on 

the environment she or he is in, and this environment also includes the parents. 

http://www.dailymontessori.com/montessori/montessori-activities/
http://www.dailymontessori.com/montessori-articles/children-brain-development/
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Absorbent Mind 

Montessori observed how children learned the language without anyone teaching them. This 

sparked her idea for the "absorbent mind". Children under the age of three, do not need to 

have lessons in order to learn, they simply absorb everything in the environment by 

experiencing it, being part of it. It is therefore important that the environment set up is good, 

nice and positive since this is what the child will absorb whether he chooses to or not. The 

language of the adult is one that a child will easily pick up. Be careful of what you say around 

them. Even though you think they are not listening, as they may not be able to express 

themselves yet, when they can you will not want them swearing back at you. It is for this 

reason that one should not try to say "No" to a child. We do not want them saying "No" to us 

rudely. Instead, we say "Stop" when we want to tell children that what they are doing is 

wrong.
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7. Pedagogical and didactical method: the impact areas 

The pedagogic scheme is divided in three areas related to the development of the personal 

and social independence of the children. 

According to the Alice and Maria's approach we need to create a proper learning 

environment in order to facilitate the children to fell free to express themselves. 

This scheme, following these principles listed below, can try to answer to the question: 

‘How can we, in practice, facilitate this environment for the Roma children ?’ 

The pedagogic main points of reference are: 

 

 Roma Children are used to learn in an informal and not-formal way  

In European societies, the growing need for more, and more effective, forms of learning 

(including informal learning), personalised to each child's needs, has become an important 

issue. The rate of change in all aspects of our lives has increased remarkably, making it 

necessary to adjust the way we learn to these new conditions. Personalized Learning implies 

that learning is likely to take place outside and beyond traditional schooling. In parallel to 

these developments, instructional paradigms are changing: teaching and training is becoming 

more student-oriented and less instructor-oriented, thus requiring a higher degree of Self-

regulated Learning (SRL).  

Schools have to take into account this perspective involving in the learning path not merely 

the “time of school” but all the social context. For this reason is very strategic to involve the 

Roam Parents in this effort. 

 

 The Roma tradition is diffident toward the institutions. Roma are convinced that the 

formal education cannot help the children to keep their tradition alive 

Learning memories can be used to support the culture of the school life, by helping the 

children to remember what they have done before and plan what they will do next (Azouaou 

and al, 2003). They can also be used to store personal resources potentially useful for the 

entire class. Children might be invited to tell the stories of their families to give to the other 

evidence of their own stories. The personal and familiar stories could also be facilitated by the 
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presence of Roma parents. This presence can be structured, guided and organized in order to 

produce the hoped effects. The teachers have to prepared the class. The presence of Roma 

has not to be lived as an “exotic” intromission in the school time. To promote this idea all the 

parents (or some of them) coming from different cultures and stories have to be invited. In 

general, if children could be directly access to unstructured resources it is not certain that 

would lead to efficient learning and the effect couldn’t be an immediate positive perception 

of the diversity. Even if they likely can show a good increase of self-regulated learning 

abilities.  

 

 Roma children in some cases are not used to assure a stable presence in school or they 

are used to change  

It could useful for the teachers involved in the Roma education tracing the previous learners’ 

activity. The problem of tracing the activity is also taken into account by the European debate 

on Long Life Learning. It can also help to facilitate the activity of learners. Some authors 

consider interactions traces as potential sources for facilitating self-understanding of both 

environment and lessons.  

Appropriation is seen as linked to the vygotskian process of self-development.  

We can argue that the appropriation of self generated content and contexts by children and 

young people offers impulses for their personal development. We consider it to be an urgent 

educational task to explore the value of these processes of appropriation for child 

development. With reference to Habermas (1995) we know that ICT tools, nowadays really 

familiar also to Roma children, contributes to make feel the children “equal” . It can be felt a 

sort of cultural colonialism, fighting with the concept of natural cultures very proper for Roma 

people. However, we have to take into account the contribution this ICT tools can give to the 

children’s development. We need also to critically foster a ‘reflexive relationship with the 

world through communicative actions’.  

 

 Roma children could consider the knowledge proposed by the School as “extraneous” 

According to the Vygotsky idea of “property of learning” we can take advantage of the 

presence of Roma children in class in order to increase the creation of new knowledge. We 
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need to support the contribution of Roma children to the creation of contents. It can help to 

feel the education process more interesting and next.  

A way can be represented by the strong influence of students‟ verbal contribution can have 

on the self-directed learning during the daily proposition of contents. One unique  

feature of the self-directed learning that occurs in this education context is the collaboration 

students undertake during this time. Teachers can support the level of cooperation even 

during the individual phase of studying, asking students to stay in touch (even by skype if 

meeting is not possible) provoking each other interaction about the topics at hand. Being 

involved in this context of discussion and cooperative approach can help Roma children to be 

part of the team. In general, it is possible to note that students also discuss and share ideas 

during self-directed learning, and this collaboration also influences their achievement 

indirectly through the verbal contributions in the reporting phase (for instance when they are 

under examination).Studies show that there is direct relationship between verbal 

contributions during problem analysis phase and the level of rates the students got, not in 

relationship just with the amount of individual study.  

 

 Creating a learning and teaching style addressed to promote a better Knowledge of the 

Roma cultures and traditions 

It is possible to involve the parental context of the Roma children also in order to have more 

information and to develop knowledge about the cultures and tradition of Roma people. This 

idea is based on principle that are in theory considered very common, but whose practise is 

not always taken into account in the daily school activity. 

 

 Teach Diversity 

Embracing the principles of diversity taught in school requires everybody to put diversity into 

practice. That means reworking lesson plans, encouraging new, more diverse student 

activities, inviting 'different' teachers (for instance Roma teachers to present their traditions). 
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Communication imparts knowledge which can breed understanding. We cannot embrace 

diversity by remaining set in our ways, beliefs and thoughts. Creating a climate of diversity 

means radically altering the way your school does things. 

 

 Encourage diversity 

A positive attitude towards the diversity (in general, but in particular referred to Roma 

people) is to involve all the staff in the activity and not just the teachers that are directly 

involved in the classes with Roma children. All the school has to be a “welcoming place”. 

 

The areas involved in the application of the method are three: 

 Storytelling, Autobiography, Creativity and Problem solving 

 Relationship with the parents and family context 

 Writing and reading 



51 
 

Storytelling, Autobiography, Creativity and Problem solving 

 

This approach implies the following didactic actions: 

Freedom and spontaneity, including increasing the social competences 

Children have to be invited to give their contribution to all the topics, presenting the topics in 

ways coming form observation. Don't worry too much is the presence in class is not 

continuous (but stay in relationship with their social context). 

Inviting the children to observe and report (it could be useful to give them some activities 

related to the observation of the environment, in the style of the Montesca calendar (the MC 

was a didactic activity addressed to stimulate the observation, every day the children were 

requested to include some items as thinks (leaves, stones and minerals, etc.. ), drawings of 

the external changes (what they observe is changing because of the season or because of the 

human activity, etc...) short stories).  

Sometimes the Roma children present difficulties in writing and reading, teachers can help 

them creating small groups.  

 

Stimulating the Use of emotions (stirring up the rational side using the emotional switch) 

Starting the topics with an emotional kick-off (emotional switch). The emotional switch is a 

stimulation that helps students to be ready to accept their own emotional reactions. 

In neurological sciences children’s emotional reactions are usually related to the instinctive 

evaluation of the different situations (Saarni, Harris). In considering the range of emotional 

reactions also Goleman in his best-seller points out that their psychological contribution to 

the natural heritage of human kind comes from the level of competitiveness required to 

survive in a hostile environment. 

We are used to consider single reactions strictly related to correspondent emotions. In some 

cases, a situational implication is sufficient to be associated to personal feelings. 

Researches point out that especially when the proposed situations are simple and familiar it is 

quite easy for the children to associate a specifically emotion to a specific reaction. 
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That determines that emotional reactions could be considered a contribution to the act of 

learning. Concepts and memories associated to specific emotions are usually part of the 

individual knowledge heritage. 

The switch could be also a moment during which the students are led to associate emotions 

to concepts. It is possible to use any kind of expression as a switch - artistic or conceptual - 

but it could be also represented by an external experience or a meeting with a person related 

to the topic being taught. 

Some authors define “Emotional Trigger” the concepts, emotions, feelings and also physical 

sensations (as odours or tastes) that one recalls from a slightly hurtful or mildly irritating 

experience had during the childhood or boyhood. 

To develop a social awareness can be interesting to introduce a Calendar of emotions. the 

Calendar of emotion is a daily journal where the children can note (or drawn what they are 

feeling) This stimulating activities can be proposed at the very beginning of the day, and can 

involve not all the children daily but just some of them). Basically the question to be 

answered is How I'm felling today? The children can answer expressing their ideas trough the 

oral expression or they can drawn expressing in images what they are feeling. 

 

Discovery and development 

The activity of discovery is strictly related to the observation and can be defined 

in steps. Every activity of discovery is based on Problems. The problems can be very effective 

if related to the teaching of science. The result is to get used the children to face the facts. A 

not secondary result is to get used the children (especially the Roma ones) to reflect in what 

they already know about topics proposed by the teachers.  

Discovering main steps: 

1. Children are called to say what is known about a proposed problem (e.g. How Earth is) 

(the facts). 

2. Children are called to say what they think and identify about the problem, even if very 

fantastic thinks, getting them used to brainstorm their ideas and formulate their hypotheses. 
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3. Children are stimulated to identify their learning needs (what they need to learn in order 

to prove or disprove their ideas). 

4. Children are stimulated to research proves (involving their parents and discovering what 

they know) 

5. It is the case to include activity related to the different traditions (e.g. what the origin of 

the Earth is in different religions and creation myths) if the children don't know, thay can ask 

to their parents 

It can improve the attitude trough observation to develop the conceptual proficiency 

 

Creative Use of the ICT (experimenting the Wii/Move/kinect games) 

Internet and Multimedia have reshaped the way that information is presented and this 

involve also Roma children, consequently e-learning is becoming a real alternative to 

traditional classroom learning (Zhang, Zhao, Zhou & Nunamaker, 2004). 

We propose to take into account the Wee (or other tools) in order to experiment some 

attractive activities. Schools can use the ICT tools for developing some skills (social and 

physical) 

 attitude to a multitasking approach 

 attitude to a cooperative approach (using strategic games)  
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7.2   Relationship with the parents and family context 

 

This approach implies the following didactic actions: 

Setting of the learning space 

Indication for the setting of the classroom (creation of a space). 

Indication about how to re-think the space 

 - http://www.architizer.com/en_us/blog/dyn/37250/vittra/  

The idea of an educative landscape, one intended to teach, inspire, or otherwise facilitate 

learning is not new to landscape architecture. These intentions are clear in the designs of 

zoos, arboreta, and interpretive trails.  

The space according to Montessori, is a very relevant element of the educative growth. It has 

to create a reaction for: 

Inspiring: Experiencing excitement, interest, and motivation to learn about phenomena in the 

natural and physical world. 

Exploring: Manipulating, testing, experimenting, predicting, questioning, observing, 

measuring with the intent of making sense of the natural world. 

Reflecting: Deriving general principles, patterns, relationships from observation; the actual act 

of “making sense o:’ such relationships. 

Applying: Retesting ideas in new situations; trying things out. 

Connecting: Making meaning, linking ideas with identity, culture, and prior knowledge. 

Just as educative landscapes can act as stepping stones, reinforcing ideas across a range of 

learning environments, they can also create nodes of overlapping social activity, where 

different social groups can work together in support of learning. Taking this direction the 

school can provides a place for both Roma family and children, creating experiences where a 

child (and his/her family) comes in contact with the same material in two different social 

environments. It is a place where the child can become the teacher, sharing lessons from 

school, and the family can lend direct social value to these lessons through interest and 

sharing of their own stories and knowledge. 

http://www.architizer.com/en_us/blog/dyn/37250/vittra/
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Involving the parents in the school activity 

Most parents want: 

The best for their children, in schooling, as in everything else. For most, this means a high 

quality education in a caring, effective institution. Regular, reliable and accessible information 

about what the school does and how this affects their children. 

Information that makes sense about their children's progress, achievements and problems. 

Practical help in identifying ways in which they can support their children's learning and 

development. 

Is this the case regarding Roma people? 

We need first to create a sense of responsibility, involving al the social context but also the 

institutional context (social services and municipal services) 

We can promote some key activities: 

 focus group with all the person with responsibility 

 strengthening the evidence of the opportunity at disposal of the Roma families 

The school has to be at the centre of the process (not just educative but also social) 

 

Personal behaviours and prosociality 

It is a theoretical frame, referred to the paradigm that promotes the development of  system 

of  interpersonal interactions, such as co-operation or selflessness, centred on sharing a 

common and extrinsic interest, around which interpersonal interaction take place in order to 

contribute to achieving  common educative goals. 

The theory of Prosociality comes from the studies on the individual behaviour and is based on 

some propositions: people cooperate not only for self-interested reasons but because they 

are genuinely concerned about the well being of others, care about social norms, and wish to 

act ethically. 

Prosociality in humans is to a significant degree culturally acquired through complex forms of 

imitative learning, and specific imitative capacities that require some abilities to represent 

and acquire the intentions and goals of others, as well as their motor patterns. 
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An act is prosocial when it is addressed not to a personal interest but is done in order to 

assure a general interest and with this act the individuals are aware to stay in an area of 

respect of rules (even if not written), commonly accepted and made to assure the well-being 

of the social group or community the individuals feel to be part. 

The prosocial acts can be defined as: 

- physical and psychological help 

- sharing the others’ emotions (empathy) 

- meta- verbal approach towards the others’ problems addressed to increase the sense of 

safeness 

- defending the others against threatens 

- take into account and appreciate the others’ points of view and differences 
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7.3   Writing and reading 

This approach implies the following didactic actions: 

Ability to the storytelling 

Storytelling develops imagination. It also develops your powers of description. It teaches you 

to "hold an audience", so people listen to you. 

Storytelling helps to appreciate others and yourself. Children discover hidden talents of their 

own. They can gain more confidence and self esteem. Storytelling helps them gain empathy 

for creatures and people. They can learn truly to value and enjoy the Natural World. Roma 

children can be more motivated if they can write their own stories (among the other more 

classic). 

Storytelling makes all the children laugh and teaches them to make others laugh, or feel 

emotions. It helps Roma children feel part of a group. The group can plan other projects, like 

outings or visits. Storytelling can improve their lifestyle. 

Through storytelling it is also possible involve the parents or other member of the family. 

Children can be invited to tell a story to a teacher, a group, or a class; even to a whole school, 

though for that they would need get used to build up their voice volume and to improve their 

self confidence.  

 

Interpretative and conceptual reading 

Conceptual reading can help Roma children to express their imaginative world. They can be 

invited to: 

- Say where you got your story from:- for example, a book, a film, a person, their daily life, a 

dream or your imagination. 

- Use facial expressions, to show the feelings of their characters, their nature or personality, 

or the situation they are in, eg shy or cold. 

- Speak in an interpretative action. 

- Fell free to use their gestures. They can be free also to use mime and gesture to "paint the 

story", like a picture. 
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- Take part to Role-play and dialogic experiences. 

- Use other sounds, for example, weather sounds, like wind or rain; happening sounds, like 

explosions or rustling; animal sounds; emotional sounds, like sighs, sobs, yawns. 

- Collect stories from their families, magazines, books, films, videos, TV, people, your own 

experience and your imagination 

-  Use their natural language asking to translate same expressions asking to the mates to 

repeat it 

  

Conceptual expression in reading and writing 

The storytelling side can be also give reference addressed to improve the competence of 

writing. A way can be to introduce short stories inviting the children to write down very short 

lines perhaps also commenting drawings or picture. We can define this stories “the one-

minute stories”.  

We can suggest, for instance, to use stories that the children are familiar with. Perhaps, we 

can also try to introduce gypsy versions (together with other particular versions)of very 

traditional stories, coming from the classic background.  

What we need to ask is relating the writing expression with the storytelling. Teachers have 

not to be discouraged if the results are not very remarkable at the beginning. Roma children 

can take advantage by enhancing the relationships between storytelling and writing. 

We can consider: 

- Performance: to younger children, in school or at a local pre-school, or consider putting on a 

‘literature festival' with friends and relatives in the audience. 

- Production: with computer software, groups of children can record themselves telling a 

story and then add computer generated sound effects or even add background music. A 

compilation CD of your best storytellers should sell well. 

- Adaptation: challenge able children with the task of adapting traditional stories, for example 

setting them in a modern-day context. 
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8. Meaning of the didactic action “Storytelling, Autobiography, Creativity and Problem 

solving” 

 

The didactic activities focus on the acquisition of basic social competences related to: 

- interaction with others and understanding their ideas and perspectives (empathy) 

- expressing one’s own emotions and applying them in self-narration 

- describing one’s own inner world in a critical and relational perspective 

 

The objective of the activities is: 

to extend the social competences of Roma children in an historical and cultural perspective. 

Its aim is also to help them express emotions and ideas, to get accustomed to relating one’s 

own personal history with that of others, enhancing in this way universal values. 

 

The pedagogic framework is based on the concept of an Educating Community, which 

develops and highlights the relationship between school and community; it is a learning 

environment where children develop their social and primary cultural competences. This kind 

of community is an important pedagogic asset for schools as it could become a valuable 

learning opportunity. Bringing the concept of school into the community means “making it 

part of the world of emotions and involvement” (F. Ravaglioli, Preface, in G. Dalle Fratte, 

Studio per una teoria pedagogica della comunitŕ, Armando, Roma, 1991, pp. 9-15; p. 12).  

 

Individuals part of a community pursue their personal historical projects and in order to fulfil 

them they need to identify with the community itself. This identification is based upon a 

number of communities such as family, friends and economic, productive, legal and political 

relationships within which the individual’s action develops and identity is defined. The 

structure of the community is created by the interactions of its members while it relates with 

other communities within a wider frame which is society. It can identify “local” targets, which 

are valid only within the community itself since they cannot be universalized, or other 

objectives which may become common and therefore shared with other communities. 
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The individual had no space for manoeuvre in terms of projecting power and he/she wishes 

only to follow the “party’s” line that is the party pursues the ideal of a person who has 

renounced his/her individual needs since in the universe of real socialism moral, intellectual 

and political freedom has no reason to exist.  

“The community elaborates and transmits culture (knowledge + culture) valid for each 

individual and it is here that all forms of education and enculturation happen and therefore 

truth is discovered. Communities have a key role in building individual, ethnic, linguistic, 

cultural and religious identity. Democracy is a process used by communities, through dialogue 

and within shared formal frameworks, to define those values which allow to pursue their 

historical project.  

The above reflects only Hamermas’s thought since the supporters of communitarianism 

maintain that the idea that such a quest can be fulfilled through a common value framework 

giving a far wider sense of personal interaction could be a sterile exercise.  

Moreover, a community can be defined as “educating” since humans tend towards open-

mindedness and meaningfulness. When relating with another community (economic, 

professional, productive, political etc), the individual is trying to find the links that would 

make his/her identity a coherent narration.  

Social pedagogy pinpoints the educational and training potential in interpersonal 

relationships, formal and informal groups, public bodies and social institutions. It aims at 

making institutions such as family, territory, school, industry and social services aware of their 

educational responsibilities and the of the need for cooperation in an unitary educational 

project which includes individuals, groups and communities. Education is achieved within 

society, through society and is aimed for society. Schools are an opportunity for individual 

development. Social pedagogy shows which are the main stumbling-blocks which have always 

hindered the pursuing of this key duty. 

How can pedagogy develop and improve the quality of communication between individuals 

and increase participation? What should it do in order to be a vehicle for the development of 

the community? Which relationship should be established between the acknowledgement of 

individual and cultural identity and the quest for the enhancement and development of the 

community along pre-set guidelines?  
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These questions show how pedagogical theory often comes to compromise with practice. 

Moreover, it needs the latter to exist. Theorising cannot be limited to the understanding of 

what is under study but must tend towards linking itself to the transformation of reality. It 

therefore can be thought of as research-action. 

From our point of view, social pedagogy favours the community’s constructive processes and 

therefore we wish to promote: 

- a study of dynamic processes of community self education through social activities, 

development of the Educating Community; 

- development of a methodological approach (a model extensible to similar realities 

through the definition of a series of guidelines). 

Therefore, our research draws from a number of subjects and shows how the work of a 

pedagogue is complex and borderline. It is based on the assumption that in social pedagogy it 

is vane if not impossible to separate description from evaluation: each step assumes a vision 

of Man, a judgement on society, an idea about interpersonal relationships.  

Social pedagogy works to help those communities whose aim is to be part of society and its 

interventions are enacted through actions within groups that wish to enhance individuality 

and accept the existence of other groups while inspired by different values. These groups 

have however the same inclination to preserve the conditions which allow the display of 

differences and concurrence of alternative views of the world. Therefore, this branch of 

pedagogy fosters active citizenship and a communitarian democracy. 
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9. Didactic action “Storytelling, Autobiography, Creativity and Problem solving” in practice 

Beneficiaries Children 6-12 

 

In psychology, memory is considered a complex process by which information is encoded, 

stored and retrieved through a number of interacting structures and processes. The first 

significant distinction between memory systems was hypothesized by Donald Hebb: the 

existence of two types of memory, short term and long term. His intuitions were confirmed in 

the 60s and 70s by the results of empirical studies on memory failure in amnesic patients 

(Baddeley & Warrington, 1970; Shallice & Warrington, 1970). According to the first model by 

Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968, 1971) short term memory would allow to store data correctly 

codified up to few minutes, whereas the long term storage has a potentially unlimited 

capacity of retention, ranging from a few days to a whole life. On the basis of the result from 

a number of neuropsychological studies, Baddeley and Hitch (1974) have shown the presence 

of a further short term memory sub-system called “working memory” which would allow the 

storage and use of information during the automatic carrying out of certain cognitive tasks 

such as understanding, learning and reasoning (Baddeley, 1986). 

Alongside the development of short term memory models a number of authors have 

envisaged complex and multicomponential long term memory systems which differ from one 

another on the basis of the quality of the data stored and on the characteristics of storage 

processes. Tulving (1972), in particular, was the first author to recognise an library of episodic 

memory which allows to organise  memories of personal events of a specific period of life. 

Moreover, he recognised also a semantic memory system containing propositional 

representations expressing in words or in writing symbols internal and external events, 

generic and factual  memories which have lost their time and space structures and are not 

therefore associated to specific episodes or events.  According to Tulvig’s distinction, episodic 

and semantic memory correspond respectively to “remembering” and “knowing”. More 

recent studies based on cerebral neuroimaging techniques (Wheeler, Stuss e Tulving, 1997) 

show that semantic memory is built by processes which are functionally separated from those 

producing the episodic memory, that is The memory of oneself throughout time.  In 1983 

Tulvin had carried out a further in-depth study on the functional procedural difference 
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between the two main memory systems in his model introducing and explaining another 

criteria for distinction. Episodic memory and semantic memory do not only have in storage 

two different types of information but also use two different knowledge processes and the 

level of awareness which characterises the codification and the retrieval of information.  

According to the author only episodic memories imply autonoetic consciousness (analyse 

one’s own thoughts), that is self-consciousness in time and space. One of the main 

characteristics of the human mind derives from the autonoetic processes of episodic memory: 

the ability to do what Tulvin and his collaborators have defined Chronesthesia (mental time 

travel), that is the ability to be aware of one's past or future (Wheeler et al.,1997). 

Therefore, according to Tulving (2001) episodic memory cannot be defined only n the basis of 

its contents but also in relation to the level of awareness of the event when the memory is 

codified. On the other hand, semantic memory is linked to a form of noetic knowledge that is 

awareness of the data and facts without any reference to oneself. 

Squire (1987), adds his opinion to this debate proposing a further distinction within the long 

term memory system: declarative memory which includes both episodic and semantic 

memories and always implies the conscious recollection of an event. On other hand, the 

procedural memory does not require a conscious participation  in the processes of storage 

and retrieval of memories and is associated with all those automatic learning processes, 

neither conscious nor verbal which characterise everyday actions defined as “learning how”. 

According to Tulvin’s model (Wheeler et al.,1997), the procedural memory implies an anoetic 

knowledge (unconscious) limited to the present time and space. The memory systems 

theorized by Squire (1987) are of different contents: the declarative memory allows the 

retriva of information and knowledge previously stored whereas the procedural memory 

supplies all dat needed to carry out an action (Hoerl, 1999).  

The interest of cognitive psychology in defining autobiographic memory stems from the first 

differentiations by Tulvin (1992) and Squire Knowlton e Musen (1993) concerning the storage 

of long term memory. According to Baddeley (1990/1992), autobiographic memory is but 

another particular component of declarative memory in episodic form and defined as “the 

ability of an individual to remember his/her life” (Baddeley,1990; p.12). 

Therefore, autobiographic memory, just like the episodic one, allows an autonoetic 

consciousness alongside self awareness through time. (Bauer, Hertsgaard, & Dow, 1994). 
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Activity 1 

Greeting 

 

1. The teacher explains the importance of greeting applied in an historical and critical 

context showing how to greet in one’s own language and providing examples of various 

types of greeting – formal, informal, loving, affectionate, amongst peers, slang etc 

2. Children are then asked to explain how greeting is linked to “Stories of meeting”. This 

short narration can be written, described orally or produced in MP3 format. 

3. Roma children will then explain to their peers (with help from the teacher instructed 

beforehand) how to greet in Romany and the differences among the different 

words/expressions used. They will also explain how greeting is linked to “Stories of meeting”.  

4. All these greeting words/expressions are then written on posters hung on the classroom 

wall. 

Every day, for approximately one week, one student chooses which word/expression to use 

from the list on the poster. The chosen word - “today’s greeting” - will be placed at the top 

of the list. That day everybody will use that specific Romany word for greeting. Teachers 

could also add to the list other words/expressions of greeting from other cultures present in 

class. 
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Activity 2 
Where I come from: biography 

(This activity can be done also with middle school students) 

1. The teacher explains what a biography is and how they will be working on it. This activity 

is based on Jerome Bruner’s theory of the narrative construction. “It is through our narrations 

that we build an image of ourselves; and it is through narration that a culture gives its members 

models for building identity and the ability to action”. 

2. Children from elementary school will be called “storytellers” while those from middle 

school “biographers” and they will be asked to recount on paper the meeting. 

3. The teacher chooses a story from his/her own family and tells it to the students.  

4. The first version of this story will be biographical and its aim will be to: 

- contextualise the narration in an historical framework (if different from the present time) 

- add to the narrative context the emotions felt during the meeting with the protagonist of 

the biography 

5. The students will be asked to do the same: identify a member of the family or a story in 

the family and define their historical context. The teacher will work as facilitator and assist the 

Roma students in describing their world. 

Stages of the narration: 

1- defining the protagonist (physical and character description) 

2- defining  the location (where the protagonist lives or lived) 

3- defining the historical and social context (the protagonist’s life) 

4- defining descriptive tools (photos, videos, music and images related to the protagonist’s 

world- where he/she lives and his/her traditions) 

5- defining language (the protagonist’s words/expressions for greeting and expressing 

his/her feelings) 

6- defining sources (stories about other members of the family or other people, news 

articles, internet etc 

This Activity aims at defining the relationship of the story with the narrator’s own life and 

should be designed on the origin of the students both Roma and non-Roma people. 
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Activity 3 

Storytelling and Definition of differences 

(This activity is addressed to both elementary and middle school students) 

Bruner maintains that if an individual could fully use his/her ability to define the differences 

and peculiarities among all things surrounding him/her (such as all the nuances of colours) 

he/she would be absolutely overwhelmed by the complexity of the environment: “The ability 

of individuals to categorise is the solution to this paradox arising from the ability to 

discriminate which, if fully used, would make us slaves of the particular”. 

Through categorisation an individual has an equivalent view of things that can be defined as 

different.  In this way limiting the extent of his/her experience and using the power of defining 

only for those elements for which he/she is interested in.  

Categorisation can therefore be defined as an exercise of invention, a process through which 

an individual has acquired the skills to use such categories without any further learning (that is, 

certain buildings are categorised as houses, others as garages).  

Categories therefore become tools for further use: learning and adapting to one’s 

environment. The basic processes of categorization are always the same even though they are 

developed in different moments  (perceptive and conceptual categorisation). 

“When categorising, we usually try to find those defining elements which are the most precise 

and fastest possible to identify an event. This process is essential to life”. 

1. Students are asked to define three or maximum five facts they consider important (not 

people or feelings  but things or facts such as TV or watching TV, one’s cat or taking the dog 

out for a walk, one’s home or staying at home, an occurrence such as a visiting relative for 

Christmas etc). All students, including Roma children, are free to choose any occurrence.  

2. Once these things or occurrences have been categorised they will describe them in a card 

indicating what each category means for them and the differences between their point of view 

and that of others not part of the group (i.e. I like TV because it teaches me lots of interesting 

things; my brother thinks it is relaxing). 

The level of sophistication and complexity of the answers is related to the age of the students 

and to their ability of expressing their imagination. If the students have difficulty in writing 

(such as in the case of children in the first two years of elementary school) the teacher could 

make them express their thoughts through drawings and help them write the most relevant 
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descriptive sentences in a simple way. 

Categorisation should follow a preset sequence, from definition to biography, as shown below: 

1. categorising: what is important for me is talking with my brother 

2. defining reason: it is important because ...  

3. describing reasons and autobiographical references: I remember when talking to my 

brother he explained how to become friends with older boys. 

Conclusions: 

The final stage of this activity is the comparison among the things or facts that have been 

categorised. The identification of these categories should enact a debate about which are the 

most facts identified by the children and their different and possibly conflicting motivations. 
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Activity 4  
There is a solution to every problem 

 

This is a problem solving activity. 

The term PBL is a controversial one. It usually refers to a series of teaching strategies centered on 

the learner and based on the solution of real problems. However, it can also refer to a set of 

constructivist pedagogic activities called Project Based Learning. It is important therefore to 

distinguish these two approaches in order to better understand which activities could be 

effectively introduced in schools. 

Problem Based Learning can be defined as a series of pedagogic and experimental activities 

centred on problem solving. This approach was first experimented at the end of the 1960s in the 

medical school program at McMaster University (Canada) through the simulation and 

reconstruction of the solution of real clinical cases  (Barrows e Tamblyn, 1980). At the same time, 

in the US, other experimentations in this field  involved law, economic and architecture schools 

(Williams, 1992), by introducing study cases to their curricula. The first applications to school 

didactics (in second grade secondary schools) where in mathematics and in science (Stepian et 

al., 1993). 

Barrows’ first definition of PBL (1986-1992) described this method as a “comprehensive approach 

to education” highlighting how this perspective to learning is “the result of a process that leads to 

the understanding and solution of a problem”. Schmidt (1993) moreover, adds that a teaching 

method directed towards PBL should be structured on pre-acquired knowledge necessary to 

analyse the initial problem, on the search for new information, on the restructuring among 

students of shared knowledge and on the processing of semantic networks of new meanings. 

Learning should also be contextualised and structured upon the social construction of knowledge 

and curiosity, on the shared discovery and description of new problems. Savery and Duffy (1995) 

maintained in their studies that the foundations of PBL are part of a learning design: learning 

objectives should relate to real problems or problems recognised as real; they should generate 

other problems; problems should be presented before activating pre-knowledge; teachers should 

be facilitators at a metacognitive level; cooperative learning should represent a “critical 

component” to the approach to PBL (Mario Rotta). 

 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medical_school
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/McMaster_University
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This activity is designed to help in building problem solving competences relating particularly 

with the acquisition of critical analysis of a problem. Teachers should assist and prompt the 

students to define the analytical process alongside speculation. 

In the case of Roma children it is important to start with the definition of specific problems. 

The class, together with the teacher/facilitator, will define the problem which should be of 

variable complexity but also structured along a uniform pattern. 

This pattern, although simplified, will follow the general PBL structure. 

It is important that during the learning process the Roma students actively participate. For those 

who are familiar with the traditional learning pattern the PBL one might seem very simple. For a 

correct assessment of this activity teachers should consider also that the final objective is to 

valorise and promote the involvement of those cultural sensitivities which are normally more 

isolated. 

Step  A - Defining the problem – the problem should be the least abstract possible and have also 

a scientific connotation, even if only superficial. The level of complexity must be regarded 

according to that of the type of approach by the Roma students. In any case, the problem must 

be: 

1. the result of a joint effort 

2. real and related to everyday life 

 

Step  B - The children will be divided into two groups (recommended number 5-7 students in 

each group). The Roma children will be divided among all the groups even if motivation and 

organisation reasons might suggest that they be kept in one single group (even better also with 

children belonging to other ethnic groups). 

Problems may vary from group to group. 

Examples: How does condensation form on the windowpanes? Why are some animal species 

able to breathe under water? Why does water boil? How do cars pollute the air we breathe? 

Discussion and definition of the workgroups and role assignment. Roles may change and do not 

follow a pattern. Usually each group has al least three main roles: coordinator (or chief 
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scientist), compiler (who writes a short report), secretary (responsible for the organisation). 

Step C -Debate to assess what the group “already knows” on the subject and setting up of an 

information network for solving the problem.  

The teacher will facilitate the documentation process which will be carried out during the 

workshop activities or through research on internet or interviews with the “experts”. 

Step D - Presentation of a final report describing how the problem was solved. We recommend 

to favour and motivate the participation of Roma children supplying them, whenever possible, 

with a space for relating with the group and with the school as a whole. The presentation can 

also be public and should possibly be attended by parents and the rest of the school (or at least 

of the class). 
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10. Meaning of the didactic action “Relationship with the parents and family context” 

 

Montessori instructors have a unique opportunity as educators of the parents as well as the 

children. The worthy goal is that the student will get so much more out of the Montessori 

experience if it is supported not only in the school, but also in the home. 

The main principle of the Montessori’s method – is to try to involve parents through their 

children. The parents are educated and involved in education of their children through 

children. In addition to that, the special attention when working with Roma parents should be 

given to individual communication between pedagogues and parents instead of group 

activities, such as parents’ meeting. 

 

Activities for involvement of parents: 

- Constant individual contact with each parent, including visits to their homes. Informal 

conversation about the progress, achievements, needs and challenges of a child’s education 

process.  

 

- Children are given small tasks that they have to complete with the help of their parents at 

home – the parents are asked by the child to assist them in completing the task. The tasks are 

minimal at the beginning of the school year (such as to bring slippers and a tea cup to the 

class, to bring some tea for the drinking of tea in the morning, etc.) and are gradually 

increased during the year (i.e. to assist children in completing school tasks). The tasks are 

formulated that way that the parent is increasingly involved in supporting the child at school 

and continuously participate and show attention to the child progress at school. 

 

- A child is given a binder with all his/her works (drawings, writing papers, math task, etc.) at 

the end of the week that he/she can bring home and show the parents. The parents are asked 

to review the work and give comments to the child. When child returns to school on Monday, 

he/she is asked to repeat the comments of the parents to the teacher. In this way, the child is 

praised twice for his/her work and also the teacher receives feedback from the parents 

through the child. 
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- Informal tea/coffee meetings with parents at the school. Instead of holding a formal parents 

meeting, parents are invited to approach a teacher individually and discuss the progress of 

the child at a cup of tea. In this way, rapport and better mutual understanding is 

strengthened between parents and teachers. 

 

- Involvement of parents in organisation of common festivals at school – parents are asked to 

contribute to the festival by completing practical tasks, such as providing needed materials or 

food (i.e. for the festival of Mardi Grass – baking pancakes, providing wood for the bonfire, 

etc.).  The parents are also invited to attend the festivals and support their children in public 

performances. Important days for Roma community are celebrated – especially the 

International Roma Day (April 8) and the International day to commemorate Roma Holocaust 

(August 2).  This way, self-respect and recognition of Roma identity is encouraged.  

 

- Involvement of parents in school trips and educational excursions. The parents are invited to 

participate together with children and support the teacher in supervising the children and 

attending to their needs.  

Social position of a family has an important role of a child‘s education. Parents, that have 

secure income are able to better support their children at school, they invest more time and 

effort into the education of their child. When the family is in an especially stressful situation 

financially, it is difficult to expect support of parents in school. Therefore, it is suggested that 

a school had good contacts with social workers and/or social support services that could 

support families in situations of crisis.  

 

The peculiarity of a Roma community is that they lead a rather secluded life and do not have 

many contacts with the majority society. This way of life has encouraged rather individual 

stance within community as well – Roma adults have difficulties relating to other people with 

community, to feel empathy to other members of the community. These limited social 

competences continue to isolate Roma adults from the wider society. Additionally, the 

development of social competences is hindered by weak skills of state language. These factors 
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have influence on raising and education of children in families – the parents are not able to 

teach their children those social skills that they do not have themselves. Therefore, when a 

Roma child enters a public school, various adaptation and motivation problems emerge.  

In the Montessori classroom, situations such as “how to say hello to a friend”, “how to 

introduce themselves”, “how to ask a friend to have snack with them” or “how use their 

words to express an emotion” are commonly discussed. Furthermore, children follow simple 

rules for their behavior that have far-reaching effects on their development. They are free to 

use the materials they choose, create their own work spaces, and take their time. With this 

freedom comes a responsibility. They may not disturb the work spaces of others, must be 

courteous and considerate of others, and must clean up and reorganize every activity they 

use so it is ready for use by the next child.  The Montessori classroom is not merely a place for 

individual learning. It is a vibrant community of children, where the child learns to interact 

socially in a variety of ways. The three-year age range enables older children to teach the 

younger and learn much themselves from the experience while the younger children are 

inspired to more advanced work through observing the older ones. With such a variety of 

levels in the classroom, each child can work at his or her own pace, unhindered by 

competition and encouraged by co-operation. 
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11. Didactic action “Relationship with the parents and family context” in practice 

Activity 1 

I `m my parent`s child 

 

Target group : students between the age of 6 – 9 years old. 
 

Step 1 : The teacher invites parents at school, showing them this activity; Our objective 

is to involve parents and to make them come to school; knowing the familiar 

environment in order to be accepted and integrated in the community. 

 

Step 2 : For a week under parent`s and teacher`s guidance, students will search for 

materials   

such as : family pictures, the family tree, objects used in their parent`s jobs, other 

pictures of them. 

 

Step 3 : Each student will show in different ways, with the help of the  materials his 

family. 

 

Step 4 : The used materials will form an exhibition in the classroom for a month. 

Children will 

 see the exhibition and their parents also. 

 

Conclusions : The students will fond out that although they come from different a 

environment,  in some situations they have the some feelings or concern. 

 
 

 

 

 



75 
 

Activity 2 

New friends 

 

Target group : Children between the age of 6 – 7 years. 

 

Step 1 : The teacher asks the children to bring from home thread and colored marbles 

or   beads.T he teacher on a flipchard puts 2 portraits of a boy and of a girl. 

 

Step 2 :  The children are asked to thread the beads in order to obtain the letters  Ş ( 

from  blue beads `, Ţ ( from green beads ) and J  ( from red beads ) .  They pronounce 

the consonants after they recognize them. The teacher has also cards with names 

containing the consonants ( Dragoş, Ionuţ, Steluţa and Nuşa ) . 

Children have to give each portrait a name; but the name has to contain the  letter Ş . 

They choose – Nuşa for the girl, Dragoş for the boy. 

 

Step 3 : Two roma children are asked to come in front of  the class and imagine a 

conversation beetwen  Nuşa and Dragoş. 

Conclusions: This way  they can pronounce the consonante. 
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12. Meaning of the didactic action “Writing and Reading” 

 

This didactic action aims at developing: 

 

- the ability to speak and communicate, the ability to speak correctly and s ability to listen and 

understand the signification of the spoken language 

- the vocabulary in order to be understood not only by his family but also by the other 

members of the community  

-  the interaction with others and understanding their ideas and perspectives      

 

Its psycho – pedagogic context is related to the fact that learning to talk is one of the most 

visible and important achievements of early childhood. New language tools mean new 

opportunities for social understanding, for learning about the world, and for sharing 

experiences, pleasures and needs.  

Most children begin speaking during their second year and by age two are likely to know at 

least 50 words and to be combining them in short phrases (Rescorla, 1989). Once vocabulary 

size reaches about 200 words, the rate of word learning increases dramatically and 

grammatical function words such as articles and prepositions begin to appear with some 

consistency (Bates and Goodman, 1997). During the preschool years, sentence patterns 

become increasingly complex and vocabulary diversifies to include relational terms that 

express notions of size, location, quantity and time (Clark, 1993). By the age of four to six or 

so, most children have acquired the basic grammar of the sentence (Paul, 1981). From that 

point onward, children learn to use language more efficiently and more effectively. They also 

learn how to create, and maintain, larger language units such as conversation or narrative 

(Owens, 2001). Although there are individual differences in rate of development, the 

sequence in which various forms appear is highly predictable both within and across stages 

(Crystal, Fletcher & Garman, 1976). 
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Thus the goal of this action is to spread the writing and reading skills through a sensorial 

approach, through working with a concrete material. Reading and writing are prepared 

indirectly through games for  reading, games with words, simple grammar exercises. 

There is considerable agreement that the course of language development reflects the 

interplay of factors in at least five domains: social, perceptual, cognitive processing, 

conceptual and linguistic. Theorists differ in the emphasis and degree of determination 

posited for a given domain, but most would agree that each is relevant. There is a large body 

of research supporting the view that language learning is influenced by many aspects of 

human experience and capability.  

The verbal environment influences language learning. From ages one to three, children from 

highly verbal "professional" families heard nearly three times as many words per week as 

children from low verbal "welfare" families. Longitudinal data show that aspects of this early 

parental language predict language scores at age nine (Hart & Risley, 1995). 

The exercise of phonetically analysis require sentences elaboration, to specify the number of 

words from a simple sentence, to isolate the words from sentences specifying their  position 

in the context, to separate the words in syllables, to identify the sound from the syllables and 

to pronounce them correctly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



78 
 

13. Didactic action “Writing and Reading” in practice 

Activity 1 

Fruits and vegetables 

 
Target group ; children between the age of 6 – 7 

 
 Step 1 : Teachers bring to class a basket with fruit and vegetables. 

 Step 2 :  Children are arranged in a circle . 

  The teacher takes a fruit from the basket and asks  a child to name the fruit and   

with the last sound of the word naming another fruit or vegetables from the  basket. 

 For example the teacher takes from  the basket a cablage and with e the 

children   identify the eggplant from the basket and so on. 

 

Step 3 :   After they identify all the fruit and vegetables from the basket the roma 

children  

are asked to present different uses of the fruit and vegetables. 

 

Conclusions : this help them not to add another sound at the end of words. 
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Activity 2 

Explore the syllables 

 
Target group: 6 – 7 years old children 

 
Step 1 : We have in classes a locker of toys. Children are asked to go to the locker and 

choose a toy from there. 

 

Step 2 :  They are sitting on a carpet in semicircle. When a child comes back  with a toy 

in his hand, he tries to pronounce the word ( the name of the toy ) and to syllabify the 

name of the toy. Then all the children syllabify the same word. 

 

Step 3 :   After the children syllabified all the names of the toys the teacher put a CD 

with  a song ( ,, The train “ ). The children listen first and then try to syllabify the words 

of the song with the help of the teacher. 

 

Conclusions : the children play and sing and  in the same time  they identify syllables in 

words which are clearly articulated and they also articulate sounds and syllables in 

words. 
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Activity 3 

The game of terms 

 
Target group : 7 – 8 years old students 

 
First step :  The teacher brings to class cards with  words. The objectives are to 

establish words order in a sentence and to be aware of the spaces in writing ( the 

distance between words ). 

 

Step two : Children work in groups. They receive from the teacher phrases. Each group 

has a phrase. They are asked to cut up the  words of the phrase, mix the words and 

then try to form the phrase again. The teacher helps them. 

 

Step three : They write the sentences on the first type notebook and on the 

blackboard. 

 

Conclusions : This activity helps children to select words and to be aware of the 

distance between words. 
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Activity 4 

Understanding numbers 0 to 10 

Tools: cards with numbers from 1 to 10/ counting sticks/ chesnuts/ buttons/ clay 

cubes.. 

Version 1 

Step 1: The teacher mixes the numbers and offers the child to put them in sequence.  

Step 2: The child finishes, the teacher asks the child to put adequate number of 

chesnuts/ buttons/ clay cubes under the each number. The teacher helps the child if 

needed. 

 

Version 2 

Step 1: The teacher mixes the numbers and offers the child to put them in sequence. 

After the child finishes, the teacher asks the child to put adequate number of 

chesnuts/ buttons/ clay cubes under the each number.  

Step 2: The cubes must be put in specific order – in two parallel lines, for odd 

numbers the last cube is put under the two lines, in the middle.  

Step 3: The teacher takes the cubes from any of the even numbers and divides them 

between herself and the child” “One is for you, one is for me” and ask her/him: “How 

many cubes do you have? How many cubes do I have?”. The child responds” “We 

both have 2 cubes”. The teacher responds: “Yes, we have divided them evenly, 4 is an 

even number”. 

Conclusions:  The children understand the structure and sequence of numbers to 

prepare they to understand differences between even and odd numbers. 
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Activity 5  

Travelling ABCs 

 

The target group: students approx 5 years and older.  

 

Tools: a hanging cloth with pockets for letters, each letter has a sticker and can be 

stuck to the hanging cloth. 

 

Step 1: The teacher gives each child a card with a picture and a word under it. The 

children one by one must “write” the word on the hanging cloth using the sticking 

letters.  

After finishing writing the child must put all the letters back in their pockets. 

Step 2: Once the children understood the activity, the teacher gives each child a 

picture with no words and asks to name the things. The child is then asked to spell 

the word and “write it” on the hanging cloth. The teacher helps the child to spell the 

word and understand the sequence of the letters. After finishing writing the child 

must put all the letters back in their pockets. 

Step 3: The child can choose any word he/she wants to spell and write on the 

hanging cloth. He/she is assisted by teacher if needed. After finishing writing the child 

must put all the letters back in their pockets. 

 

Conclusion: to understand the letter as a symbol, sound analysis of words. 
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    Possible conclusions (and an act of faith) 
 

More than a hundred years have passed since the experience of Maria Montessori at the Casa 

dei Bambini and from the foundation of the Rural Schools. These anniversaries have been 

celebrated especially in America, for example with a workshop in San Francisco in February 

2007. Very little has been done in Europe. Yet there are still more than 5,000 institutions, 

including 300 state schools worldwide, which work with the Montessori method. 

It is generally believed that the Montessori schools are based on the need to form the ruling 

class and these schools are generally private and expensive. In this regard, Larry Page and 

Sergey Brin’s recent statements made the headlines: the two creators of Google maintained 

that their genius derives from having attended as children a Montessori school. 

But we know that this is not true. Maria Montessori and Alice Hallgarten founded schools for 

poor and "mentally impaired" children and believed that it was necessary and urgent to 

establish a true democratic school for everybody. This idea underlies many initiatives that are 

the basis of the reform of education worldwide and in particular the well known American 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001 ("No Child Left Behind"). 

But the biggest problem remains in the dissatisfaction with the performance and educational 

outcomes and not in promoting the idea of a welcoming and inclusive school. The European 

schools react to this stimulus with several attempts, the most recent being, after those of the 

United Kingdom, that of the Italian Ministry of Education which defined in a directive the 

need to identify "Special Education Needs, SEN," a clear step towards personalization of 

teaching (27 December 2012 the Italian Ministry of Education issued a directive "Tools for the 

intervention for pupils with special educational needs and territorial organization for school 

inclusion"). 

A welcoming school is the principle that guided Alice Hallgarten in the creation of the schools 

of Montesca and Rovigliano. 

The evaluation of a method should focus on concrete answers offered to social needs. And 

this is the theme that inspired the attempt to create an approach based on the Montessori-

Hallgarten educational experience. 
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The schooling of Roma children is an urgent social issue, not so much for their number or the 

severity of their social condition or to the social alarm that causes the presence of Roma 

people in the comfortable world of the Gadjo. But a modern, "knowledge-based" first world 

economy cannot but have a bad conscience knowing that some young citizens are not in a 

position to be "children who go to school" while all the other children do. 

Is there a way to reach an objective evaluation of an educational method? A possible positive 

answer comes from two American psychologists, Angeline Lillard from the University of 

Virginia and Nicole Else-Quest from the University of Wisconsin, who carried out the initial 

objective assessment of the effectiveness of the Montessori method (A. Lillard & Else -Quest 

N., Evaluating Montessori Education, Science, 313:1893-1894, 2006); 

Angeline Lillard is a scholar and author of a famous book about the Montessori method, very 

popular in the U.S. (Lillard, A. Montessori: The Science Behind the Genius Oxford University 

Press, New York, 2005). The two researchers have examined a sample of children from a 

school in Milwaukee (WI) which has various urban minorities. 

The fundamental question was how and if is it possible to "isolate" the direct product of an 

educational system and of an educational approach from uncontrollable factors which 

normally affect a child's development. 

It is well known that the most determining factor for school performance is parental 

influence, both genetic and environmental. 

In America experts and operators in this field believe that the environment is a factor, and 

another one is the parents' income. There is a widespread belief instead that ethnic origin, 

other conditions being equal, has a negligible importance. 

A criticism widespread in the U.S. and partially also here in Europe is that the Montessori 

schools are normally attended by rich children and their success in life depends more from 

their social status than from an educational strategy. 

To counteract this point of view Lillard ande Else-Quest have assessed the access to 

Montessori state schools selecting children at random. 

The results published on Science show that at the end of the elementary school (6-12 years) 

the “montessorian” the students produce more creative works, both written and oral, 

characterised by a more complex syntactic structure (ibidem, Lillard A. & Else-Quest N., 
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Evaluating Montessori Education, Science, 313:1893-1894, 2006). 

Also their social competences are chiefly directed towards behaviour and show a more 

developed and positive sense of belonging to the school community. 

These are no doubt comforting results but the MBS method was not in reality devised to find 

solutions which we do not know to problems which we know all too well. 

This is not the time as yet to assess the results of the implementation of this method in 

Italian, Rumanian and Lithuanian schools where it was pre-experimented. A first analysis has 

however allowed us to put into focus the fact that the perception of a personalised approach 

designed for “de voyage” children is an answer which the gadjo world must supply, clear and 

decisive as it is expected by the EU Roma communities: children should attend school because 

that is a place where they can be happy. 
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