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The Right to Education

“Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.”

Article 26 (2) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948.

The right to education is a human right in itself and the basis for guaranteeing the realization of
other human rights. Human rights are rights inherent to all human beings, regardless of
nationality, sex, national or ethnic origin, religion, language, or any other status. All human
beings are equally entitled to human rights without discrimination.1
The right to education is an ‘empowerment right‘. Education is a key to lift oneself out of poverty
and to participate fully in society.2 Education helps to reduce inequalities and to reach gender
equality.3 Quality education fosters creativity and knowledge and develops skills of literacy as
well as problem-solving and other cognitive and social skills.4 Education is essential to promote
tolerance between people and contributes to a more peaceful society.5
Beyond the question of fairness and basic human rights, education brings economic and social
benefits to a country.6 Education enables young people to fulfil their potential and contribute to
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society as responsible citizens.7 Therefore, education is recognized as one of the best financial
investments a state can make.8
The right to education is enshrined in international human rights law. The Universal Declaration
of Human Rights states that education shall be equally accessible. This means that access to
education and learning outcomes should not be affected by circumstances outside of a person’s
control, such as gender, birthplace, ethnicity, religion, language, income, wealth or disability. 9
The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which entered
into force in 1976 and was ratified by Bulgaria in 1970, reaffirms the right to education as a
legally binding obligation. Article 13 ICESCR is the most wide-ranging and comprehensive article
on the right to education in international human rights law.
Article 13 ICESCR establishes the standards to be achieved for the full realization of the right to
education. These are:
-

Primary education: free and compulsory

-

Secondary education: available and accessible for all

-

Higher education: accessible to all based on their capacity

-

Intensified basic education for those who did not finish primary education

The right to education includes four dimensions, the so-called 4As, in order to ensure quality
education:10
Availability: States must make available a sufficient number of functioning schools.
“Functioning” includes adequate buildings with sanitation facilities, safe drinking water, teaching
material etc., and well-trained teachers receiving competitive salaries.
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Accessibility: All boys and girls need to have access based on the principles of equality and
non-discrimination. The prohibition against discrimination is subject to neither progressive
realization nor the availability of resources – it applies fully and immediately to all aspects of
education and encompasses all internationally prohibited grounds of discrimination. Schools
have to be within safe physical reach. Education has to be affordable to all. The state has the
duty to provide compulsory and free primary education. Concerning secondary and higher
education, states are required to progressively introduce free access.
Acceptability: The form and substance of education, including curricula and teaching methods,
have to be acceptable (e.g. relevant, culturally appropriate, and of good quality) to students and,
in appropriate cases, parents.
Adaptability: States must enable schools to respond to the needs of students within their
diverse social and cultural settings. What a child learns in school should be determined by his or
her future needs as an adult. This means that schools should remain flexible, taking into account
social developments, to serve the children’s best interest.
States are obligated under international law to respect, to protect and to fulfil human rights. The
obligation to respect means that the State and its officials must not violate human rights through
their own actions. The obligation to protect requires the State to protect individuals and groups
against human rights abuses by others. The obligation to fulfil means that a State must take
positive action to facilitate the enjoyment of human rights. At the individual level, while everyone
is entitled to human rights, everyone should also respect the human rights of others.11
Under international law, the conduct of any state organ is considered an act of that state.
Therefore, not only the national state but also the local authorities are obliged to comply with
international human rights obligations within their local competences. Local authorities are
closest to the citizens. They are those who are to translate human rights into practical
application when delivering public services, such as education, housing, health services and
environmental protection.12
All member states of the European Union are legally bound to the Charter of Fundamental
Rights of the European Union. Article 14 enshrines the right to education for everyone. The right
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to education is closely linked to other rights. If the right to education is neglected, it negatively
impacts on other rights upheld by the Charter, like the rights of the child (article 24), the freedom
to choose an occupation and the right to engage in work (article 15). Furthermore, language
skills and education have an impact on the right to non-discrimination (article 21) as well as on
health, well-being, and ultimately human dignity (article 1).
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)13 and the Education 2030
Framework for Action have recently put education at the heart of international development
policies. SDG 4 calls on all UN Member States to ensure inclusive and quality education for
everyone, leaving no one behind.14

The context of the research and its questions

The neighbourhood Stolipinovo is part of the Eastern city district of Plovdiv, Bulgaria. Although
“Stolipinovo” is a standard term in Plovdiv and beyond, the neighbourhood does not constitute
an independent, clearly defined administrative unit. Accordingly, there are no official numbers
about the actual population numbers. Local NGOs estimate that due to work migration within the
region and abroad its population fluctuates between approx. 35.000 and 70.000. Family
members, who mostly live abroad, usually return in summer and around the New Year holidays
in large numbers. Others, who live mostly in Stolipinovo, return during winter from seasonal work
in agriculture etc.
Ethnic segregation in Stolipinovo started about 25 years ago. Until then the neighbourhood had
a mixed population with a significant share of Roma, who had been living there after a first
resettlement from the city centre since the 1890s, and in larger numbers since the 1920s after
they were dislodged from more central neighbourhoods by ethnic Bulgarian war refugees and,
additionally, after they lost their homes in the devastating 1928 earthquake. Today, Stolipinovo’s
inhabitants are Romani-speaking Roma (approx. 10 to 15 percent) and Turkish-speaking “MilletTurks”. Many people living in the neighbourhood are illiterate and many speak the official
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language Bulgarian poorly or not at all. The latter is mainly true for the generation(s) that grew
up during the last 25 years and that did not have much contact with the Bulgarian-speaking
majority population.

School de-segregation
Children going to school in Stolipinovo do not have native Bulgarian-speaking classmates. The
schools in the neighbourhood are 100% segregated. In the early 2000s, NGOs, supported by the
Roma Education Fund and other donors, initiated school desegregation programs in eleven
Bulgarian cities, aiming to foster the integration of Roma children in mainstream schools.15 In the
course of twelve years, over 20 000 children were supported to leave the segregated school
environment and to start or continue their education in mainstream schools. Their achievements
have been very high, both in terms of school performance and in terms of degree of integration
with the other students. Over 95% of these children successfully finished the school years and
moved to upper grades.16 Although the work for school desegregation of Roma was initiated and
led by Roma nongovernmental organisations, it closely engaged various local institutions –
schools, local authorities, social services, as well as the Ministry of Education and Science. This
work was meant to become a model, which the state can use in order to solve the problem of
segregated education.17 In cooperation with the local ROMA Foundation, this desegregation
program was also implemented in Stolipinovo in September 2005. Roma parents were
encouraged to send their children to mainstream schools outside the neighbourhood, a bus
program ensured that the children would be in school on time, the schools engaged into talks
with Bulgarian parents to ease their concerns, and assistant teachers supported the children in
the new environment and their learning efforts. Approx. 250 children from Stolipinovo were
enrolled in mainstream schools throughout Plovdiv. When the School Desegregation Program
ended in 2013, the municipality of Plovdiv chose not to continue the program. A decreasing
number of parents still send their children to schools outside Stolipinovo, yet without the support
provided by the program.
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Three research questions
The aim of the project was 1) to evaluate the role of mainstream schools for social inclusion, 2)
to take a look at the children’s motivation and learning attitudes and 3) to assess the benefits
and sustainability of mainstream education.
In the conclusions, the findings regarding these three questions are put into the context of the
right to education.

Methods and sample characteristics
This report presents findings from semi-structured qualitative interviews with 45 current and
former students of twelve mainstream schools throughout Plovdiv, and additional interviews with
6 parents and 3 school headmasters.
Twelve teenagers living in Stolipinovo were involved in the research as part of the team. They
received an interviewer training, were included into the development of the questions, and
conducted the interviews with their peers with the support of a local journalist.
Although the desegregation project carried out by the ROMA Foundation ended in 2013, many
of the approx. 250 project participants could not be located anymore. One reason for that seems
to be the high mobility of inhabitants of Stolipinovo - the interviewers were told that in many
cases the respective (former) pupil had moved to Germany, France, the UK or elsewhere in the
EU. Another group that was almost not accessible were female project participants who had
married in the meantime. These young women mostly declined interview requests.
Therefore, it was decided to not solely rely on former participants of the desegregation project
but also to interview students who are currently enrolled in a mainstream school. This led the
research focus from a pure evaluation of the desegregation project to a more general
investigation of the impact of mainstream schools on social inclusion and learning outcome, as
formulated in the three research questions above.
24 of the student interviewees currently attend school; 21 have already completed their school
career. At the time of the interview, they are between 10 and 28 years old, while most of them
are around the age of 16. About one third of the interviewees are girls. One third of the student
interviewees attend(ed) three mainstream schools close to the district of Stolipinovo. The others
have been distributed over six schools in the city centre and three schools in the north of

Plovdiv. Not all of the interviewees have enrolled in the mainstream schools via the “official”
desegregation project between 2005 and 2013 during which all participating primary and
secondary schools accepted a certain number of Roma pupils. Some of the older and younger
interviewees, who were not encompassed by the project, went and still go to schools outside
Stolipinovo (including specialized professional schools) on the initiative and at the own expense
of their parents.

A note on wording and terms used in this report
The inhabitants of Stolipinovo call the district “the Makhala” (Turkish for “neighbourhood”).
The term “Bulgarian” is used by the interviewees and in the text to refer to ethnic Bulgarian
people as the majority population. It must not be mistaken to refer to Bulgarian citizenship, which
would equally apply to the inhabitants of Stolipinovo, being Bulgarian citizens.
The term “mainstream schools” is used to describe schools in Plovdiv that are attended by
ethnic Bulgarian children.

General Information on the Educational System in Bulgaria
Pre-primary education in Bulgaria embraces children from 3 years until they enter primary school
at 6 or 7 years. Main target of pre-primary education in Bulgaria is to prepare children for a
school environment. Pre-primary education of children for 2 years before entering primary school
is mandatory and free of charge.
School education in Bulgaria starts at the age of 7. Upon request by the parents, children can
enter school at 6 provided their physical and mental development allows it. School education
has two stages (primary and secondary) whereby secondary schools have a general and a
professional curriculum. Main school types are Primary School (1st to 4th grade), Elementary
Schools (1st to 7th grade), Gymnasiums (9th to 13th grade) and ”Middle” Schools (1st to 13th
grade).
Elementary education (1st to 7th grade) includes Primary School (1st to 4th grade) and Elementary
School (1st to 7th grade). The Certificate for Primary Education and the Certificate for
Elementary Education are obtained upon successful completion of 4th grade and 7th grade
respectively.
Secondary education comprises high schools and vocational schools. General secondary
education at general secondary schools and “profiled” gymnasiums lasts 3 or 4 years.
Specialized secondary education can be achieved at professional gymnasiums (“Tekhnikum”) in
4 or 5 years. Pupils are enrolled in these schools after having absolved an entrance test after 7 th
or 8th grade in the subjects: Bulgarian language and literature, mathematics, humanitarian
disciplines etc. or others according to the respective legal regulations.
Public schools are free. Education is compulsory until the age of 16. Restrictions because of
race, ethnicity, gender, ethnic or social background, belief and social situation are legally
forbidden. Schools for elementary education have school districts and children from other
districts can only enrol with a special permission by the Regional Educational Inspectorate. This
is particularly relevant in regard to segregated neighbourhoods like Stolipinovo, where the
schools within the neighbourhood have 100 percent Roma or Turkish pupils.
In order to enter universities or higher educational institutions, pupils have to pass the secondary
exams (“matura”) after 12th or 13th grade respectively.

THE ROLE OF MAINSTREAM SCHOOLS FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION

One major research interest was how relationships and attitudes develop when children from
Stolipinovo and other parts of Plovdiv find themselves together in one classroom. This was
elaborated based on the interviewees’ narratives about their first school day, good and bad
experiences with schoolmates, questions on friendships and joint activities inside and outside
school.

First days at the new school

“...and I always had in mind, if they would accept me.”

The interviewees experienced their first days at the new school with mixed feelings of insecurity,
excitement and curiosity.
“I was so stressed. For the first time in a school. On the one hand, I was happy that
there were so many kids my age, but on the other hand, I did not know them, and the
school was new.” (male, 18, pupil)

The major concern of the children was whether they would be able to make friends among their
new classmates. While this might be true for any student entering a new classroom for the first
time, the fact that the students come from Stolipinovo added another dimension to the
experience. First, going to a mainstream school - particularly to a school located in the city
centre of Plovdiv - also means to get to know the life outside Stolipinovo district.
“The first day - how could I not remember? It is one of my best memories! A
completely different school, a Bulgarian school. I enter the school for the first time.
Maybe, this was the most exciting day in my life. Outside the Makhala. Until then I did
not leave the Makhala very often. It was very exciting.” (male, 28, former pupil)

Second, this positive excitement went hand in hand with the concern about how the Bulgarian
students would react to them. Many interviewees anticipated hostilities. They worried whether
the other pupils would accept them, how they would treat them and whether they would manage
to make friends with Bulgarian classmates.
“I was a bit stressed. I was not sure, if I would find friends among the Bulgarians. As I
am Rom.” (male, 14, pupil)

Indeed, many interviewees describe that their classmates looked at them in a strange way.
Some students were received with open hostility by classmates calling them names, insulting
them or throwing things at them.
“It was quite bad. All my new classmates looked askance at me. They didn't attack me,
but my presence provoked them. I ignored them. So I coped on the first day.” (male,
16, pupil)

Interviewees who encountered such attitudes remember the first days in school as a hard time,
feeling lonely in the breaks and treated in a cold manner by their classmates. They speak of
weeks or even months of getting used to the new environment. Some of them say that their
parents had to encourage them to continue to go to school because they felt so uncomfortable
there. They felt ashamed and worried about whether the classmates would ever accept them.
“In the beginning they were quite cold to me. And I felt ashamed before them, because I
did not know how to behave. But step by step this got better. We got used to each
other.” (male, 18, former pupil)

The exposed position of being a child from an ethnic minority was aggravated when
supplemented with a low socioeconomic status. The first school day was a particularly bad
experience for a boy from a very poor family of Stolipinovo.
“It was bad. I did not have nice clothes. I didn't have money for a school bag. I didn't
have money for pencils and for notebooks. I went there... they were making fun of me,
because there were many richer kids... I stopped to go to school for a while. Because they
made fun of me.” (male, 16, pupil)

On the other hand, a number of students had very positive experiences on their first days at
school. They encountered Bulgarian classmates who were friendly, open and attentive towards

them. The surprise that resonates in some narratives underlines how much they had anticipated
prejudices and hostilities.
“I was very impressed by a boy, who directly introduced himself to me. He was
Bulgarian. I did not expect that someone would treat me so good. They were not cold,
there was no discrimination. There was no racism, but respect. It was really a good
day.” (male, 17, pupil)

Making friends with Bulgarian classmates can work out most naturally already on the first day.
„My first friend at school was a girl called Gergana. A Bulgarian girl. That was my first
day.“ (female, 17, pupil)

As the students were mainly worried about being accepted by their classmates and finding
friends, the school start was easier for pupils who went there together with friends or siblings.
The initial start was also described to be easier in more ethnically mixed schools, where the
students from Stolipinovo felt less exposed. However, the first school days do not necessarily
say much about the relationships to classmates later on. In the course of getting to know each
other and spending a lot of time together in the same classroom, relationships change and
develop. Some of the students who struggled most in the beginning were among those who
developed the closest friendships with their classmates later on.
“I remember that very well. Of course, the first school day among the Bulgarians there were other Roma, too - but I felt very insecure and shy. I felt ashamed. I was
there with a Bulgarian pupil, who then became one of my best friends.” (male, 21,
former pupil)

How relationships between classmates develop

“…but after a while they accepted me and we became friends.”

It takes some time for the new classmates to get to know each other – some interviewees speak
of a few days, others of weeks or some even of months. Some Bulgarian classmates were very
open from the beginning and/or did not make any difference whether another student came from
Stolipinovo or not. Some were openly racist. Many others had some reservations in the
beginning towards their peers from Stolipinovo but slowly opened up as they started to get to
know their classmates. Students from Stolipinovo describe how their Bulgarian classmates, by
getting to know them, started to see their individual personality instead of the stereotype they
had in mind on first sight. This opened the door to friendship.
The possible change in relationship is very well illustrated by the case of a student who is now
20 years old. He changed to a primary school in the city centre in 2nd grade, in the framework of
the School Desegregation Project. His narrative is completed by the view of his father (who was
interviewed separately).
“In the beginning I was very shy, I did not really like to go to school, because it was really
hard as hell for me. And I always had on my mind, if they would accept me.”
“When my son told me about these things, I told him that it is normal not to be
accepted at the very start. I always encouraged him that it would turn better after a
while. That he should not worry. You are at a good school and the kids will get used to
you. By encouraging and supporting him we helped him to go on.”
“In the beginning, there were classmates, who just did not like me, because of the fact that
I am of Roma origin. Because of this, they treated me in a rude manner. There was one
pupil, who was from a higher class, he came and just poured his tea over me. That was
really very bad for me. I felt really bad. I even told my parents about that.”
“When my son was in the 3rd grade, there was a Bulgarian pupil, he poured hot tea
over his head. I visited the school then and talked to the teacher and to the headmaster.
They took measures and nothing like this happened anymore.”

“But later, when they understood that I am not different from them, that they can talk to
me and that there is something good in me and that they can be my friends - that they
can trust me - then we started to play football together, and we spent personal time
together after school.”
“I was very impressed by the birthday party they organized for my son at school. He
was the only Rom there, after all. All others were Bulgarians. Also when they celebrated
themselves at home or in some restaurant, my son was always invited.”
“We spent a lot of time together, sometimes they called me and we went out together, or I
called them, they also came here to Stolipinovo and we played football here in the ROMA
stadium. For me this meant a lot that they trust me, and that they came here in my
neighbourhood.”
“This was a good news, that the children from his class, nevertheless that they all were
Bulgarians, decided to come without having fear or being shy to our neighbourhood and
to play together in our stadium. This impressed me a lot. After that, some kids even
came to our place. And they stayed with my son at home for a while.”
“In the final years it was positively exiting for me, because I already knew that they like
me, that we are friends, I was always with excitement looking forward to spending time
together, we played cards during the breaks. It was just a great time for me.”

This example illustrates that concerns by students and parents to face discrimination and
hostilities by their Bulgarian classmates are indeed justified, particularly in the beginning. Getting
to know each other can be a long process that requires perseverance by the student and
encouragement by the parents but can actually achieve to overcome prejudices – both the
prejudice that students from Stolipinovo were “different” or uneducated, as well as the prejudice
that Bulgarian classmates would never integrate a peer from Stolipinovo.

Classroom community

“…We had a good time, because my friends were there.”

The majority of the interviewees have finally developed a good understanding with their
classmates. When asked about what they particularly like about school, the two most frequently
mentioned aspects are the interesting learning environment and the amicable relationships with
classmates.
“The lessons, my classmates, also the pupils from other classes... pupils there also knew
me. I made many friends there, too.” (male, 21, former pupil)

Many students have developed close friendships in school. Some even describe their class
community to be like a family. Therefore, asked about their best school memory, students speak
of events where they experienced a feeling of unity, gatherings with classmates and teachers,
celebrations, school performances, sports tournaments, birthday celebrations or prom night.
“One day was unforgettable. We had a sports festival. We played football. It was a great
day. Our team won. Then we went to celebrate our victory.” (male, 16, pupil)
“It was my birthday, (…). They decorated the whole classroom. Everybody has
contributed to the presents. And they made a party for me.” (female, 13, pupil)
“The last day of the school year. We all gathered, we ate and drank. We laughed a lot
together. All was very nice!” (male, 10, pupil)

The generally positive feeling towards school is however clouded by experiences of
discrimination and harassments that the majority of students can tell a number of stories about.
“I like everything. I only hate sometimes, when people insult me.” (male, 19, pupil)

Prejudices, hostilities and conflicts

“…they always called me “Gypsy!”, those who did not know me properly”

Prejudices against ethnic minorities are widespread and this is reflected in the behaviour of
many Bulgarian classmates. Even among those who do not have hostile attitudes, prejudices
become visible when they positively acknowledge that a student from Stolipinovo turns out to be
different from what they had expected.
„In the beginning there is always this awkward moment, ah, he is black, in this sense,
but as soon as I start to talk to people, after 5 minutes of conversation, they
understand that I am not like the others, but a bit more different or maybe even a
completely different person. After they speak to me more than 5 minutes, I don't know
why that happens, they are usually very impressed and they always greet me, when
they see me.“ (male, 28, former pupil)

Hardly any student has not experienced hostilities based on or at least using his or her
association to an ethnic minority. In very few exceptions, interviewees reported to have never
encountered racism during their school career.
“It didn’t matter that I am Rom or Bulgarian. There was no discrimination in that
school, I don’t know how things are now. But I had a good relationship with the
Bulgarians. Nobody ever called me “gypsy” or “Rom”. No offensive word ever.” (male,
26, former pupil)

The vast majority of students can tell a number of stories of hostile incidents referring to their
ethnicity, as well inside as on the way to school.
“Once on the way to school on the bus some boys called "Look at this gypsy! How can he
go to that school? Fuck your mother!" They swore at me and insulted me.” (male, 19,
pupil)

Inside school, hostilities are reported to hardly ever come from school staff but rather from
schoolmates. The incidents range from strange looks, making fun of students, taking away their
notebooks, verbal abuses, accusations of theft when something was misplaced, throwing things

at someone, pushing a person against the wall, hitting someone or throwing a stone or even
more sever violent attacks.
“They make fun of me, because I don't have nice clothes. They hit me, because I am
Turkish. They called me "Mangal" and ignored me.” (male, 16, pupil)

Name-calling and insults are frequent. It needs to be underlined that many students say that
verbal abuses do not necessarily come from their own classmates but from pupils of other
classes or neighbouring schools. This supports the observation that relationships tend to
improve through personal interaction.
Some students can rely on Bulgarian friends who defend them. In other cases, those who do
name-calling pull along the student’s own classmates, which hurt their feelings even more.
“From other classes, where people did not know me properly, there were boys and girls
who looked square at me. Sometimes the insulted me with the word "tsiganka". That
was very unpleasant for me, because my friends also laughed about it.” (female, 19,
former pupil)

Bulgarians who become friends with students from Stolipinovo may also become the target of
insults and hostilities. This is particularly true in case of love relationships. Students who have a
Bulgarian girlfriend report that their girlfriends have been insulted for being together with them.
This is described as being shocking for the girl, and humiliating for the boy who cannot defend
his girlfriend against these insults.
“I got acquainted with a girl from school. We got more close, I didn't expect this and
was very happy. She introduced me to her friends. And we all started to spend time
together. But one day we went out into the yard during the main break, they started to
insult us: "She goes with the gypsies!" It was hard for me, because I couldn't do much.”
(male, 19, pupil)

Discrimination also takes the form of exclusive friendship cycles, where students are not
included on the basis that they are from an ethnic minority. Students underline that not all
Bulgarian pupils have the same attitude. There is a lot of unfriendliness but also Bulgarians who
emphasize with their peers and act against discrimination.

“There are Bulgarians who support us. Who communicate with us, and protect us from
discrimination. There are Bulgarians, who insult us and are against us.” (male, 14,
pupil)

It seems that some schoolmates use racist name-calling intentionally to provoke fights in school.
Again, this tends not to be started by classmates but more likely by pupils of other classes.
Interviewees report that they were hassled and insulted until they reacted by engaging into the
fight. This kind of situation unfolds the dynamics from every side, calling support from friends,
with the result of rather big brawls between two groups.
“I was with my girlfriend and other friends. Then some Bulgarians, a gang or how can I
put it... they came up to us and started to provoke us, said all sorts of insulting things.
But I kept cool. But they continued and I called my friends. Then it became unpleasant.
We had to beat each other up, unfortunately.” (male, 17, pupil)

A few interviewees speak of situations that they had experienced as life threatening. This
concerns situations where attackers chased them and gave them the feeling to run for their life,
or confrontations that escalated to a frightening extent. Violent humiliations may lead to actions
of revenge in which the former victims for their part lose control over their anger, and drag
alliances of friends into serious fights. However, such escalations were reported very
exceptionally.
“Once I was walking along the corridor to go to the toilet. They followed me into the
toilet, locked the doors and started to beat me up and to spit at me and a lot of other
disgusting things. I felt so bad, I even cried. Later I waited for them with my friends, of
my gang. And we gave it to them in return. They had to go to the hospital for two
months. That was the worst thing that happened at school” (male, 16, pupil)

The level of hostilities or experiences of discrimination seem to differ between schools.
“In my former school there was a lot of racism. Everybody kept away from me. They
treated me rude. There was no friendship there. They constantly hassled me and called
me "Mango, Gypsy" and such things. At the new school I don't have this.” (male, 17,
pupil)

The share of minority students in a school seems to make a difference, but not necessarily in the
sense that the situation is more or less hostile in a school. Students who were almost the only

pupil from Stolipinovo in their class or even their school felt quite exposed in the beginning as
they were looked at as someone “different”. However, after some time, which was needed to
dismantle initial restraint and prejudices, these students would be seen in light of their individual
personality and as such would be integrated into the class. In this context, students seem to
have struggled more in the beginning but are also those who found best friends among
Bulgarian classmates. In schools with a high share of minority students, the presence of children
from Stolipinovo does not raise any particular attention. However, this does not necessarily
mean that the atmosphere is less hostile. It seems that in that environment, group building in a
sense of “us” and “them” is more likely, as a number of students report fights provoked by
discriminatory insults with two sides, each gathering their friends.

Students’ coping strategies

Students react very differently to experiences of hostility and discrimination. Some students try
to ignore the insults. Some cope by telling themselves that those who insult them are idiots and
do not deserve any attention.
“I don’t pay attention to their foolishness against me.” (male, 16, pupil)

Some cry, are afraid or even have a nervous breakdown at school – or go home and cry there
secretly. Some play it down that it bothers them. Some are closing up in order to block out what
hurts them emotionally. Some say that they have gotten used to it.
“I went home, cried a bit, went again, but with the time it passed. I got used to it.”
(female, 19, former pupil)

Some get very angry or even aggressive. They knock over a desk, or push away the person who
harasses them. Some try to form allies with friends and engage in brawls.
“I don’t know what to do with this bastard, he keeps harassing me all the time! I
pushed him against the wall. And that was it.” (male, 18, former pupil)

Some show understanding that Bulgarian pupils who do not know them have reservations
towards them. They try to be on their best behaviour, to prove the prejudices wrong.
“After a while I got some authority, not only with regard to knowledge, but also because
of the way I treated people.” (male, 21, former pupil)

Some turn to their teachers or school headmasters for support. Some tell their parents.
“I went to see the school director. That she should do something. That it does not
continue like that.” (male, 16, pupil)

Some search for friends among those who are equally excluded – be it because they are from a
minority or on another ground.
“I was very happy, when I was in the sports lesson. I met a friend there, who had a
psychic illness and everybody disliked her. But I understood her.” (female, 16, former
pupil)

Some want to leave school. Some want to go to a school where there are more pupils from their
own ethnic community. Some do not want to continue school at all.
“I stayed for one more year and then disappeared from school. I then went to DD. It
was much better there. There everybody was Roma.” (male, 19, former pupil)

Some are proud that they have managed to get through a hard time and turn it around or at least
make the best out of it.
“This period is over now. I am proud of myself that I coped with that.” (male, 16, pupil)

Some speak with their classmates about their prejudices, question them, confront those who
insult them and try to raise awareness among their classmates.
“We talk about what they think about the Roma, because it is interesting for me. And
they tell me some bad things and I ask them, why, where do you know that from? They
answer, from the news, from the media. And I ask them, why do you believe blindly,
what these people say? Don't you know that the media exaggerate things? That's their
job to make things bigger than they are. I tell them not to believe blindly.” (male, 18,
pupil)

Schools’ reactions

“…then we went to the headmaster and she straightened things out.”

Schools take firm actions in cases of violence between students. Teachers and headmasters
reportedly differentiate carefully between cases of mutual aggression and cases in which one
pupil harasses another one. Some interviewees were not content that school headmasters had
punished them too, because they felt they were dragged into a fight by others; however, in the
majority of cases, interviewees describe the schools’ reactions as correct and without any
discriminatory bias. Headmasters issue warnings or impose punishments like cleaning the
corridors or painting the school fence. Students who are responsible for violent incidents or
repeated harassment are sanctioned with expulsion from school.
„Then the school director called us in her office and sorted the thing out with us. We all
got a warning and a punishment. If this would happen again, we would be thrown out
of school.“ (male, 16, pupil)

Many students turn to their teachers or school headmasters for help in case of discrimination or
hostilities from their peers. Teachers or headmasters generally take immediate action. One
interviewee reported a case, in which a teacher did not care, however then the director
intervened. School headmasters call the offensive student to their office to give them a warning,
call parents to school to discuss their child’s behaviour or contact neighbouring schools in case
the offenders actually come from another school.
“These guys from the other school came over and made fun of us. They called us
offending names. They came from the other school and started to attack the Roma. We
told our director and she talked to the director of the other school. And the parents.
And it got better.” (male, 18, former pupil)

The school’ interventions are effective. Interviewees report that harassments stopped after
school headmasters got involved.
“The director punished them. This was a lesson also for the others and now they treat
me well. They don't call my "Gypsy" now and don't insult me.” (male, 19, pupil)

Friendship and joint activities

“…we mainly meet in the city centre.”

More than half of the interviewees have found close friends among their Bulgarian classmates
whom they also meet outside of school, in many cases several times a week. Joint activities are
playing football or other sports, going to a café or bar together, strolling around in the city centre,
or helping each other with homework. There are no obvious differences between girls and boys
in that regard, other than that girls name different sports activities than football.
“We go to the city centre every day and stroll around there. We play cards, drink coffee
and smoke. We play football, basketball.” (male, 15, pupil)

The students from Stolipinovo meet their classmates in the city centre. Some interviewees say
that they also visit their Bulgarian classmates at home sometimes. Conversely, the latter hardly
ever come to Stolipinovo district. Only one single interviewee reports that his Bulgarian friends
came to see him at home and played football together in Stolipinovo, which he and his parents
valued as very exceptional. The segregation of residential areas influences the frequency of
contacts outside school.
“Very seldom. Because I live in the Makhala. They live in other surroundings, among
Bulgarians. Only when we go to a café or so, after school sometimes, I see them.” (male,
18, pupil)

Another reason for less frequent contact with friends outside school is work. Some students
mention to work in the afternoon, e.g. helping in the family business, and therefore do not have
much free time to meet with friends.
“Because I have other things to do after school. I help my father in his everyday job.”
(male, 17, pupil)

Several interviewees found a girlfriend in school (only one female interviewee speaks about
having a boyfriend in school). A number of the interviewees who already finished school are still
in contact with their Bulgarian classmates or even maintain very close friendships beyond school
time.

Parents’ views

The interviewed parents who send their child to a mainstream school, do so with the conscious
intention that the child would have the opportunity to study among ethnic Bulgarian students.
This is not only linked to the wish that the child would attend a school of higher educational
quality, but also the clear intention that the child should participate and be included in Bulgarian
society.
“So that they learn better. So that they speak Bulgarian better. So that they have a
certain education. I also wanted them to learn together and to have contact with
Bulgarian kids.” (mother)

Parents report that they have been very worried that their children would not be accepted by
their peers. They were afraid that their children would be harassed, that there would be fights in
school and their children would get hurt. These incidents actually did happen, especially in the
beginning. Parents described the pedagogic support that was provided within the School
Desegregation Program as reassuring. They felt calmer, knowing that someone would look after
their children in the new – not always friendly – environment.
“We had concerns about how the Bulgarians would accept our children. But the good
thing about this [desegregation] programme was that there were educational assistants,
who went and stayed with our children in school. They took care of them during the
breaks. So we were less anxious.” (father)

Parents have to take some risk to send their children to a school environment where they might
be exposed to hostile attitudes of their peers. It may take some endurance of the child and
convincing by the parents to get through the first months until the child gets used to the new
environment, learning level, and peers. However, the interviewed parents confirm that
relationships between their children and their classmates considerably improved, until the point
where it did not matter anymore that the child was from Stolipinovo.

Headmasters’ views

According to the interviewed school headmasters, ethnicity as such does not cause particular
tensions between pupils.
“A fight may occur between anyone, between two Bulgarian pupils…someone annoyed
you, someone hit you…so that this is not on ethnic grounds. No. They are simply
children.” A

Schools play an important role in reacting to conflicts and guiding the children to treat their
classmates in a respectful way.
“We explained to the kids that we have to get used to each other, let’s say, to the
differences between us. So there are differences, when you are a Roma kid, an Armenian
or a Jew. But we all are also Bulgarians. For the kids, they are just other kids in the
first place.” B

Therefore, according to the headmasters, social integration into school classes is successful.
Students might not always become friends, yet there is a feeling of unity in the classroom.
“Well, friendship is a big word but the feeling that “we are all in one class” is very
strong.” A

In schools with a higher share of minority groups, headmasters observe the tendency that
students look for company among the same group. For successful integration, school principals
recommend that children from minorities should ideally make up for 10 percent of students in
one class (2-3 pupils per class). This percentage in a classroom would actually reflect their
composition of the population.
School principals report that they indeed received sharp reactions by Bulgarian parents who did
not want that their children study together with children from Stolipinovo. Some Bulgarian
parents took their children out of the school for that reason. According to the headmasters, there
are still some parents that are categorically against their child being in class with children from
Stolipinovo. Others stopped resisting when they saw that the children from Stolipinovo did not
cause any disturbance in school.

“People understood quickly that the Roma kids are not aggressive, well-behaved, not
dirty, as people often say.” B

Preliminary findings

The role of mainstream schools for social inclusion becomes evident in the narratives of
students, parents and school principals. Initial attitudes of Bulgarian pupils towards their new
classmates from Stolipinovo reflect the considerable level of prejudices and racist attitudes
against Roma and other minorities in Bulgarian society. First encounters are not always friendly,
and Stolipinovo children are indeed confronted with racist hostilities in school. However, as the
children spend every day together in one classroom, the individual personality continuously
outweighs the impersonal stereotypes. Joint activities in sports and learning support this
development. The transformation of prejudices takes time and is not without conflicts. The
schools however seem to be well prepared and committed to dealing with such conflicts in a
sustainable way. Where schools set clear boundaries communicating that racist behaviour is not
tolerated, schoolmates learn to at least accept each other. The vast majority of classmates
finally build up a good understanding with their classmates. Many of them find close friends
among their Bulgarian peers and keep that friendship beyond school age.

MOTIVATION AND LEARNING SUCCESS

The second research question inquired into the learning attitude of students from Stolipinovo,
their motivation, and learning outcomes. Interviewees were asked what they like or do not like
about school, to describe lessons, and how they get along with teachers.

The step into a mainstream school

“When you go to a Bulgarian school, it is completely different. There you get real education,
so to say”

Interviewees report that initially, they had some difficulties with following the lessons. Students
experience the gap in quality between schools inside and outside Stolipinovo district, which
demanded extra effort in the beginning in order catch up to the educational level in the new
school.
“It was hard to get used to it in the beginning. Two or three months... because... here I
was a good pupil, in the school here in the Makhala. Outside it was harder, but I
managed to be somewhere between average and good. The curriculum here is one thing,
but when you go to a Bulgarian school, it is completely different.” (male, 28, former
pupil)

Children from Stolipinovo mostly speak Romany or Turkish as their first language and have
different levels of knowledge of Bulgarian when they enter a mainstream school. One student
underlines how having visited a Bulgarian kindergarten before starting primary school made the
transition very easy for him. How fast the students improve their skills in Bulgarian and catch up
with their classmates does not only depend on their own efforts but also very much on the
support they get from their Bulgarian speaking classmates and their teachers. The student cited
below also mentions the supportive function of the mentor that was provided as part of the
School desegregation program.

“The first 3 or 4 months were hard for me. I could not speak Bulgarian properly. But
my classmates corrected me sometimes, they said, it is not said like this, but like that. I
always mixed up the genders. But I coped. I got used after 3 or 4 months, I got a lot of
support from my classmates and the teacher. And the Roma mentor helped.” (male,
17, pupil)

Students experience the environment in the schools outside Stolipinovo as stimulating. They
enjoy learning about new subjects and feel motivated to study.
“To be honest, now I feel much better at school than outside on the streets. It is more
interesting and time passes in a good way.” (male, 17, pupil)

Learning motivation
”…I like to learn about new things”

The majority of students like to study, as they find it entertaining to learn and experience
something new. Some students show particular enthusiasm about school in general or specific
subjects in particular.
“I love to learn. Especially about history. I love to do something interesting.” (female,
16, pupil)

Moreover, students describe the practical lessons, where they learn their profession, as very
attractive. The learning environment in the schools outside the district motivates students to
invest in their education. Interviewees speak of a stimulating environment, good quality of
education and support by teachers in these schools.
“I get a lot of knowledge there. When you sit here in the Makhala, you don't understand
anything, whereas there they explain things to you and give you answers to your
questions.” (male, 18, pupil)

Students are proud of their achievements in school – those even more, who struggled in the
beginning to catch up with the higher educational level in the school outside the district. Many

students make great efforts to have good marks and take initiative if there are presentations to
do or school activities to prepare. School achievements prove their efforts to pay off and
encourage them to aim for a higher level. It makes them proud to have more and more
knowledge. They are excited to have proven to themselves and to others that they can achieve
something and are happy about the recognition they got for that.
“When my English teacher... she was not content with me at all and did not like me.
Because I did not pay enough attention during the lessons. I tried, but I just did not
understand some things. Because I did not go to the initial lessons. But later on she was
astonished, how I had caught up and she would praise me. It was exciting that she
started to value me. Because I started to cope better with English.” (male, 20, former
pupil)

However, skipping school seems to be a common phenomenon among students. Half of the
interviewees say that they more or less often skip lessons. Students who already completed
school retrospectively say that skipping school was particularly an issue during the years of
puberty, when they had lost discipline and had many other things on their mind but learning.
“The teenage years were the problem. When I was 16, 17, 18, I noticed that I lost
discipline.” (male, 20, former pupil)

Sometimes students skip for a particular reason, or for having fun with friends instead of
learning. Some students simply seem to lack the self-restraint to get up in the morning on time or
to hold out through a long school day.
“Sometimes I don’t feel like staying, sometimes it is very hot.” (female, 18, pupil)

Many of those who occasionally skip lessons say that they would mainly stay away in the end of
the school year when they already know that they would pass. Thus, most students still manage
to complete the school year without reporting major difficulties. One interviewee however finally
dropped out of school.
“During the last years I did not like to go to school. I did not want to learn. I skipped
school a lot. When my mother learnt about that, she beat me. But after that I wanted
to go even less. I wanted to spend more time with the girls, I was very keen on being
with the girls. Most of the time I did not feel like going to school. Sometimes I made
stupid things, I smashed stuff and caused damage. Now I am sorry for being lazy at

school. Now I have to work for 500 BGN. I very much wanted to become a mechanic.”
(male, 25, former pupil)

When asked about their feelings towards school and learning, many interviewees express their
conviction that education would help them to realize their dreams. They have the goal to achieve
something in life and believe that education provides them with better opportunities for their
future. Many students are aware that they are in a privileged position within their district
community and aim to become an example for other children. They want to prove negative
stereotypes in the Bulgarian society wrong. They have big hopes that education would pave
them the way to a good job and a prosperous life.
“I am happy to go to school. I am motivated as I have the opportunity to achieve
something in life. And that I can realize my dreams.” (male, 17, pupil)

The social aspect of learning

“…I liked that I have friends there and something to learn”

When asked what they like about school, students from Stolipinovo particularly mention two
aspects: the amicable relationships with classmates, and the interesting learning environment.
“I liked to go, meet my friends and I was always looking forward to learning something
new.” (female, 16, former pupil)

Social inclusion and learning motivation are clearly intertwined. This becomes obvious in the
positive sense, as especially those who have a good relationship with both their classmates and
their teachers describe a pleasant learning atmosphere in school. Friends also support each
other when it comes to homework and learning for exams.

“There was a pupil, we met already on the first day and became good friends. Every
day we shared our thoughts and made homework together, we helped each other in the
tests.” (male, 26, former pupil)

In the negative sense, hostility by peers clearly has a negative impact on the students’ learning
motivation. This is true to the extent that students want to change school or lose motivation to go
to school at all.
“Sometimes I don't feel like going. I get insulted so often and that is why I don't like to
go. But I love school, in principle.” (female, 13, pupil)

In addition, the teachers play an important role. Interviewees describe individual teachers as
important contact persons for the teenagers. Students like what they describe as a “cultivated”
environment in school, where they are treated with respect and attention. Students point out the
differences between the schools in the city centre and the schools inside Stolipinovo district in
that respect. They feel that going to a mainstream school has helped them to develop their
personality.
“I liked that they helped me and that I became a different person. Because I think in the
schools here in the Makhala things we learn are very different from what children in the
city centre learn. There they motivate you more, the society is different, my friends
drive me to live in a different way, my standards changed, this gave me a new way of
life.” (male, 20, former pupil)

Treatment by teachers
“…good, just like they treat the Bulgarians.”

The interviewees generally speak very well of their teachers. The teachers are important figures
for them, and the students repeatedly say that the teachers have not only taught them
knowledge on their subjects but also a lot about life in general. Some students describe the
relationship to individual teachers to be like a relationship to parents.

“The class teacher, she treated me very good. She supported me a lot in my learning
process. Gave me good advice for school and for life. We were like a family. And she was
like our mother.” (male, 26, former pupil)

The interviewees feel that teachers do not make any difference whether a child comes from
Stolipinovo or another part of Plovdiv – with very few exceptions. Some teachers did not put high
hopes in the students from Stolipinovo in the beginning, however when they saw their
improvements, they acknowledged the students’ efforts.
“In the beginning it was very interesting for me that they did not give me much hopes
to get good grades in the primary school. But in the end they provided me a nice
surprise, because they really helped me, they were always around, nobody refused to
help me. So I really finished with a good grade.” (male, 20, former pupil)

In very rare cases, individual teachers show explicit dislike towards students from minorities.
Students report that these teachers would not explain to them as much, ignore them or quickly
blame students from Stolipinovo to be the cause of a conflict. However, such teachers are
reported to be an exception and not supported by school principals of the interviewees’ schools.
One student describes a teacher who completely ignored him for being a Rom, who said that he
did not attend class and gave him bad marks; the student complained to the principal who then
took immediate action against this teacher.
„I talked to the director. I told her that I attend and that I have witnesses for that.
They confirmed that I attend. I showed all my homework. And they threw this teacher
out.“ (male, 18, pupil)

The students generally feel supported and well treated by their teachers. There are individual
teachers whom the interviewees describe as not supportive or careless, but the majority of
teachers are highly regarded by the students. The students acknowledge that these teachers
awaken interest in their subjects. They help the students to improve and to achieve good marks.
“They make an effort, when they see that you are very interested. They always were
attentive and always explained things, which you didn't understand.” (female, 21,
former pupil)

Interviewees hardly ever say that they felt discriminated by their teachers. On the contrary,
teachers and headmasters are very often persons of trust that students from Stolipinovo turn to
when they experience bullying by others.
“I share these things with my teachers. They always find a way to solve my troubles.”
(male, 19, pupil)

Parents’ views

The interviewed parents are convinced that the quality of education in mainstream schools is
much higher than in the schools in Stolipinovo. This is exactly the reason why they decided to
send the children to schools outside Stolipinovo.
“Because there is no good education in the Makhala. It is much better in the center.”
(father)

Parents confirm that headmasters and teachers are very benevolent towards their children. The
interviewed parents are very satisfied with the schools, the teachers and the quality of education
their children get. They feel that the teachers treat their children like the others.
“To be honest, I expected the teachers to make a difference between our child and the
Bulgarians, but the other pupils got used to my son very quickly, the teachers also, we
were very satisfied with what we saw, how they treated our son.” (father)

Headmasters’ views

School principals confirm that the level in schools inside Stolipinovo is much lower than outside
the district. Therefore, changing to a mainstream school is a challenge for the children. Like the

interviewed students reported, the first few months are a difficult period that requires a lot of
effort and persistence in order to catch up with the curriculum.
“Some of them did not cope with that. After 2 or 3 months, they returned to schools in
Stolipinovo. The others however stayed until graduation. Boys and girls.” A

Although not every child might succeed in a mainstream school, the headmasters agree that
experience with integrating children from Stolipinovo into mainstream schools shows that the
children have the capacities to catch up and graduate successfully in mainstream education.
“During the six years that we participated in the Desegregation Project we got proof
that these kids could really finish school successfully and go further with their education,
and a high percentage of them graduated also from secondary school later.” B

Preliminary findings:

Motivation and learning success is considerably increased by attending mainstream schools.
The environment at mainstream schools stimulates the children’s curiosity and motivates them
for learning. The interviewed students show enthusiasm about particular subjects, practical
lessons, or learning in general. Teachers are highly regarded for not discriminating against
children from minorities, but for supporting all students in their learning and personal
development. Students experience a considerable gap in quality of education inside and outside
the neighbourhood. Therefore, they might struggle in the beginning and need some support to
catch up with the curriculum in mainstream schools. This initial support provided, children from
Stolipinovo manage to graduate from school just as successfully as their ethnic Bulgarian peers.

BENEFITS FROM ATTENDING A MAINSTREAM SCHOOL

This last research question was to explore what benefits children from Stolipinovo have from
attending mainstream schools and, what comparative advantages they identify towards their
peers who went to a segregated school. Interviewees were also asked about their professional
perspectives and goals for the future.

Skills for life

“…I will be able to cope with life.”

The interviewees describe a big difference between schools inside Stolipinovo district and the
schools outside the district that they attended: in the educational level, the curriculum, the
learning atmosphere, and the teachers’ support. They see that their peers who go to school
inside Stolipinovo have learned much less and have a very different school setting compared to
what they know from the schools attended outside the district.
“I know much more than they do. Because - well, I won't say the name of the school,
but it was during a history or maths lesson, they were just listening to music and
dancing there. Fooling around. They even smoked in the classroom. The teacher played
with her smartphone. Well, it is very different. They wouldn't understand the things you
learn at a Bulgarian school. It has nothing in common.” (male, 16, pupil)

Consequently, students describe that the educational achievement is very different depending
on whether one graduates from a school in Stolipinovo or in the city centre.
“In the city, education is on a very high level. Whereas in the Makhala it is very bad. I
have friends, who cannot even calculate, who cannot even write, although they have
finished 12th grade.” (male, 21, former pupil)

The interviewees establish a clear link between the lack of education and misery,
unemployment, abuse of alcohol and drugs in the district – and the big difference a proper
school education can make.
“My friends in the Makhala are almost unable to express themselves. Many of them take
drugs. Many of them are unemployed. I don't want to offend them, but they are
illiterate. I simply feel sorry for them. There is a big difference between us.” (male, 18,
former pupil)

A number of interviewees express very clearly that school education did not only teach them
about certain subjects, but also formed their ability to develop their own thoughts, to grasp
complex issues and to find informed solutions.
„I can realise things that I couldn't realise, if I wouldn't go to school. I would not be able
to think properly and to make decisions.“ (male, 17, pupil)

Interviewees describe how the school environment and experiences helped them to develop
their personality.
“I entered into a different setting, which gave me a stimulant, to find out about my real
"me", to get to know your personality. And to understand on which level you are. You
became a new person. You are more literate, you know more, you have knowledge.”
(male, 28, former pupil)

The interviewees say that school gives them skills that help them in their everyday life. Only one
interviewee did not see any additional benefit from going to school, except that he could get his
driving licence. The vast majority reports that their teachers have not only taught them on the
respective subjects but also a lot about life in general. The students feel better equipped for what
they call “coping with life”. Moreover, the practical lessons in school gave them skills that would
always be useful, even if their dream of finding a job in that respective profession may not come
true.
“I learned a lot for my life. How to act and how to behave and how to continue my life.
I got a lot of information. How to get on. I am very happy. During these four years, I
learned so many things about cars, engines, and a lot of common knowledge that helps
you to cope with life. What I learned, I will never forget in my lifetime.” (male, 26,
former pupil)

Participating in Bulgarian society

A major benefit of mainstream schools is that the students have learned to communicate, read
and write well in the Bulgarian language. The interviewees describe a big difference between the
level of Bulgarian language they acquired during their school career and those by their peers
who went to school inside the district. They describe that children who do not go to school with
Bulgarian speaking classmates have very limited opportunities to improve their skills in the
Bulgarian language. The interviewees are aware that their good command of the Bulgarian
language will very much influence their life chances.
“To be able to speak Bulgarian. To write. To read. Everything will be much easier further
in life.” (male, 14, pupil)

The contact with Bulgarian peers is not only considered a major benefit with regard to the
opportunity to improve Bulgarian language skills. Interviewees furthermore report that going to
mainstream schools enabled them to act confidently in the societal environment both inside and
outside Stolipinovo district and to attune to settings that might use a different code of conduct or
way of communication, e.g. being eloquent among workers in Stolipinovo as well as among
fellow students and professors at university.
“The very way I move among the Bulgarians. The way I communicate. There is a certain
difference in the way Bulgarians and Roma communicate. I learned to be flexible, so
that I feel comfortable in my ethnic group and outside of it. From the social point of
view, from the religious point of view... that is what I learned in school and it helped me
a lot. My friends, who have attended segregated schools, did not receive much of that,
unfortunately. And this is visible.” (male, 21, former pupil)

The learning process also induces thinking about the future. The students get the information
they need to think about their career perspectives. This in turn made them aware about the
value of education and the importance of graduating from a good school.
“I realise how important it is to think about a career. And a profession. So that we can
provide a future for our families.” (male, 18, pupil)

Graduation from secondary school provides students with the possibility to attend university,
which is the goal of some of the interviewees or has already been realized by some older

interviewees. Others aim at realizing themselves in the trained profession, either to find their
place on the Bulgarian labour market or to have the possibility to make a salary abroad.
Students are very optimistic that graduating from a good school will help them realize their
dreams and find a good employment.
„They give you a diploma. And you can find a better job. You will not poor like the
others.“ (male, 16, pupil)

The interviewees are aware that they have an educational opportunity that is not self-evident for
children growing up in Stolipinovo. Therefore, a number of them express the desire to improve
the situation in the neighbourhood, to achieve a good position and then help those who are poor,
and to set a good example for others to invest in their education.
“Just many people are very miserable. They think in a stupid manner and they are
illiterate. Some of them. But I know people, who are better educated. And they want to
change the future of the neighbourhood. I am one of them.” (female, 16, former pupil)

Parents’ views

The interviewed parents are very satisfied with the education their children get at the
mainstream schools – not only with regard to the educational level but also to the child’s
personal development. Parents confirm that the children have developed skills for life that
enable them to move more confidently and independently in the Bulgarian society.
“When I take my children to the doctor, they say, mum, sit outside, I will manage that
myself with the doctor. Everywhere, they can cope by themselves. They speak Bulgarian
and are more confident.” (mother)

The parents observe a considerable difference between their children who went to mainstream
schools and those who attended schools in Stolipinovo. They describe that their children, in
contrast to the others, have been enabled to grasp complex issues and to think for themselves.

Furthermore, parents particularly underline the command of the Bulgarian language as a benefit
of mainstream schools compared to segregated schools.
“They speak Bulgarian very well. Which is the basis for further education. They read and
write well. Whereas most children from the segregated school, who finish secondary
school, cannot even speak Bulgarian properly and they write and read very poorly, if at
all.” (father)

Parents are convinced that going to a mainstream school is a successful means for keeping
children away from drugs, and for preventing children from getting into the wrong track in life and
delinquent company.

Headmasters’ views

The interviewed school headmasters confirm that the schools inside Stolipinovo neighbourhood
are not able to provide education in the same quality as the mainstream schools outside the
district.
“At the moment there are 3 schools in the neighbourhood of 60,000 inhabitants. With
1,500 pupils each – in one and the same place. This cannot work!” C

The headmasters agree that the circumstances inside Stolipinovo do not provide a stimulating
educational environment. All children enter these schools more or less on the same educational
level. According to the school principals, until lately most of them were not prepared by attending
kindergarten or preschool. This has only changed in recent years, when two years of preschool
became obligatory. Still, many children do not speak Bulgarian well enough and do not
encounter native Bulgarian speaking peers in class from whom they could learn the language.
“These children were slowed down in their development from the beginning.” C

Therefore, headmasters consider it necessary to take the children to school outside the
neighbourhood, where they can encounter another environment, people, and views. Then they
are motivated and learn quickly.

“They need to have contact with other surroundings, other situations” B

The interviewed school principals emphasize that integration from Stolipinovo students into
mainstream schools is indispensable for them to learn the Bulgarian language well. To this end,
it is important that children start in mainstream schools already in 1st grade.
“When you are in an environment where only a certain language is spoken, then you
have difficulties with Bulgarian, but when you are at our school from the 1st grade, you
hear and talk only Bulgarian. So there is a big difference, depending on in which class
they started at the school outside Stolipinovo.” A

As one headmaster explains, the comparison of school results from students who went to
schools inside the neighbourhood and students from Stolipinovo who went to mainstream
schools speaks for itself.
“At the external tests that are carried out by the ministry, the children who were taken
to schools outside Stolipinovo had better results after 4th grade than the pupils from XX
school [in Stolipinovo] after 7th grade.” C

Future goals and professional perspectives

„…I want to find a proper job.“

The majority of interviewees is currently in secondary school or has finished school with a
secondary certificate. Six interviewees stopped schooling after primary school. Some of them
say that they lost interest in continuing higher education.
“I did not like to study any more. I was more into the girls. I feel sorry that I stopped,
but I don't want to continue.” (male, 16, former pupil)

Others initially had aspirations for higher education but were prevented from continuing. One girl
married at the age of 16 years and did not continue to secondary education. One female
interviewee reports that her parents did not allow her to continue with secondary school.
“My parents did not let me go any longer. Because there was nobody to look after my
little brother.” (female, 16, former pupil)

Some interviewees could not continue school until 12th grade because they had to start working
to earn a living.
“I did not have the opportunity to study further. I had to start working. So I had to
leave school behind and to start a job.” (female, 16, former pupil)

The interviewees who are in secondary school put high hopes in their school certificates. They
believe that education will help them realize their dreams. Life goals commonly include having a
good job to provide a good living for their future family.
“I want to study at university and become a rehabilitation worker. I want to get a
degree in this field. And then I want to work in this job. So that I can have a family and
secure my children’s future.” (male, 16, pupil)

Some interviewees want to continue their family’s business or open a business on their own, in
the professions carpenter, welding ironing, confectionary, mechanics, or running a computer
shop. Girls particularly speak of plans to open their own hairdressing parlour. Many of the female
interviewees have been to a school for that profession.
“I think about opening a hairdressers or a beauty parlour. I want to open a business and
to work.” (female, 18, pupil)

Other aspired professions are becoming a teacher, physical therapist, pharmacist, lawyer, actor,
professional musician, football player, or to study agro-ecology, information technologies, or
business administration. Those who strive for becoming a teacher argue that they want to help
other children to have better chances in live.
“I would like to teach children, I would like to support those children who have
difficulties in understanding. I want to open their eyes for knowledge, because without
knowledge they are in a dead end.” (female, 16, pupil)

Others had or still have ambitions to study at university, but were finally caught up in work. They
had to earn a living and/or engaged in their family’s business or joined friends to take a job
opportunity.
“I enrolled for university, but at the moment, I don’t attend. I want to go to Germany
in January. Some of my friends and neighbours are there and work. I want to join them
to spent winter there. General work. Building – clean the building site.” (male, 23,
former pupil)

The perspective to go abroad is appealing for many interviewees. Some speak of the desire to
travel and see the world, others hope for a better-paid job in Germany, England or Belgium.
“Because, when they tell me about England – there they earn quite a lot of money.”
(male, 17, pupil)

Others express the wish to stay in order to contribute to Bulgarian society and thus bring forward
their country. They show a strong identification with Bulgaria as their home country.
“I cannot understand how people can bear it to leave the homeland behind. Bulgaria is a
wonderful country. Sometimes I don't know what people do. They go away instead of
achieving something bigger here in Bulgaria. And Bulgaria dies out step by step.” (male,
16, former pupil)

Accessing the labour market

“…I did not start to work in my profession”

21 interviewees already completed school. The majority of them are working, one is enrolled at
university and some are currently looking for a job. One interviewee became a housewife after
marriage.

Those in employment work in their families’ business or found another job, e.g. at a scrap yard,
in the municipal security service, gardening, in a warehouse, a company or a barbershop. Some
have no permanent employment but take any job that comes along.
The students’ high hopes that graduating from a good school would open the doors to a
corresponding job position seem to get frustrated to a considerable extent. The school certificate
or even a university degree is not enough to break through discriminatory rejection by Bulgarian
employers.
The ceiling that even well qualified persons from Stolipinovo hit when trying to set foot in the
Bulgarian labour market is well illustrated by the narrative of a former student who finished
secondary education at the Professional Gymnasium for Transportation and continued to study
at the European College, where he graduated in business administration. He describes his
experiences with three different job applications.
I applied for a job vacancy at a petrol station. Filling up cars outside. I went here and
they interviewed me, several times even, as the woman there already knew me. She
said, ‘I will support your application, because you have education and you are intelligent,
I know you. But, I have to tell you that the manager of the petrol station is not very
fond of people from the minorities. I don't care, if you are Turk or Rom’, she said, ‘I will
support you. And I will call you.’ Later she called and said, ‘boy, your documents are
perfect, but, this woman, the manager, does not want anyone from the Roma.’ I felt
very bad after that. That the only reason that they don't want me is the fact that I am
Roma, what role does it play?
I even have a second story like that. I searched also in the newspapers. I found an offer.
Called. ‘Is the position still open?’ He said, ‘yes. I will ask you some things now. What is
your education, which degrees do you have? How experienced are you with computers?’ I
said, ‘I know the office programmes and can learn new things quickly’. Then he said, ‘I
like your info, so please come here and I will ask some additional questions and we will
prepare the documents.’ I am happy and I am looking forward to this job, the pay is
also good. It took me 15 or 20 min to get there. But I had not even closed the office
door, when he looked at me suspiciously and said, ‘what do you want here, young man?’
in a very rude voice. I told him, ‘I am the guy you talked to on the phone’. He was
surprised, ‘you?’ He looked at me from top to bottom. ‘We gave the job to someone else
5 Minutes ago.’ But the position was still free.

It happened a third time, it was a job according to my education, office manager. I go
there, first I had contacted them via jobs.bg. They accepted my application and called
me in. First on the phone. All okay. ‘Come over and we ask you some additional things.’ I
go there. They, ‘ah, that is you, young man?’ – ‘Yes, we talked on the phone.’ It was
woman, ‘we are looking for someone with experience’, she said. I said, ‘wait, look at my
CV. Is there anything about work experience?’ - ‘No, there isn't’, she admitted. So I
asked, ‘why did you still invite me then after you knew my CV? First I was good, now I
need other qualifications?’ But it was only a more cultivated way of saying no. I got
angry at that point and said, ‘woman, let us do it like that: take me for one month
without pay. If everything is okay, you hire me, if not, I go after a month. I want to
proof that I can do it.’ She looked at me with a smile. ‘Young man, we are looking for
someone with experience.’ I don't give in. ‘What does the offer say? Young, energetic,
also without work experience. Will work with young staff. Am I old?’ - ‘No, but you
cannot do this?’ – ‘Why?’ But she just smiled and said bye. I took this a bit personal. I
even quit my studies for a while, because I got really demotivated. What is the point to
have degrees, when nobody wants you?

Graduating from a mainstream school did not guarantee getting a job that corresponds to the
acquired qualification or trained professions. Some interviewees still found employment that
satisfies them, as the relationship with colleagues is good and they earn a decent salary. Those
who work together with Bulgarians describe the relationship with their colleagues to be without
problems or even amicable. Like in school, this factor strongly influences satisfaction with the
work position.
“We help each other. Nobody says a bad word. Nobody makes stupid remarks. For the
several months I am working with this firm now, I am very content. With the boss and
the whole company.” (male, 26, former pupil)

Preliminary findings

Findings show clear benefits from attending mainstream schools compared to a school
career in segregated schools in Stolipinovo. Students feel that the mainstream schools support
their educational and personal development in a way that enabled them “to cope with life” –
which they do not see in many of their peers in Stolipinovo. The lack of this capacity is identified
as one of the root causes for poverty, misery and drug abuse inside the neighbourhood.
Furthermore, mainstream schools prepare the children to participate in Bulgarian society.
Children from Stolipinovo who attend mainstream schools acquire the social and communicative
skills to confidently move in both communities. Students, parents as well as school principals
agree that the schools inside Stolipinovo do not fulfil that function, as the segregated
environment

neither allows children to develop good Bulgarian language skills, nor to get

familiar with social conduct outside the neighbourhood.
A major motivation to invest in school and learning is the perspective of exiting poverty. Finding
a decent job upon graduation outside a family business, however, seems to be difficult due to
discrimination and racist attitudes among Bulgarian employers. The attempt to translate
educational achievements into corresponding job positions is to a considerable extent frustrated
by discriminatory barriers at the labour market.

General information on the employment market in Plovdiv
The Plovdiv Region with a population of approx. 670,000 people (about half of whom live in the
town of Plovdiv) is second only to the capital Sofia in economic importance and contributes 7.5
percent of Bulgaria's GDP as of 2014. Thanks to the “Thracian Economic Zone” that attracts
many foreign investors with tax discounts and a good infrastructure, Plovdiv is currently a “boom
region” for Bulgarian standards.
Some of the biggest companies include a tobacco processing plant with approx. 2,000
employees, a refrigerator plant with more than 1,800 employees, a bicycle plant (500
employees), several electronics and textile plants with hundreds of employees. Also the central
logistics center of Bulgaria's biggest retail seller is located close to the city. Additionally, many
international outsourcing companies have set up business in Plovdiv during the last several
years and employ thousands of mainly young and multi-lingual people.
Official statistics in Bulgaria are available only for administrative regions. For 2016 the numbers
for the Plovdiv Region are: 214,899 persons had a working contract (205,876 in 2012), 17,588
persons were registered as unemployed (30,352 in 2012), i.e. 6.7 percent of the total population.
The average income in the region was 9,911 BGN (7,418 BGN in 2012).18
Currently, vacancies and incomes are on the rise. Many companies are reporting difficulties in
finding qualified staff, but there are also many positions in new factories in and around Plovdiv
that do not require high qualifications. Very often, the companies provide free transport to the
workplace and many other benefits.
However, this does not reflect on the situation in Stolipinovo. Thousands of unemployed persons
are not connected to the official labour market. As recent research showed, a majority (approx.
2/3) of people in Stolipinovo describe themselves as unemployed, where only 1 to 2 percent are
registered with the Labour Office.19 The same study states that the main employers in
Stolipinovo are the municipal company “Chistota” (city cleaning) and “Germany” (in the sense
that almost every family has members working there who send home money).

18
19

National Institute for Statistics.
Venkov, Baycheva, Doklad ot Kartografirane na Kv. Stolipinovo, Plovdiv, 2017.

Factors for successful school desegregation

According to the headmasters, the integration of children from Stolipinovo into mainstream
schools requires the cooperation of all stakeholders: The state and local authorities need to
provide the framework, the schools need to receive the children, Bulgarian parents and pupils
need to accept them in the classroom and parents from Stolipinovo need to realize that taking
their child to a school outside the district is in the child’s best interest.
School headmasters participating in the desegregation program sometimes faced considerable
resistance by Bulgarian parents, which required strong commitment in order to make it work.
“Those directors who honestly embraced the idea that this was possible to work, that
the only way was to accept Roma children at their schools, those director were
successful.” C

The transition process requires some guidance, addressing both sides of parents and supporting
children in the new environment. Since the end of the Desegregation Program, the number of
parents from Stolipinovo who send their children to mainstream schools has been decreasing.
There are schools, which are open to taking children from Stolipinovo. Yet, there is no quota or
other instrument that would entitle children from minorities to access mainstream schools.
“I now tried to enrol my younger son at [name of a mainstream school] and they said
that they don't have room for new children. But when my older son got enrolled, there
was this project, and everything went without much excitement.” (father)

In addition, without the support provided in terms of transportation and pedagogical support,
sending a child to a mainstream school has become more difficult for families in financially
instable conditions. According to the headmasters, today only wealthy families in Stolipinovo
continue sending their children to mainstream schools.
“At the moment it depends on the financial situation of the families, as the schools are
open for Roma.” B

The higher costs for quality education are also a barrier for ethnic Bulgarian parents with little
income. Nevertheless, the residential segregation and experiences of ethnic discrimination puts
parents from Stolipinovo in a particular situation: Sending a child to a school outside the district
means to entrust the child to a surrounding that will not necessarily be friendly.

“Because we cannot deny that it is also stressful for the Roma parents. You take your
child out of the usual surroundings to another school. And when you think about the
negative reactions by many Bulgarians…” B

Taking this aspect into account, parents might need some reassurance that their children will be
in good hands when leaving the neighbourhood on their own. Local NGOs play an important role
to establish this trust between the schools and the population.
“If the parents are motivated and united, when these kids are taken out [to schools
outside Stolipinovo], this will have an effect.” B

In order to achieve this positive effect, school headmasters strongly recommend that children
from Stolipinovo are integrated into mainstream schools from an early age.
“In order to successfully desegregate it has to start from the 1st grade. Even better
from kindergarten. When you don’t learn the language already in kindergarten, it is
very hard afterwards further up in school.” B

CONCLUSIONS

The right to education entitles every child to receive education of good quality that
enables to participate fully in society. The majority of children growing up in Stolipinovo
attend one of the few schools inside the neighbourhood. Students, parents, as well as
headmasters confirm that quality of education in Stolipinovo schools is much lower than in the
schools in other parts of Plovdiv. The schools in the neighbourhood are 100 percent segregated;
the pupils do not have ethnic Bulgarian classmates. This reduces the opportunities for the
children to learn the Bulgarian language well and prevents them from acquiring life skills through
interaction with children from a different ethnic background – both considerably reducing their
future chances to fully participate in Bulgarian society.
This report shows that motivation and learning success of Stolipinovo’s children considerably
increases in mainstream schools. The environment at mainstream schools stimulates the
children’s curiosity and motivates them for learning. The interviewed students show enthusiasm
about particular subjects, practical lessons or learning in general. A very positive finding is that
the schools the interviewees attend(ed) seem to be committed to educate all children without
discrimination. Teachers reportedly support all students equally in their learning and personal
development.
The considerable gap in quality of education inside and outside the neighbourhood presents an
initial challenge for many students when entering a mainstream school. Therefore, the right to
equal access to quality education requires that children receive adequate support at least during
the first months, in order to compensate the children’s disadvantaged starting position. With this
initial support provided, the findings show that children from Stolipinovo graduate from school
equally successfully as their ethnic Bulgarian peers. Headmasters strongly recommend that
children from Stolipinovo have access to mainstream school from an early age, ideally already
from kindergarten. That way, education can fulfil its human rights purpose to reduce
inequalities.
Quality education means to foster creativity, knowledge, skills of literacy as well as
problem-solving and other cognitive and social skills. The findings show that the
mainstream schools support the children’s educational and personal development in a way that
the graduates feel enabled to cope with life. The interviewed teenagers observe that many of

their peers in Stolipinovo have not developed these crucial skills. The lack of this capacity is
identified as a root cause for poverty, misery and drug abuse inside the neighbourhood.
The right to education aims at promoting tolerance between people and thus contributes
to a more peaceful society. Initial attitudes of Bulgarian pupils towards their new classmates
from Stolipinovo reflect the considerable level of prejudices and racist attitudes against Roma
and other minorities in Bulgarian society. First encounters are not always friendly, and
Stolipinovo children are confronted with racist hostilities in school. While spending every day
together in one classroom, the individual personality however continuously outweighs the
impersonal stereotypes. The transformation of prejudices takes time and is not without conflicts.
The schools show the capacity to deal with such conflicts in a constructive and sustainable way.
Where schools set clear boundaries communicating that racist behaviour is not tolerated,
schoolmates learn to at least accept each other. The vast majority of classmates finally develop
a good understanding with their classmates. Many of them find close friends among their
Bulgarian peers and keep that friendship well past school age. The findings show that integration
into mainstream schools successfully contributes to the deconstruction of (mutual) prejudices –
not only in the children but also the parents.
A major motivation to invest in school and learning is the perspective to exit poverty. The attempt
to translate educational achievements into corresponding job positions is to a considerable
extent frustrated by discriminatory barriers at the labour market. This not only has individual
consequences but has to be considered at the level of a society as a loss in human capital.
Education is supposed to bring economic and social benefits to a country. A society is therefore
well advised to allow its young people to fulfil their potential and contribute to the society
as responsible citizens – in other words to counteracting racism and discrimination in the
access to as well as on the labour market.

This report shows that integration into mainstream education has positive effects on the
individual as well as societal level, and seems without alternative for realizing the right to
education for children from Stolipinovo. It has been described as a result of the Desegregation
Program that many mainstream schools in Plovdiv are still open to accepting children from
Stolipinovo as their pupils. The right to education calls for accessibility not only in theory but also
in practice. In that regard, access to mainstream school requires some additional support, in

order to compensate for the children’s disadvantaged starting position out of a segregated
environment:
First, the quality of education in schools inside Stolipinovo is reportedly lower. In the segregated
environment, children also have reduced opportunities to learn Bulgarian language. Therefore,
the children need to be provided with learning support in the beginning, to compensate for the
disadvantaged starting position and to allow them to catch up with the curriculum required in
mainstream schools.
Second, integration in mainstream schools is complicated by (exaggerated) concerns of parents
– both on the side of Stolipinovo parents as well as ethnic Bulgarian parents. Joint efforts to
prepare and talk with all actors involved in order to ease their concerns are necessary to make
integration into mainstream schools possible in practice.
Third, access to mainstream schools must not be exclusive for wealthier families. The financial
challenge to send a child to a quality school is also an issue for ethnic Bulgarian families.
However, this cannot be used as an argument justifying lack of support, as the right to education
requires that quality education is affordable to all.
Forth, access to mainstream schools must not depend on individual headmasters’ good will. The
responsibility to integrate students from minorities to an extent that reflects the composition of
the population is on all schools and must be legally secured.

The young peoples’ narratives collected in this research convince in their normality – their
concerns, their curiosity, their conflicts and their hopes are those of any other teenager. To use
the words of a school headmaster:
“Kids are kids, this does not depend on ethnicity.”

