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Abstract 
The Roma, or, as they are often called, Gypsies, are by far the most hated and most discriminated 
against European ethnic/cultural minority. A wave of right-wing organizations and even governments, 
particularly in Eastern Europe, have recently called for even greater institutionalized discrimination, 
which has served to reinforce generations-old stereotypes. The situation of the Roma in Europe is dire; 
even in more progressive cultures, they are for the most part still unable to achieve economic or 
educational equity.  

Large- and small-scale initiatives to improve the status of the Roma have had various degrees of 
success. One potential approach to the problem is obviously through education. Many educational 
efforts have fallen short, however, in that they do not appear to effect change in long-term prejudices in 
individuals or in discriminatory practices within institutions. It may be that instead of focusing the 
students or the institutions, educational initiatives should instead look toward the teachers. Teachers 
are ideally placed to influence the beliefs and behaviors of generations of students. But in many studies, 
teachers themselves have been shown to perpetuate the negative stereotypes in their classes. It seems 
reasonable, then, to assume that the issue needs to be addressed in teacher education and professional 
development programs. But where do we begin? How do we know what teachers believe about Roma 
students? 

In this preliminary study, pre- and in-service teachers at a large public university in Brno, Czech Republic 
were surveyed about their attitudes toward Roma students. Three types of information were collected: 

1 participants' attitudes and beliefs about the Roma; 
2 participants' personal familiarity with Roma people; 
3 participants' dispositions related to working with Roma students. 

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was then used to determine the relationships among variables in these 
three categories. Results may shed some light on how teacher education/professional development 
programs with the goal of decreasing personal and institutional racism toward this minority need to be 
designed or adapted. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The status and situation of the Roma have been recognized as critical issues in much of Europe, as 
most clearly evidenced by the Decade of Roma Inclusion initiative, which began in 2005 and concluded 
in 2015.  With partner organizations including the United Nations Development Program, the World 
Bank, the Council of Europe, and the World Health Organization, one might assume that significant 
progress would have been made over the course of the initiative, but research indicates that instead 
there has been a “lack of significant success over the last decades in contrast to the invested resources” 
(Popova, 2015, p. 4).  This failure to achieve its goals has been recognized by the initiative’s 
administration, which states 

After eight years. . . it is clear that Roma integration has not been completed despite the fact that 
it has gained a higher level of attention by a number of key policy makers. The Decade goal to 
eliminate discrimination against Roma and close the unacceptable gap between Roma and the 
rest of society is still relevant, as the gap remains, and in some cases appears to be growing. 
(http://www.romadecade.org/about-the-decade-decade-future) 

The Roma population in much of Europe remains mired in poverty, with some communities experiencing 
an unemployment rate approaching 100% (Chinole, 2007; Greenberg 2010) and shockingly low levels 
of access to sanitation, safe housing, and social services (Cottrell & Evans, 2012).  Roma children suffer 
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from far poorer health than members of the majority communities, and few attain upper secondary 
school completion, let alone university entrance.  Two major factors appear to contribute to these 
problems:  systemic racism on the part of non-Roma Europeans, and the lack or poor quality of 
education available to the Roma community.   

In situations such as these, in which attitudes toward a minority community are highly negative and in 
which the youth of that community are being under-served in the educational system, social scientists 
have pointed to the education of teachers as a means of social change.  Recently, a number of 
researchers have called for precisely this solution in the case of the Roma.  For example, Catto (2014) 
concludes that “The EU, individual countries and local education systems must take better care to train 
teachers that are more sympathetic to the Roma plight.  Properly trained teachers should understand 
the cultural differences between Roma and non-Roma students.  They should also be supportive and 
have appropriate expectations for Roma children to help them succeed in mainstream education” (p. 
24).   

Lasting social change, however, is not easy to affect, particularly in the case of the Roma, who have 
endured prejudice and exclusion for thousands of years.  An effective program for social change must 
involve not only policy makers but also members of educational communities—those on the “front lines” 
of education—and Roma community members as well.  As indicated in the European Commission’s EU 
Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020, 

Determined action, in active dialogue with the Roma, is needed both at national and EU level. 
While primary responsibility for that action rests with public authorities, it remains a challenge 
given that the social and economic integration of Roma is a two-way process which requires a 
change of mindsets of the majority of the people as well as of members of the Roma communities. 

This paper presents the preliminary results of the first phase of research in a larger project designed to 
improve educational outcomes for Roma students in Czech schools.  In this first phase, the researchers 
surveyed 110 Czech preservice teachers regarding their knowledge of Roma people and culture; their 
perceptions of the Roma community; and their dispositions toward the education of Roma children (i.e., 
the “mindset” of future educators).  While data collection and analysis in this first phase continues, the 
results from these participants have guided the development of later stages of the project, which 
envisions uniting Roma community members, teachers, and teacher educators in action research that 
will generate the information necessary to create a comprehensive teacher training/development 
program for working with Roma students.  

The questions that guided this initial phase of the research are: 

1 What are pre-service teachers’ attitudes toward and perceptions of Roma people and culture? 
2 Does pre-service teachers’ familiarity with Roma people and/or knowledge of Roma culture affect 

their attitudes and perceptions? 
3 What dispositions regarding the education of Roma children do pre-service teachers have, and 

are these related to their familiarity with Roma people and/or knowledge of Roma culture? 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Research intending to effect social change must commence with data regarding the current social 
situation so that researcher bias, scholarly and community assumptions, and anecdotal evidence do not 
form a faulty foundation upon which the research is based.  Thus, the first phase of this research project 
seeks to identify preservice teachers’ knowledge, perceptions, and dispositions in relation to Roma 
communities and students.  To this end, the researcher developed a 37-item questionnaire in Autumn 
2014.  Survey questions were of three types:  Knowledge Questions, which were designed to elicit 
information about respondents’ personal knowledge of Roma people and familiarity with Roma culture; 
Perception Questions, which asked respondents to indicate their beliefs about and attitudes toward 
Roma people, culture, and education; and Disposition Questions. The U.S. National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) defines Teacher Dispositions as “Professional attitudes, 
values, and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal and non-verbal behaviors as educators interact 
with students, families, colleagues, and communities. These positive behaviors support student learning 
and development”  (http://www.ncate.org/Standards/UnitStandards/ Glossary/tabid/477/Default.aspx). 
For the survey, Disposition Questions were developed to ascertain the extent to which respondents held 
the attitudes values and beliefs required for the successful education of Roma children.  The number of 
survey items in each category and sample items can be seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Survey Questions 

Question Category # of Items Sample Items 

Knowledge 6 I know some Roma people personally. 
Roma families live in my neighborhood/village. 
I have Roma friends. 
I am Roma. 
I know a lot about Roma culture. 
I went to school with Roma students. 

Perception 21 Roma children have difficulty in school. 
Roma children should be in “regular” schools. 
I am afraid of Roma people. 
Roma parents respect teachers. 
Roma children need extra help. 
Many Roma children are dirty. 
Many Roma children are not as intelligent as other children. 
I have a good opinion of Roma people. 

Disposition 9 I want to work with Roma children. 
I want to meet the parents of my Roma students. 
I want to learn more about Roma culture. 
I do not know how to teach Roma children. 
It is difficult to teach Roma children. 

The questionnaire was initially developed in English by the researcher and translated into Czech by a 
Czech colleague.  The survey was subsequently made available online using SurveyMonkey in both 
English and Czech versions.  The survey was distributed to pre-service teachers from the Faculty of 
Education at orientation sessions in the Centre for Language Education at Masaryk University.   

110 pre-service teachers responded to the survey.  Respondents included students from a variety of 
pedagogical disciplines, including Special Education, Czech Language and Literature, Math, Chemistry, 
and Physics.   

One interesting issue was noticed during data entry.  During the questionnaire development, the 
researcher chose to use a 4-point Likert scale ( 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = agree; 4 = 
strongly agree), as they were aware that “Using a mid-point item has been shown to affect the data. . . 
. [W]hen surveying a population to ascertain opinion, then the inclusion or omission of a mid-point can 
alter the results considerably” (Croasmun & Ostrom, 2011, p. 20).  Given that many people are reluctant 
to express opinions regarding “sensitive” topics (e.g., racism), the researchers made the conscious 
choice to “force” respondents into making a choice other than “I don’t know,” which is what the center 
item in an odd-numbered Likert scale is frequently interpreted to mean.  The Perception Questions in 
particular seek to generate information about respondents’ attitudes and beliefs, and allowing 
respondents the “I don’t know” option would have been counterproductive.  While this strategy appeared 
to work—very few items were left blank—over 20 participants wrote either “I don’t know” or “Not all” on 
the paper survey next to items that they had answered. In addition, a few participants did not respond 
to random items. 

Data analysis involved first calculating means and standard deviations for each item on the 
questionnaire to answer Research Question 1: What are preservice teachers’ attitudes toward and 
perceptions of Roma people and culture?  Subsequently, correlation coefficients were calculated for 
selected items (i.e., selected Knowledge Questions x selected Perception Questions; selected 
Knowledge Questions x selected Disposition Questions) in order to answer Research Questions 2 and 
3: Does preservice teachers’ familiarity with Roma people and/or knowledge of Roma culture affect their 
attitudes and perceptions?  What dispositions regarding the education of Roma children do preservice 
teachers have, and are these related to their familiarity with Roma people and/or knowledge of Roma 
culture?  Excel was used for all statistical calculations. 
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3 RESULTS 

3.1 Research question 1:  What are preservice teachers’ attitudes toward and 
perceptions of Roma people and culture? 

Twenty-two of the 37 items in the questionnaire relate to attitudes toward and perceptions of Roma 
people and culture.  Eight of these 22 items elicit information about attitudes about Roma people and 
culture in general, and the other 14 target attitudes regarding the education of Roma children. 

Table 2 shows means and standard deviations for the 8 questionnaire items related to Roma people 
and culture in general. 

Table 2 Attitudes toward Roma People and Culture in General  
  

n= Mean Std Dev S 
6.     I am afraid of Roma people. 109 2.46 0.845 
13.   Roma parents do not want their children to go to school. 108 2.66 0.686 
14.   Roma parents respect teachers. 108 1.94 0.701 
16.   Roma parents value education. 106 2.14 0.639 
21.   Roma parents do not trust teachers. 108 2.88 0.542 
30.   Many Roma children are dirty. 109 2.48 0.688 
31.   Roma culture is interesting. 107 2.84 0.779 
35.   I have a good opinion of Roma people. 106 2.24 0.641 

Data in this category indicate that while respondents did not greatly fear Roma (but note the standard 
deviation on item 6), they also did not perceive the community and culture positively, with responses on 
items 14, 16, 31, and 35 all falling below a mean of 3.0.  The mean of the responses to item 14 (Roma 
parents respect teachers) is particularly low (n = 108, M = 1.94, SD = 0.701). However, respondents 
disagreed that Roma parents do not want their children to go to school and do not trust teachers (items 
13 and 21).  There appears to be a great deal of ambivalence about Roma attitudes toward education 
and educators; respondents seem to simply not know what Roma community values are. 

Survey respondents held generally more positive attitudes toward the education of Roma children than 
about Roma people and culture in general, although the results here too were mixed.  Table 3 shows 
means and standard deviations for the 14 questionnaire items related to the education of Roma children. 

Table 3: Attitudes toward the Education of Roma Children 
  

n= Mean Std Dev S 
2.    Roma children have difficulty in school. 109 3.03 0.535 
3.    Roma children should be in “regular” schools.       109 3.06 0.657 
4.    Roma children often behave badly in school. 109 3.00 0.638 
8.    Roma children should be in special schools for them only. 110 1.81 0.873 
9.    Many Roma children are good students. 110 2.49 0.674 
10.  Roma children should be taught by Roma teachers. 109 2.19 0.726 
11.  Many Roma children are well behaved in school. 110 2.26 0.659 
12.  Many Roma children are not as intelligent as other children. 110 2.13 0.731 
19.  Roma children have special needs. 108 2.56 0.753 
24.   Roma children need extra help. 108 2.76 0.609 
25.   Roma children are a positive influence on other children. 106 1.80 0.592 
32.   Cultural diversity is good for schools. 110 3.04 0.663 
34.   Other students are afraid of Roma children. 109 2.98 0.638 
37.   Roma children are treated equally to other students. 106 2.39 0.670 
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These data indicate that respondents believe that Roma children exhibit both academic and behavioral 
problems in the educational system, with means of 3.03 for “Roma children have difficulty in school” and 
3.00 for “Roma children often behave badly in school,” in addition to a 2.26 mean for “Many Roma 
children are well behaved in school” and 2.49 for “Many Roma children are good students.” However, 
they do not appear to believe that these difficulties are due to lack of intelligence (M = 2.13 for “Many 
Roma children are not as intelligent as other children.”)  It may be that they attribute the problems of 
Roma children to their culture rather than intelligence.  Interestingly, respondents generally disagree 
that Roma children have special needs (M = 2.56) or need extra help (M = 2.76); this is somewhat 
disturbing, as children from linguistic and cultural minority groups often do need supplementary 
assistance if they are to succeed in mainstream education.  Respondents further do not believe that 
Roma children should be taught by Roma teachers (item 10, M = 2.19), although a great deal of evidence 
exists supporting the value of successful role models in minority education. 

Also notable in these results is the belief that Roma children should not be segregated into separate 
schools (items 3 and 8).  This may be attributed to respondents’ awareness of the 2005 European Court 
of Human Rights case D.H. and Others v. the Czech Republic, or it may be an indication of larger 
attitudinal change among Czechs. 

While respondents indicate a positive attitude toward cultural diversity (item 32, M = 3.04, SD = .663), 
they do not believe that Roma children are a positive influence on other children (item 25, M = 1.80, SD 
= 0.592).  It is often the case that the concept of cultural diversity is valued more highly in theory than in 
practice, but the relatively positive perception of the importance of diversity in Czech education is 
promising. 

Overall, the pre-service teachers in this phase of the study did not indicate positive attitudes toward 
Roma people or culture, although they were more positive regarding the education of Roma children.  
However, given the overwhelmingly negative results of recent studies of the attitudes of Czech citizens 
in general toward Roma, the results here can be seen in a somewhat positive light.  It is also important 
to note the very high standard deviations on many of the survey items, which indicates that some pre-
service teachers hold much more positive beliefs than might have been anticipated.  There appears to 
be reason for hope that, with appropriate support and education, pre-service teachers’ perceptions of 
Roma will improve. 

3.2 Research question 2: Does pre-service teachers’ familiarity with Roma 
people and/or knowledge of Roma culture affect their attitudes and 
perceptions? 

Six items on the survey were designed to elicit data about respondents’ familiarity with Roma people 
and culture.  These items, with response means and standard deviations, can be seen in Table 4 

Table 4. Knowledge of Roma People and Culture 
  

n= Mean Std Dev S 

1.     I know some Roma people personally. 110 2.67 0.987 

7.     Roma families live in my neighborhood/village. 110 2.55 1.080 

18.   I have Roma friends. 110 2.04 0.877 

22.   I know a lot about Roma culture. 110 2.04 0.649 

23.   I am Roma. 110 1.14 0.370 

29.   I went to school with Roma students. 110 2.33 1.006 

Clearly, respondents, none of whom left any of these questions unanswered, do not generally have 
Roma acquaintances, friends, neighbors, or classmates, nor do they have a high degree of knowledge 
about Roma culture.  This is not particularly surprising, given the geographic isolation of Roma 
populations in Czech cities.  Note, however, the high standard deviations on these survey items (with 
the exception of item 23).  Note also that even though some respondents do indeed have Roma friends 
or acquaintances, this familiarity does not appear to result in increased understanding of Roma culture.   

The mean result for item 23, “I am Roma” (M = 1.14), was the lowest of all means in the study.  Most 
respondents indicated that they strongly disagreed with this statement, with only one student claiming 
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Roma heritage.  This too is unsurprising, as extremely few Roma students enter tertiary education in 
the Czech Republic. 

While analysis of the relationship between respondents’ knowledge of Roma people and culture and 
their perception of this minority group has just begin, preliminary results of Pearson product-moment 
correlation coefficient analysis has not yet yielded any significant results.   

3.3 Research question 3: What dispositions regarding the education of Roma 
children do pre-service teachers have, and are these related to their 
familiarity with Roma people and/or knowledge of Roma culture? 

The concept of teacher dispositions is fairly recent, only appearing with any frequency in the professional 
literature in the early 1990s.  However, the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education 
(NCATE), a hugely influential organization charged with overseeing the quality of all teacher education 
programs in the United States, now requires that programs assess the dispositions of all candidates for 
degrees in teaching.  Dispositions can be viewed as “beliefs in practice,” or the degree to which teachers 
hold the values, commitments, and ethics necessary for effective teaching.  Nine items on the 
questionnaire relate to dispositions (Table 5). 

Table 5  Dispositions of Pre-Service Teachers 
  

n= Mean Std Dev S 

5.     I want to work with Roma children. 109 2.08 0.747 

15.   I prefer to work in a school with no Roma children. 109 2.36 0.834 

17.   I want to meet the parents of my Roma students. 109 3.00 0.733 

20.   I would like to become partners with Roma parents. 108 2.44 0.823 

26.   I want to learn more about Roma culture. 110 2.65 0.737 

27.   I do not know how to teach Roma children. 108 2.62 0.680 

28.   I am afraid to have Roma students in my classes. 109 2.33 0.782 

33.   I want to teach students from different cultures. 108 2.94 0.674 

36.   It is difficult to teach Roma students. 110 3.12 0.586 

Given respondents’ perceptions and knowledge of Roma people and culture as discussed above, the 
results on this data set are to a large extent to be expected. Means are relatively low, with the exceptions 
of those on items 17, 33, and 36.  Responses to item 17, “I want to meet the parents of my Roma 
students,” resulted in a mean of 3.00; one might speculate that this is the result of either curiosity or an 
understanding of the importance of involving parents in the education of minority children.  Respondents 
are far less positive in response to item 20, “I would like to become partners with Roma parents,” 
however, which casts doubt on the latter interpretation.   

Once again, as in item 33 “I want to teach students from different cultures,” when the specificity of the 
Roma minority is removed, responses are higher.  Cultural diversity is apparently seen as a good—
unless that diversity indicates Roma.   

The item in this data subset with the lowest mean, item 5 “I want to work with Roma children” (M = 2.08), 
is remarkable in light of the responses to items 27 “I do not know how to teach Roma children” (M = 
2.62) and 36 “It is difficult to teach Roma students” (M = 3.12).  By and large, respondents are not 
enthusiastic about working with Roma children, but not because they don’t know how; rather, their low 
disposition seems to be related to difficulty, not perceived lack of knowledge.  Unfortunately, the data in 
this study show that they do indeed lack the knowledge and dispositions that they will need to work with 
Roma children effectively. 

An examination of the relationship between respondents’ dispositions toward Roma students and their 
perception of this minority group has just begin, but one preliminary result of a Pearson product-moment 
correlation coefficient analysis is significant.  The variables item 1 “I know some Roma people 
personally” and item 27 “I do not know how to teach Roma children” were correlated, -r(108) = .265, p 
< .01. This indicates that respondents who have greater personal knowledge of Roma people feel less 
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unqualified to teach their children.  Other correlations of significance are likely to be discovered in the 
analysis process, which continues. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
While this study is preliminary and has elicited responses from a small sample of Czech pre-service 
teachers to date, it does suggest that, after the conclusion of the Decade of Roma Inclusion, a great 
deal of work remains to be done.  The pre-service students in this study, while having somewhat more 
positive perceptions of Roma people and culture than anticipated, still do not have the knowledge or 
dispositions to work effectively with this significant minority population.  Chinole’s (2007) assertation that 
“schools . . .fail both in treating these students equitably fair as learners and to respect their cultures as 
valid systems” (p. 39) will continue to hold true unless perceptions and dispositions change. 

Change must be effected both within schools and in the society at large.  Within the educational system, 
for example, “Cultural classes or lessons should target non-Roma to help them understand and accept 
the cultural differences and Roma language classes should be offered to help Roma children feel 
accepted and comfortable in ‘coming out’ about their Roma heritage” (Catto, 2014, p. 24), and Roma 
students should be mentored into the teaching profession.  At the same time, larger societal initiatives 
must address “embedded negative attitudes by Roma by the majority” (McGarry, 2011, p. 131).   

It is our contention that these measures would be best implemented through long-term initiatives 
directed at pre- and in-service teachers, as what is required is essentially the education of generations 
of children with the goal of creating a society in which cultural diversity is truly valued.  But teacher 
educators alone cannot effect this change; as Lazar and Baciu (2014) point out, “The involvement of 
NGO’s, Roma communities’ formal and informal leaders, practitioners and academics would add to the 
action plan a more realistic perspective, thus rendering its measures more effective and beneficiary-
oriented” (p. 232).  Only with the support of all constituent communities can the situation of the Roma 
be improved. 
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