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VULNERABLE GROUPS IN CRISIS SITUATIONS:
HOW TO SUPPORT ROMA STUDENTS’
COPING STRATEGIES!
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Abstract
Crises occurring 1n each life-stage, are unavoidable conditions for personality
development, as crisis 1s a natural part of human life. However, there are crises
which are caused by unexpected life events, threatening or painful situations.
Since the course of cach crisis affects the individual's later life, the strategies
used to cope with it are essential. Vulnerable groups are more exposed to
situations leading to crists, and they also need special attention and equitable
support for a positive outcome. From among vulnerable groups, the presenta-
tion discusses Roma students i different life situations. Relying on research
results, obstacles to their educational success are explored, and conditions
leading to their resilient life paths are in the focus. The presentation covers ex-
traordinary situations, such as war and the pandemic, presenting the difficulties
that particularly affect Roma students. In addition, recent data are presented
that numerically indicate that the phenomenon of early school leaving affects
Roma students excessively. In the presentation, twenty-year long research will
be covered, that accompanies Roma people into their adulthood, who grew up
in segregated villages. Through their stories, we can learn about life situations
full of obstacles and identify individual and social strategies that helped them
resolve all these crises. Also, the result of a study examines successful coping
mechanisms that aids individuals who deal with difficult situations and it points
towards supporting factors of resilience. Analyzing the life path of Roma uni-
versity students, the importance of psychological and social capital and the
supportive power of an inclusive environment become transparent. Finally, the

! The paper 1s based on the plenary lecture given at the International Conference at the Ferenc Rakoczi
II. Transcarpathian Hungarian College in Berehovo on 30 March. This study was funded by the Na-
tional Research, Development and Innovation Office, Hungary, SZKF-11-2021, and by the Research
Program for Public Education Development of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The funding
supported the research of the "Educational Opportunities" Research Group.
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first results of an ongoing research and development are presented. Mentor-
ing programs of ten small schools in Hungary are introduced, where teach-
ers help Roma students from small villages to choose successful career paths.
The program exemplifies how dedicated educators working with students in a
mentoring role achieve the prevention of dropout among disadvantaged Roma
students and the development of their ability to cope with difficulties.

The study focuses on Roma pupils from vulnerable groups in different
life situations. Two crists situations — pandemic and war — especially highlight
the increasing disadvantages. In addition, by looking at everyday situations, it ex-
plores the following questions, based on research findings; what are the barriers
to school success for Roma pupils and what conditions lead to resilient life paths?

Difficulties in crisis situations

A crisis 1s a situation 1n life when the psychological balance of the individual
1s threatened. Confronting and resolving the situation becomes a priority for
the individual, but the problem cannot be avoided or resolved (Kaplan 1970).
There are longer-term crises, associated with specific life stages, which are an
mevitable condition of personal development and a natural part of human
life. Erikson (1968) describes the characteristics and possible outcomes, posi-
tive or negative, of the eight stages of human development. Development
and the crises that accompany 1t are influenced by biological, psychological,
and social factors and accompany the individual from birth to death. Beyond
these, however, there are crises caused by unexpected life events, threaten-
ing or painful situations. The threatening circumstance leading to a crisis are
most often external, often in the form of an unexpected event. This can be
the loss of a loved one or a surrounding war. The crisis causes the individual
to feel threatened and hopeless. As the course of any crisis may affects the
individual's later life, it 1s important to know how to cope with it. Vulnerable
groups are more exposed to situations that lead to crisis, and they also need
special attention and equitable support to ensure a positive outcome.

Vulnerable groups include people with disabilities, people with social dis-
advantages, minority groups and refugees, at the same time gender and age dif-
ferences can also increase vulnerability. The situation of people in vulnerable
groups 1s strongly influenced by the attitudes and culturally rooted norms of
the social environment and the way 1 which equitable support 1s provided. If a
person 1s vulnerable 1n more than one way, his or her disadvantages can multiply
and become permanent. In the resulting intersectional situation, group effects
intersect and are difficult to disentangle (Collins 1990, Asumah & Nagel, 2014).
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Emphasizing two disconcerting situations of our time - pandemic and
war - we explore what opportunities Roma youth have, highlighting the dif-
ficulties they face 1n particular. Kende and colleagues (2021) explored the ex-
perience of digital education for disadvantaged pupils in Hungary during the
first phase of the Covid 19 pandemic. A high proportion of disadvantaged
pupils examined in this study were Roma. The study used an online question-
naire completed by teachers (N 425) and interviews with school leaders and
NGO leaders. They found that a higher proportion of disadvantaged (includ-
ing Roma) pupils were excluded from digital education. "Lack of adequate
learning space and skills for independent learning were cited by teachers as
fundamental barriers in higher rate than the lack of internet access and ICT
tools. The situation of disadvantaged and Roma pupils living in rural areas
seems particularly worrying. Where there was no disconnection between the
school and the pupils, digital education was still not delivered for the reasons
outlined above; disadvantaged pupils often received only paper-based weekly
lessons and assignments. Without parental support, they were probably un-
able to learn and develop properly during this period." (Kende et al. 2021, 93)

During the period of war in Ukraine since the beginning of 2014, sev-
eral reports (AIDC Memorial 2022) have been produced to monitor the situa-
tion of the Roma minority in the conflict zone. These include a human rights
report and a photo report, which provide a detailed and illustrative account of
the particularly difficult situation of the Roma group in the war zone. Many
could not leave the settlements directly affected by the war without money
and documents, or if they did, they left without anything. Roma who left
the country because of the war often faced xenophobia and prejudice 1n the
countries where they arrived, in addition to the difficulties of life in general as
refugees. Several NGOs in Hungary have been working to provide adequate
accommodation and care for Roma arriving from Ukraine. Romaversitas in
Hungary has launched a program for educational inclusion for Roma refugee
children in Ukraine, working with several NGOs.

Everyday failures and successes
In addition to the exceptional situations described above, there are other
phenomena that put pupils from vulnerable groups at particular risk. Early
school leaving 1s a lifelong decision that affects Roma pupils 1n multiple
ways. The official definition of early school leaving is those aged 18-24 who
do not have upper secondary education (ISCED level 3, vocational or bac-
calaureate) and are not in education or tramning, FEarly school leaving (ESL)
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as dop-out 1s used as a status, an event, and a process. It 1s a status because
the individual does not continue the educational pathway and does not ob-
tain qualification. It 1s an event because there 1s a specific time and an action
when it happens. Process, because it 1s usually not linked to a single moment
in time but a combination of several factors contribute to it. Analyses look-
g for the causes of early school leaving (Lyche 2010, De Witte et al. 2013,
Gonzalez-Rodriguez et al. 2019) have categorized factors at the individual,
peer, family and school level, whose combined effect is the determining fac-
tor. Some causes are stronger than others, such as absenteeism, low school
performance, peer role, family structure, economic status, and emotional
background. In addition, it can also be found that certain social groups are
generally more at risk of dropping out (due to their family background,
ethnicity) (IF'ehérvari et al. 2022). In the long and multi-factorial process of
school disengagement and drop-out, a distinction can be made between "pull’
and "push' effects. Pull effects may be related to labor market opportunities
and the low prestige of formal education, while push effects are related to
factors assoctated with the school system. Examples include repetition of
years, segregation, premature deciston making, significant differences be-
tween levels or difficulties in making transitions. At the institutional level, a
poor school climate and mnadequate pedagogical practices are problematic
and have a repulsive effect (Imre 2016).

Our twenty-year research followed the life paths of disadvantaged
Roma young people growing up in segregated settlements in Hungary, and
aimed to explore their situation, ideas and opportunities at different stages
of their lives (Varga,2018). We sought to find the reasons for the develop-
ment of opportunity gaps through the development of their fate. Follow-
ing their life trajectories from 1995 onwards, we investigated how family,
community, school, and social environments determine individuals' school
careers and adult prospects. We were interested to see how, after the change
of regime (1989), the birth of a child at home determined life chances,
what barriers or equalizing opportunities were available? We investigated
the reasons along the lines of the capital accumulation (Berry 1974, Adler
1975, Lal'romboise & Gerton 1993) spectificities of bicultural socialization
in Hungarian Roma communities. The monolingual Roma families of a
settlement 1 the Northern Great Plain and the bilingual Boyash Gypsy
community of a small village in the South Transdanubian region of Hun-
gary exemplify the difficulties in coping with the combination of a segre-
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gated village environment, poverty and exclusion due to minority group
membership. We had assumed greater difficulties and lesser successes at
all points 1n the life course of the Roma people studied, but we had not
anticipated that over time we would see such a wide gap between the life
chances of the two Roma communities. Our questionnaire and interview
data were collected at milestones in the life course (school entry, school
transition, adulthood) where it was possible to capture differences in op-
portunities with their underlying causes, positive or negative. Building on
this, we have seen that successful bicultural socialization 1s associated with
longer schooling if embedded in an inclusive environment (Varga 2015).
An inclusive environment 1s based on an equal opportunities approach
and argues that minority groups lack capital. Indeed, minority communi-
ties possess capitals (asprrational, familial, social, navigational, linguistic,
resilient) that members of these groups can mobilize to survive (Oliver
& Shapiro 1995). The intertwining and interdependence of community
capitals (Yosso 2005) and equitable external supports (Varga 2015) also af-
fects the success and mobility of the minority group, as we experienced 1n
the South Transdanubian community of our research. The mobilization of
Roma community resources and cooperation with the helpers and organi-
zations working in the settlement for decades resulted in successful cop-
ing with the difficult situation and resilience for both individuals and the
community. The lack of all these was also revealed in the other settlement
studied - 1n the North of the Great Plain - where we found a resurgence
of poverty and school drop-out. While 1n one of the settlements schooling
and with-it social mobility started to take off at a level that exceeded both
the parents' education and the Roma average, in the other settlement the
examined individuals’ educational levels barely exceeded the parents' edu-
cation, and stayed far below the national and Roma averages.

The reasons for early school leaving in the two Roma communities
studied are shown in Table 1 and are in line with prior literature. Where com-
munity capital and external support coimncided (South Transdanubian com-
munity), fewer Roma started families early, more continued their education
and were more willing to start school again despite dropping out. In contrast
to the Northern Great Plain community, where early family formation as a
'pull effect’ was associated with a lack of school support (a "push effect). The
fact of early school leaving reflects the lack of community and external sup-
port resources.
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Table 1. Causes of Roma drop-outs in the survey (Source: Varga, 2018)

Reasons for early school leaving
Accessible Drop- | Poverty has Starting
kol out, but prevented Family 2 family/ Behavior/
h successful | him from problem/ |7 . ¥ learning
pat . having
restart continuing | employment| . problems
. ) g children
his education
Roma —  Ihen |9 2 2 1 2 0 2
community
in South Women | 8 4 1 1 0 2 0
Trans-
danubia |5 17 6 3 2 2 2 2
(N:17)
Roma Men |18 3 0 2 2 6 4
community
in the Women | 10 1 0 2 0 8 0
Northern
Great all 28 4 0 4 2 14 4
Plain (N:28)

An example of successful coping with difficulties, resilience (Masten
2001), 1s illustrated by our research among Roma students. In our study, we
analyzed the life paths of untversity students from disadvantaged family back-
grounds, most of whom came to university from Roma communities as first-
generation intellectuals. They all form a community of Roma students in a
Roma specialized college, helping each other to take advantage of the many
forms of support offered by the organization. We were curious to know what
has supported the successful school careers of those in this community. We
looked for the reasons in the resources of their family environment (Yos-
so 2005), the support of different schools, teachers, professionals, and peer
groups (cultural and social capital), and the individual's own psychological
capital. Psychological capital focuses on factors at the personal level as condi-
tions that fundamentally influence achievement. Its constituent elements are
the positive psychological attributes of the individual, such as self-confidence
(Bandura 1998), optimism (Seligman, 1998), hope (Luthans et al. 2004) and
resilience (Masten 2001), which are mtertwined and interact with each other.
Our previous research among Roma students has also shown that psycho-
logical capital is a determinant (Varga et al. 2020). The students in the con-
trol group were further divided into three groups according to their socio-
economic background, thus the results of four groups were compared. The
results showed that the students had significant external and internal capital
in all areas except financial capital, which was offset by the social capital pro-
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vided by thetr school and university. An important finding 1s that there 1s no
difference in the supportive role of the family between Roma students and
students from the highest socio-economic status control groups. This indi-
cates that the social capital available 1n Roma families was mobilized and that
it influenced the school path in line with external support. Students who were
members of Roma student societies had high psychological capital that we
could capture in interest/motivation and diligence/perseverance (Figure 1).
This suggests that the external support factors for resilience were based on
high self-efficacy, or that external resources became mnternal during successful
progress. Analyzing the life paths of Roma university students revealed the
importance of psychological and social capital and the supportive power of
an inclusive environment.

family motivation and pattern

family support for leaming

adequate financial support

inclusive school climate

supportive teachers (elementary level)

supportive teachers (high school level)

supportive friends or classmates

personal interest and motivation

own diligence and perseverance

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 350.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0%

W Student Society Member Control 1 #Control 2 #& Control 3

Figure 1. Factors supporting the school journey
of the students surveyed (Source: Varga et al. 2023)

Closing words
Through some examples of research, we have seen that Roma students are
exposed to risks 1n both extraordmnary situations and everyday life that have
a major impact on their fate. We have also seen that there are possibilities
to compensate for their difficulties and to achieve individual and commu-
nity resilience and mobility. This requires an inclusive environment, where the
community resources of students from bicultural backgrounds can flourish,
intertwined with external supports and their self-efficacy. This approach 1s the

INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC CONFERENCE



12 6 ARG A, ARANKA

basis of an ongoing research and development project® that aims to develop
successful career guidance practices for disadvantaged Roma children over
a four-year process. A mentoring program has been launched in ten small
schools 1n Hungary, where teachers, in cooperation with parents are benefit-
ing from such support programs at Roma secondary schools and in student
socteties to provide a multi-faceted approach to help Roma pupils in rural
areas make successful career choices. The program aims to prevent disadvan-
taged Roma pupils from dropping out of school and to build their resilience
through community collaboration, with dedicated teachers working with stu-

dents in a mentoring role.

% https:/ /btk.pte.hu/en/ for-educational-opportunities
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