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AAbstract
While Spain enjoys international recognition for its model of integration of

Roma people, the few existing statistics report systemic inequality between Roma
and non-Roma populations regarding participation in post-compulsory education.
The article presents the initiatives developed in Spain to tackle this situation, and
questions the widely extended idea of Roma culture as opposed to education.
Though economic measures are necessary to improve the situation of young
Roma at risk of exclusion, the focus of this paper emphasizes the successful
trajectories of Roma in the university settings. This approach is useful when
exploring the factors based on their academic success, but it also provides new
role models for their ethnic group. Hence, a case study of successful paths in
higher education of three Roma students and three Roma graduates has been
carried out. The biographical-narrative interview is used for this purpose with a
focus on the analysis of these topics: a) family background, b) school experiences,
c) construction of identity, and d) experiences in higher education. The results
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show common and differential features in the analyzed trajectories. In all cases,
participants were raised in a “normalized” context and several of them had
previous models in the family. Education is perceived as necessary for social
progress in the immediate family but as a risk of «apayamiento» in the extended
family. The process of building up their identities proves to be complex and it
demands an active compromise and questioning on the side of the respondents.
In addition, their educational experience, including higher education, is
characterized by an «apparent normality», that is an acceptance based more on
their similarities with the non-Roma group than in the recognition of their
difference.

Key words: access to higher education, university studies, educational success,
gitanos, minority education.

RResumen
Si bien España goza de reconocimiento internacional por su modelo de

integración de la población gitana, las escasas estadísticas existentes informan
de una desigualdad sistémica entre la población gitana y la paya respecto a su
participación en la enseñanza postobligatoria. El artículo presenta las iniciativas
desarrolladas en España para mejorar esta situación, y cuestiona el argumento
ampliamente utilizado de que la cultura gitana se opone a la educación. Sin negar
la relevancia de las medidas económicas dirigidas a los gitanos en situación de
exclusión, el enfoque de este trabajo opta por analizar las trayectorias de aquellos
que han accedido a la educación superior. Esto no solo nos permite aproximarnos
a los factores que están en la base de su éxito académico, sino también aportar
nuevos modelos de identificación para su grupo étnico. Para ello se realiza un
estudio de caso de las trayectorias exitosas de tres estudiantes y tres graduados
universitarios de origen gitano. Se utiliza la entrevista biográfico-narrativa,
centrando el análisis en: a) ambiente familiar, b) experiencias escolares, c)
construcción de la identidad, y d) experiencias en la educación superior. Los
resultados muestran rasgos comunes y diferenciales en las trayectorias analizadas.
En todos los casos, se da una pertenencia a un contexto “normalizado” y, en
varios de ellos existen modelos universitarios previos en la familia. La educación
es percibida con un bien necesario por la familia cercana pero como un riesgo
de “apayamiento” para la familia extensa. La construcción de la identidad en los
informantes se muestra como un proceso complejo, que requiere de ellos una
actitud de compromiso y cuestionamiento de los modelos establecidos. Las
experiencias educativas, incluida la universitaria, también evidencian lo que
denominamos “normalidad aparente”, es decir, una aceptación basada más en
sus semejanzas con los no gitanos, que en un reconocimiento de su diferencia. 

Palabras clave: acceso a la educación superior, estudios universitarios, éxito
educativo, gitanos, educación de minorías.
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Introduction

The Spanish state has in recent decades played a very active role in
promoting the social and educational inclusion of the Roma population,
gaining broad international recognition for a system of universal
wellbeing that is very inclusive. Nevertheless, the existing statistical
indicators suggest systematic inequality between the Roma population
and the payo [non-Roma] population. Focusing exclusively on education,
numerous gaps persist between the two groups, with high dropout rates
being the main problem affecting the Roma population. A survey by the
Roma Secretariat Foundation [Fundación Secretariado Gitano] (2013)
determined that 64% of Roma students do not complete compulsory
education, compared with 13% of the general population (FSG, 2013).

Similarly, Roma participation rates in post-obligatory education are
alarmingly low. Although statistics in this area are incomplete and not
always current, the study by Laparra (2007) provides some reference data
based on various demographic studies and states that only between 0.3%
and 1.2% of the Roma population continues on to university, compared
with 22.3% of the rest of the population. Moreover, between 3.1% and
6.2% of Roma finish non-university post-obligatory studies (middle or
higher level professional training and baccalaureate). 

The scarcity of available information makes it impossible to determine
what subjects Roma study in university and the conditions under which
they are able to progress in higher education. This is a significant obstacle
in analysing educational progress among this group, and hence it is
difficult to quantitatively and qualitatively evaluate the advances achieved
in university inclusion among this group. 

This article attempts to contribute to knowledge regarding this
situation from a qualitative perspective, expanding on different successful
trajectories by Roma in university. Our objectives are to investigate the
factors that exercise a positive influence and to identify the different
obstacles faced by the participants in this study. We wish to discover who
some of the Roma university students and graduates are, how they
compare to other members of their ethnic group who have not progressed
in their studies (by attending university, for example) and, in particular,
what we can learn about their life and academic trajectories with regard
to the formative process of the Roma community as a whole.
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The Spanish state’s educational inclusion policies with regard to the
Roma population and experiences in other European countries

In Spain, there exists a certain tradition of political and institutional
commitment to the inclusion of the Roma. Spain voluntarily and actively
participated in the Decade of Roma Inclusion (2005-2015) and has more
recently followed the recommendations of the European Commission2

that inspired the 2012-2020 National Strategy for the Social Inclusion of
the Roma Population in Spain (Ministry of Health, Social Services and
Equality, 2011). This Strategy establishes a set of quantitative objectives
to achieve by 2020, and their operational development is to be realized
by implementing three-year plans detailing the measures and actions that
will contribute to achieving the objectives. In this context, after having
evaluated the previous Action Plan for the Development of the Roma
Population from 2010 to 2012 (Laparra, Fernández, Hernández, Salinas
and Tsolakis, 2013), the first Operative Plan was developed for the years
2014 to 2016.

Regarding higher education, general objective 4b of the National
Strategy in the area of Education establishes the need to increase the
educational level of the Roma population (the remaining objectives apply
to early childhood education, primary school and obligatory secondary
school). This general objective is linked to specific objective 4.3 – “To
increase the rate of completion of post-obligatory studies among the
Roma population” – and translates into an expected increase in the
percentage of Roma engaged in this type of study from the current rate
of 2.6% (according to a survey by the CIS, 2006) to 5% in 2015 and to 8%
by 2020. 

A criticism that can be directed at the National Strategy is its lack of
defined planning with regard to advocating for a greater presence of
Roma students in universities, an aspiration that is only generically
included under the objective of “augmenting the level of training of
Roma”. As a consequence, strategic aims and concrete measures are
focused on reducing dropout rates, compensating for inequalities and
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strengthening professional training. That is, among the post-obligatory
options, it seems that there may be a greater tendency to provide access
to professional training versus options such as baccalaureate or university.
The major priority is on ensuring that the Roma population completes
obligatory studies and increases its presence in the educational modalities
that follow secondary education. However, university as a specific end-
goal is a major oversight in these plans. 

To this are added the cuts and austerity measures implemented after
the economic crisis, the negative impact of which has been illustrated in
the Follow-up Report on Spanish Civil Society (Informe de seguimiento de
la sociedad civil española) (Laparra, Fernández, Hernández, Salinas and
Cedrón, 2014), which raises reasonable doubts regarding the continuity
and financing of these inclusion policies.

In addition to the National Strategy, we should mention here the
important advances achieved in Spanish universities as a result of the
London Declaration of 2007. These advances involve measures focused
on two objectives: improving access to higher education for certain
underrepresented groups and increasing these groups’ participation and
progress in academic life. However, factors such as ethnicity and social
origin are not specifically addressed. As such, students of Roma origin do
not have special consideration as a group that provides them access to
the support they may need. Thus, once a student of Roma origin (and,
more generally, a student hailing from a family with limited capital and
cultural resources) has accessed university, they are assumed to operate
under equal conditions to their non-Roma peers, and if their difficulties
are financial in nature, they may potentially be covered by the general
system of scholarships. 

There are few initiatives to provide specific scholarships for the Roma
population, and it is only possible to cite here the Programme to Facilitate
Access and Continuity in Middle and Higher Studies for Young Roma
Students (Programa para facilitar el acceso y la continuidad de estudios
medios y superiores de jóvenes estudiantes gitanos y gitanas) supported
by the Roma Secretariat Foundation and designed for students enrolled
in baccalaureate, middle- and higher-level training and university-level
studies. The programme consists of two parts (Pérez, 2010). The first is
focused on financial support through a system of assistance or
scholarships, and the second is related to direct intervention through
individual tutoring, working cooperatively with families and student
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encounters organized by various Roma communities. One of its positive
measures is the sharing of success stories in order to attract new Roma
students to university studies (Ministry of Education, Social Policy and
Sport, 2008). 

In other countries in Eastern and Central Europe, various actions are
being developed that involve a determined effort to increase the number
of Roma university graduates (Padilla-Carmona and Soria-Vílchez, 2015;
Danvers, 2015). Among them, worth mentioning are the scholarship
programmes by the Roma Education Fund (see REF, 2015); so-called
affirmative action in countries such as Romania and Macedonia (Surdu
and Szira, 2009) based on quota systems linked to raising academic
enrolment rates; the programme known as Romaversitas (Kurt Lewin
Foundation, 2011); and the Roma Access Programme at the Central
European University (2014). 

Although these various types of measures are private initiatives (such
as the Open Society Foundation), all of them converge on two key
elements. They provide financial support for enrolment and retention in
academic programmes as well as tutoring and academic support to
compensate for inequalities. In addition, they are designed to strengthen
Roma identity and train intellectual and professional elites that can serve
as models for others and act as leaders in the broader Roma community.

According to the national and international initiatives described above,
facilitating access to university education for the Roma population is not
achieved only by guaranteeing a scholarship system aimed at the most
disadvantaged sectors, although this is certainly very much needed
(Friedman and Garaz, 2013). It is also necessary to enable the creation of
alternative models that contribute to changing stereotypes regarding this
group and increasing the visibility of different forms of “Romaness”. This
focus seems to us to be particularly instructive in terms of designing
public policies and educational interventions in general. With respect to
the Roma population, we concur with Abajo and Carrasco (2004) and
Gamella (2011) regarding the notion that cases of academic success are,
in some aspects, more revealing than the numerous cases of dropout and
“failure”.
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Roma educational success

Essentialist anthropological perspectives have argued that Roma culture
is, in itself, contrary to education. Other, more dynamic approaches insist
that not all members of a particular social group share the same set of
norms, values, and beliefs (Anderson-Levitt, 2012). Hence, belonging to
an ethnic group does not ensure the homogeneity of the group, nor could
it be said that all the payos share the same set of values and references.

This assumption does not prevent cultural values from exerting an
influence on educational inequalities, as it is argued from the cultural-
ecological theory of academic achievements (Ogbu, 2004). Thus, the
cultural framework provides a «correct form» of behavior for the minority
in a way that will favor or fail educational success as it is perceived as
opposed to the majority culture or not. The ethnographic works of
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) with African Americans in the USA, concluded
that the disengagement of education and its negative effect on school
performance is, in fact, a form of response associated with the burden of
«acting white«. In the case of the Spanish Roma, Beuchling’s work (2010,
cit. by Brüggemann, 2014) suggests that education is perceived as a threat
of cultural assimilation with the non-Roma, implying that Roma with
educational success have assimilated to the majority culture.

It is important to separate Roma culture from marginalization culture,
and this effort is not always present in research and educational practice.
The excellent work of Fernández Enguita (1999) warned of the abuse of an
«extreme» model of being a Roma (clan, traveling self-employment combined
with subsistence economy, etc.) to characterize cultural difference. The
extreme type of Roma life, for Enguita, will end up being transmuted into
an immutable and determinant prototype of «Roma culture». 

The vision offered by the media –recently reinforced by several TV
reality-shows- also contributes to this Roma model. Laparra (2007) warns
of the risk of falling into a stereotyping of Roma, derived from the cases
of people in situations of deprivation being much more socially visible,
despite constituting only 20% of the Roma community. According to
Laparra, the reality is that many Roma people do not subsist in conditions
of marginality and poverty and belong to different social sectors that are
not so visible to society.

This work adopts an approach that privileges the concept of «success»
against others such as inequality, exclusion, and disadvantage (Herrera-
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Pastor, 2014). Educational success can be a polysemic and slippery
concept. In the first instance, it can be associated with high academic
performance, but from a broader perspective based on equity, there is a
need for schools to generate optimal learning conditions for all students
(Sánchez-Santamaría and Ballester, 2013). Thus, for the Roma population,
which presents considerably high levels of early dropout, completing
post-compulsory studies and attending university can be considered as
an example of educational success. We have decided to focus on positive
models, that is, those that reflect the desirable situation in terms of
educational and social inclusion. These success stories allow us to analyze
not only what factors block progress, but also what are the mechanisms
or strategies to overcome this block, or what elements are occurring in a
given situation that are either different or differently articulated, and that
facilitate the overcoming of difficulties.

Objectives

This study aims to analyse several successful trajectories in university of
both students and graduates of Roma origin. This will allow us to:

Understand the specific constellation of factors that characterizes
the decision/opportunity to access university education and proceed
successfully in higher education.
Shed light on aspects that promote or prevent educational success
among the Roma ethnic group and that condition their personal and
educational trajectories. 

Method

A multiple case study was conducted (Yin, 1984) using a narrative
biographical focus. We are interested in delving deeply into the
perceptions and descriptions of the participants because we consider the
narrative perspective to be the most suitable for providing information
regarding their experiences as students in a complex and contextualized
manner (Benson, Hewitt, Heagney, Devos and Crosling, 2010). Among
the characteristics of narrative research that we believe make it
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appropriate for this study (Elliot, 2005), we would highlight its focus on
process and change over the long-term as well as on the self and its
representations.

The selection of informants

Information was gathered on a total of six cases from the University of
Sevilla and selected using the following four criteria: 1) Roma ethnicity;
2) university student or graduate; 3) studying different disciplines; and 4)
different sexes. Identifying and locating possible informants was
challenging, as no university census exists that classifies students based
on ethnic group. To overcome this obstacle, the “snowball” method was
used as well as distributing the announcement of the project through
internal media at the university. However, the difficulty of locating cases
was compensated for by the high level of availability of the informants
who did participate in the study. It is important to note that they all
expressed their commitment to providing a different view of their ethnic
group. 

The characterization of these cases as “success stories” is based only
on the fact that these individuals were studying or had already
undertaken university studies. If this argument may seem questionable
with regard to the general population, the percentage of Roma university
students is so low that it can be assumed that these students represent a
positive model in their community of reference. “Success” should not be
understood here as a good academic record and/or access to a good job,
as in these aspects we find different situations among the participants. 

Table 1 shows the participants in the study under the pseudonym
chosen by each one, although the majority had no problem with being
identified. 
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TABLE I.  Study participants

Source: Created by the authors.

Collection and analysis of information

The in-depth interview was used for its biographical focus and centred
on the objectives of the study: a) family environment; b) school
experiences; c) identity construction; and d) experiences in higher
education. The interview began with a general question (“Tell me about
your life. Talk about yourself from your first memories”), which gave the
informant the freedom to construct their own narrative. In the second
phase, more specific questions were asked regarding the topics of interest
or that allowed for the collection of data regarding the research objectives. 

All of the interviews were transcribed and recorded to facilitate
subsequent thematic coding of the content from both a deductive
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Pseudonym Sex Studies Contextual Data

Antro Male
Graduated in

anthropology

Born in Jerez de la Frontera to a family

of humble origins. Currently on a

research scholarship as a doctoral

student.

Flora Female
Graduated in

social work

Born in a town in the mountains of

Málaga, of humble origins. Currently

works as a technician in an association

for Roma women university students.

Gaviota Female Graduated in law

From Sevilla, a middle-class family

engaged in street vending. In addition

to her profession, she has created a

street vending business and leads a

Roma association.

Violeta Female
Student of

medicine

From Sevilla, a mixed middle-class

family (Roma mother). Parents had

university education.

Ets Male
Student of

engineering

From Sevilla, a middle-class family.

Parents have university education.

Refre Male
Student of

economics

Born in a village in Huelva to a family of

very humble origins. Mixed family

(Roma mother).



perspective (the aforementioned foci) and inductive perspective (the
categories resulting from the analysis of the content). The identification
of themes was performed independently by two researchers in order to
triangulate a system of categories for coding the content. It is not our
objective to present here the personal life history of each participant but
rather to provide information related to the most common categories
(according to how often they appear) and those that reflect similarities
or differences within the group of narratives.

Results

The family environment: Belonging to a “normalized context” in the face
of marginalization

A first factor that is determined to be relevant in all the cases is belonging
to a “normalized family context”3 as opposed to one of marginalization.
We are referring to the fact that the families of origin are no different
from the rest of the population socially, culturally, or economically. Hence,
having grown up in an integrated urban context (a small town or an
unsegregated neighbourhood) has a favourable influence on the rest of
the factors.

This is true among our informants because they grew up in areas with
a certain tradition of “Roma integration” (i.e., Jerez de la Frontera), where
relations between Roma and payos are often good and not conflictive.

[Regarding attitudes towards university in his community] Normal, the
same as in the rest of the population. In Jerez, there are lots of Roma
that have gone on to higher education (Antro).

This is also generally related to the way their parents earn a living, in
that they work for others and do not undertake—except in one case—
street vending as their main activity. This is why Flora, from very humble
origins, attempts to delink Roma culture from the culture of
marginalization.

Padilla Carmona, T., González-Monteagudo, J., Soria-Vílchez, A.. ROMA IN HIGHER EDUCATION: A CASE STUDY OF SUCCESSFUL TRAJECTORIES AT THE

UNIVERSITY OF SEVILLE

Revista de Educación, 377. July-September 2017, pp. 184-207
Received: 25-10-2016    Accepted: 21-04-2017

194

(3) Normalized context is used here to mean the opposite of a marginalized context such as a segregated
neighbourhood or ghetto.



Interviewer (I): Studying for a career means leaving Roma culture?
F: I have heard as much in marginal neighbourhoods, but not in my
town, not in places where Roma live peacefully alongside others, like
in Triana or in la Macarena. In the suburbs (…) it doesn’t depend on
the culture, but on the context you are in (Flora).

Thus, a “normalized” context is what opens the door to considering
education as the means by which to progress in life, and this conception
is deeply rooted in the family contexts of our six cases. All of them affirm
that, when they were children, they saw no other option besides going
to school.

At the educational level, the only thing my mother told us was this: ‘If
you want to study, the doors are open to you. I don’t have money, you
have to make your own way; if not, the other story is already written,
the other story is working long hours and earning very little and feeling
half dead (Flora).
My mother has always wanted us girls to study in university, to opt for
something better. You should always aspire to the maximum, and they
inculcated in me the idea that I had to study since I was little (Violeta).

Three of our six cases are not “first generation” university students or
graduates, as their fathers and/or mothers had attended university. It is
important to mention as well that in several cases, this is the third
generation to break the stereotype. This can be seen in the account by
Violeta, who uses the expression follow the line to signal that the previous
generations were those that broke the Roma stereotype (they were women
pioneers and began to open themselves up), indicating that she simply
followed the trajectory initiated by her ancestors. In her case, her maternal
grandmother was a member of the civil guard (a significant break with a
very marked stereotype in our country). Her other maternal grandmother
was probably the first Roma writer in Europe. In her narrative, she clearly
expresses that they created a chain that her maternal family inherited and
that differentiates them from the rest of their extensive family:

In our family, they call us the “career people”… all of us, those of my
grandfather’s line… those of the other line are the ones that have
maintained the Roma stereotype… the street vending … you can see
perfectly well the differences between my mother and my aunts and the
rest of the uncles and cousins (Violeta).
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Whether or not there are precedents in the family, all of the
participants report having received support and encouragement from
their parents or close family members to continue studying, as mentioned
in the study by Brüggemann (2014).

Yes, support in every sense, because my parents have university
training and work in what they studied (Ets).
My parents have always supported my education, economically and
morally (Antro).

However, family support can be ambivalent: positive and solicitous from
parents and siblings but non-existent or replaced by active opposition
among the extended family (particularly its older members). These relatives
may have tried to inculcate different cultural patterns in the girls (get married
and take care of the family) and boys (work to earn money).

My family told my mother that I should not study, that I what I was
supposed to do was get married (Gaviota).

Identity construction: Becoming payo?

These and other pressures from relatives and the broader community are
at the root of the construction of personal identity as a Roma. The
messages received in all cases point to the idea that education entails a
loss of Roma culture and a distancing from the usual Roma profile. 

Some Roma think you are payo just for having studied (Refre).

As a consequence, each of the cases reflects tensions in personal
identity. They are subject to the “standard” version of their community,
which is inimical to education and in particular to university. 

I would like to mention the negative attitude in some circles in our
ethnicity, which makes the integration of their children into education
difficult because of fear or lack of knowledge. They erroneously
interpret that this will make us lose our identity as Roma (Ets).

The participants, however, believe that studying does not mean losing
their roots, a textual quote that appears in the narrative study by
Brüggemann (2014). This view is something they forcefully reject, as they
argue that training does not mean a change in identity.

Padilla Carmona, T., González-Monteagudo, J., Soria-Vílchez, A.. ROMA IN HIGHER EDUCATION: A CASE STUDY OF SUCCESSFUL TRAJECTORIES AT THE

UNIVERSITY OF SEVILLE

Revista de Educación, 377. July-September 2017, pp. 184-207
Received: 25-10-2016    Accepted: 21-04-2017

196



I think that university training feeds our culture, without interfering
with our identity (Ets).

(Speaking about university training) You do not lose your ethnic
identity, your origins, your base… I don’t think that it makes you lose
where you come from if you really like your origins (…) I think that it
gives you tools, knowledge and different points of view, that’s all
(Refre).

However, building one’s own identity without renouncing one’s
“origins” is not easy and generates in them a feeling of difference. This
sensation of being different appears clearly in the narrative by Gaviota.
She expresses having felt different from her family:

It was clear to me that having studied made me different from my
family. I talked in another way, I had other tastes, and my ideological
horizons were different (…) Suddenly, I had different dreams (…)
despite having always respected Roma values and traditions (Gaviota).

However, she also feels different from her peers at university:

The years went by, and the distance between my two realities became
ever greater. Those years were really very complicated, because I
couldn’t have the same lifestyle as my female colleagues in the faculty.
The freedom to come and go, to stay out late (…) I was between two
worlds (…) my colleagues often asked why I didn’t join them (…) and
my response was always the same: because I’m a Roma and Roma girls
have to be careful (…) But marriage didn’t appeal to me, I didn’t want
to lead a traditional life (Gaviota).

This reflects a double use of the words “they” and “us” to refer to the
Roma, as if they were within two worlds and ultimately could not identify
with either or identified partially with both.

They [the Roma] live there, but they are unaware of the outside world
(Violeta).

If we Roma don’t start to work in a positive way (…) The Roma have
been marginalized (…) Before they insulted us “Roma”, as though it
were something bad… (Flora)

Only one participant attempts to reconcile these two apparently
contradictory visions, reflecting on the way in which education
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contributes both to the maintenance of ethnic identity as well as to its
renovation. 

Normally there is a homogenizing dynamic between students at
university. However, I think that this in reality can come from the
emergence of renewed ethnic identities, that they continue to be Roma,
but that they articulate with other components associated with the
development of roles and integration into groups traditionally distinct
from the Roma minority (Antro).

The participants seek ways of resolving this difficult process of identity
creation, both remaining loyal to their Roma origins and simultaneously
integrating new dimensions and characteristics. In our opinion, one way
of resolving this dilemma that is present in all the cases involves
proclaiming a strong commitment to the Roma community and to one’s
own ethnicity. In their narratives, they all express strong motivation to
attempt to change the status quo and contribute to creating a more
realistic image of the Roma people in society. 

I want it to not be rare for Roma to be studying in university (Ets).

Yes, I hope that through my experiences, my testimony, I can open they
eyes of young boys and girls… I think they are going to change, because
we’re getting better and better (Violeta).

Their personal and professional decisions are oriented towards the
idea of “doing something for the Roma community”, of changing societal
attitudes towards them and, in particular, making other ways of being
Roma visible, overcoming the usual stereotypes. Brüggemann (2014)
obtains similar results, asserting that this sense of a responsibility to
demonstrate that Roma can study demonstrates impassivity in the face of
cultural alienation and an active commitment to creating new meanings
and questioning given definitions.

School trajectories and experiences in university

The first characteristic to highlight is that all the participants attended or
are attending integrated schools, in that they were not in ghettos or areas
of social exclusion with a strong presence or even a majority of Roma
students. This factor is also present in the earlier study by Abajo and
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Carrasco (2004), which concludes that trajectories of school continuity
result from a greater frequency of unsegregated facilities or classrooms
in general or unsegregated secondary school in particular.

My institute was an integrated school. I was the only Roma (Ets).

All of the participants describe their school trajectory, including their
time in university, with the same expression: I was a normal student, like
any other in the class. This phrase is repeated in the narratives with few
differences. 

However, being normal like the rest refers exclusively to how they felt,
although it is a somewhat slippery perspective. In nearly every case, their
peers and/or teachers did not know that they were Roma, and hence it is
an “apparent” normality.

When I told them I was a Roma, they thought it was a joke (Antro).

Indeed, they neither deny nor openly proclaim their identity.
Brüggemann (2014) alludes to this as a “coming out” process, the
“discovery” of an ethnic identity they believe can bring negative
consequences. For our informants, there is often a moment at which the
“discovery” occurs. The reactions are diverse. The most common response
is surprise, for the individuals did not seem like Roma; that is, their
physical appearance did not correspond to the traditional stereotype, and
their peers had assumed they were not Roma. Hence, if they seem to be
like them and behave like them, they are welcome in class. 

If I say I’m a Roma, people tell me “It’s true, you do seem like it”, but if
I don’t say anything… I don’t really pass for a Roma (Antro)

We refer to this as “apparent normality”. Integration into the group is
conditioned on the traits that make them the same as the others, not on
those that make them different. Similar results appear in the works by
Abajo and Carrasco (2004) and Brüggemann (2014), who call this
phenomenon “ethnic invisibility” and consider it to be a coping strategy
of Roma who have achieved educational success, who hide their identity
from their peers and teachers to avoid exclusion and racism. The study
by Morrice (2013) of refugees in the United Kingdom demonstrates the
existence of feelings of shame and inferiority among this group, which
could explain their hesitation to declare their ethnic origins.
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Nonetheless, contact with (non-Roma) peers in class is of considerable
help, as it provides new models of identification that are different from
those they have received from part of their community of reference. 

You get into the dynamic of the other girls that are studying, and you
get in there and it’s like you have to be here. You let yourself get carried
along a little by inertia (Flora).

Acceptance of their difference is a more complex issue, in particular
for the teachers, who do not always know how to address their diversity.
Thus, they describe various episodes in which some participants correct
their teachers regarding an aspect of Roma culture or request that the
educational content include their history, tradition and culture. Reactions
by teachers can be described as “passive” or “reactive”; while not contrary,
they only occur as the result of requests by Roma students.

Very few teachers have cultural competence, which I understand the
universities do not teach them. So it’s almost as if you miss being told
about your ancestral roots, about the Moors, and [questions like], when
did the Roma arrive in Andalucía?... and that they address it in a
positive way (Flora).

Poveda and Martín (2004) also demonstrate that Roma do not find
themselves represented in the curriculum, and when they attempt to
incorporate aspects of their culture into educational experiences, the
result is conflictive and not well received by the institution. Only one of
our informants alludes to more proactive behaviour that can be
understood as positive discrimination: 

The director of the school (…) came to find me in class and said “come
here” and took me to the office and told me not to be afraid at all, that
my family was very well-known in the AREA and that I was going to be
protected and sheltered by the whole school (…) and the teachers also
knew it and I have never had any problem (Refre). 

Also quite scarce and brief are situations in which they are the object
of criticisms or prejudice for having a different ethnicity. These situations
occur with greater frequency in primary school and secondary school.

I remember one day someone began to say that my brother and I were
Roma… I felt that I was different for some reason, I didn’t know what
that difference was based on, but I knew I was different… and one day
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he began to let it go… but I suppose that because of what they said to
me… I began to see it as something negative (Antro).

At university, people tend to be more conscious of coexisting with
members of other ethnicities (Violeta). Whether or not this is true, our
informants do not refer to situations of direct discrimination, except in
the case of Gaviota, who suffered a clear rejection and was ridiculed by
a female student in front of the teacher and the class. However, this
situation, as well as others experienced in school, never becomes a
problem for the informants, quite the opposite. Indeed, in the face of
these discriminatory behaviours, they often receive support from their
classmates and teachers, which contributes to reinforcing their own
identity and, above all, illustrates that they had to show more motivation
than their peers to continue their educational career. 

My mother always told me, “You have to show more, that you are better,
because if something goes missing, it is always going to be the Roma’s
fault, and you are a Roma” (Flora). 

It is this mentality that has always led me to get ahead, ahead, ahead…
to always be fighting (Refre).

Conclusions

The results presented, while accounting for the educational experiences
of the informants, are also linked to many themes that have been the
object of particular interest. The material we worked with is not presumed
to be representative of other Roma students or graduates but simply
illustrative of the cases examined. Nevertheless, there are numerous
similarities with previous studies in Spain, some conducted in other
autonomous communities (Abajo and Carrasco, 2004; Brüggemann, 2014;
Gamella, 2011; among others).

One trait that could be associated with the continuity of the
educational trajectories of the informants is the integration of their
families into an urban context that is neither segregated nor marginalized.
To this is added the educational aspirations of the parents, who are very
favourable towards studies, and family support, which translates into
motivation in all cases, although not always financial help, as the families’
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socio-economic situations are varied. A third relevant aspect, not present
in all cases, is having prior family models; that is, parents who have
attended university or, in general, ancestors whose lifestyles have
“broken” with the traditional Roma stereotype. 

They do, however, refer to numerous pressures from the community
exercised in the context of the extended family, and on many occasions,
through their older members. These pressures, as well as the supposed
cultural alienation (apayamiento) that is associated with education, mark
the informants, who are in a constant process of identity construction,
which implies a certain internal struggle. However, we do not believe that
our informants have been assimilated into the majority culture, as
suggested by Beuchling (2010). Rather, they demonstrate an attitude of
constant redefinition of their “Romaness”, deciding which traits from their
culture they incorporate into their own identity and which other traits
should be added to accommodate the ways in which they feel themselves
to be Roma. We agree with the assertion by Bereményi and Carrasco
(2015) that we should understand this as a demonstration of active agency
not just understood as resilience but also as cultural agency, which implies
a questioning of the given definitions to overcome current stereotypes.

With regard to educational experiences, our study corroborates some
of the results of previous research, such as unsegregated schooling, at
least in secondary education (Abajo and Carrasco, 2004), processes of
invisibilization of ethnicity as a mechanism for avoiding potential barriers
(Abajo and Carrasco, 2004; Brüggemann, 2014), and the importance of
interactions with a non-Roma peer group (Abajo and Carrasco, 2004).
One aspect that should not go unnoted is the risk of assimilation derived
from the lack of physical traits or clothing that invariably identifies them
as Roma. This fact, along with the tendency to not declare their ethnic
affiliation, leads to the danger of being “assimilated”, such that their
educational success is explained by their “not really being Roma” or by
“not being like other Roma” according to their teachers and classmates
(Poveda and Martín, 2004). The work by Ahmed (2012) goes further,
arguing that when the university accepts or welcomes Roma (as well as
other minority groups), there is an implicit dimension of not belonging:
they “are not at home” but are invited or temporary guests. 

In this study, however, no other factor appears whose positive
influence has been revealed through the research. We refer concretely to
contact with one or more teachers who have had a favourable impact on
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educational decisions and the opportunity to continue studying (Abajo
and Carrasco, 2004; García Pastor, 2011). There does not appear to be the
sense of responsibility, of giving back to society, that is present in the
studies by Pantea (2015) and Hinton-Smith, Danvers, and Jovanovic
(2017) with regard to Romanian students in Central and Eastern European
countries. This can be explained by the existence in those countries of
scholarships and specific affirmative action programmes for the Roma
population that contrast with the Spanish model, which is based on
universal wellbeing. 

Regarding future studies, there is clearly a need for more research with
larger samples that would make it possible to generalize the results and
expand on individual differences. It would be particularly interesting to
explore whether there is a tendency towards ethnic invisibility in other
minority groups and in the perspectives adopted by teachers and
classmates.

In addition to the limited capacity for generalization, another limitation
of our study is the decontextualization of the life history that is produced
upon analysing cross-sectional issues in the different interviews. However,
we believe that the focus we have chosen, consisting of giving voice to
the protagonists, contributes a perspective that is potentially very
illustrative and generates in-depth information, undoubtedly broadening
our scant knowledge regarding educational success among Roma. As we
have insisted throughout this article, this is a very necessary perspective
in educational research, as it contributes to eradicating a vision of the
Roma community as homogeneous and essentially different from the
majority. To obscure these success stories or dilute them by making
ethnicity invisible only contributes to a stereotype of Roma culture that
is highly limiting for this group and of course for society as a whole.
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