
  Elective Home Education & Romani - Traveller Communities

Page �  of �1 32

Elective Home 
Education
Schools, teachers and the 
Romani and Traveller 
communities in Blaenau 
Gwent



  Elective Home Education & Romani - Traveller Communities

Page �  of �2 32

This report is the work of the author, Dr Adrian R Marsh, Director of the international Romani Studies 
Network and does not necessarily reflect the views and opinions of the project’s partner, the Romani 
Cultural & Arts Company, nor the project’s donor, Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council. 
This report is the result of a project partnership between the international Romani Studies Network 
(iRSN) and the Romani Cultural & Arts Company (RCAC). 

Text and images © international romani studies network, 2018



  Elective Home Education & Romani - Traveller Communities

Acknowledgements 
Thanks are due to primarily to the Romani and Traveller families in Blaenau Gwent that kindly took part in the questionnaires and surveys, as 
without their cooperation, understanding and time, the report could not have been written. In particular I would like to thank Ms. Jamie James, 
Heritage Officer of the Romani Cultural & Arts Company who undertook a preliminary consultation, with Gypsy and Traveller parents, of the 
survey materials.  

Special thanks are due to the Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council, Ethnic Minority Officer, Ms. Rebecca Bevan who organised the interviews 
with teachers and education professionals, the parents’ interviews, and who reviewed the survey and interview materials. Thanks also to Ms. Lisa 
Adams, Senior Education Welfare Officer and CME Officer at Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council, for her support and advice over the 
course of the project. 

To the teachers and education managers that took the time to meet with me and discuss, through the matrix of the teachers’ survey materials, 
their experiences of working with the Gypsy and Traveller communities, I would like to express my gratitude for their participation and 
thoughtful, careful responses. Ms Rebecca Bevan also participated as an interviewee in the project, so my thanks to her on that score. 

To the Gypsy, Traveller and other children that have enthusiastically taken part in the Romani and Traveller story-telling, arts and drama 
workshops at the primary schools in Brynmawr, Blaenycwm and St Mary’s RC, over the past three years, thank you again. The creativity and 
energy that has characterised these half-day workshops has proven the efficacy of introducing aspects of Romani and Traveller cultures into the 
education curriculum, strengthening self-confidence and identity of these children, especially those from Gypsy and Traveler backgrounds. 
Thanks are due to Chris Lee, a volunteer with the Romani Cultural & Arts Company, Becci Holmes, a sessional artist and Ms Jamie James (again) 
at the Romani Cultural & Arts Company, and Rosie Marsh from Poppies Parties, for their support and hard work in delivering these workshops. 

Dr Adrian Marsh 

Page �  of �3 32



  Elective Home Education & Romani - Traveller Communities

Introduction 
The Traveller communities in Wales have been present since the late fifth century CE (Common Era) in the case of the Irish Travellers, when the 
ancestors of the modern population, the Irish peoples such as the Uí Liatháin, Laigin, the Déisi Muman, and An lucht siúil  (‘the walking people’) 
who used ogham inscriptions on marker stones, were part of the established the Kingdom of Dyfed. Later migrations of Irish Travellers into 
Wales have continued through the Middle Ages and Early Modern eras, in the wake of the Irish Rebellion in 1798 when Irish Travellers were 
targeted as ‘spies’ for the English, and during the industrial growth of the 1820’s, when Irish Travellers came with the large numbers of Irish 
migrants, looking for work in growing towns and cities (though often met with hostility by Welsh farmers and workers, who rioted against Irish 
immigration in 1826 at Rhymney, Cardiff and Holyhead). With the mid-nineteenth-century Irish Great Famine (following the potato crop failure, 
1845-1850), great numbers of Irish people, including many Irish Travellers, arrived as ‘ballast’ in empty coal ships returning from Dublin and 
other Irish ports, in very poor conditions, particularly in south Wales ports. Welsh sea captains were prosecuted for bringing Irish immigrants into 
Wales, as ‘people traffickers’, for carrying too many Irish passengers (many of whom died during the voyage), by port officials in 1847. In 1849, 
port authorities were offering the considerable sum of £10 sterling for information leading to the prosecution of captains of vessels bringing 
Irish immigrants to Welsh shores (mostly landing these immigrants at unguarded coves and river inlets). Further immigration took place after the 
Irish War of Independence (1917-1922). The upturn in economic opportunities in the the 1950’s and 1960’s in Wales, also brought migrations of 
Irish Travellers into northern and southern Wales, establishing what has been the basis for the current Irish Traveller community in the region. 

Modern Irish Traveller families and communities prefer to be known as ‘Travellers’, without the additional definition of national identity, as many 
feel negatively identified by this, being both ‘Irish’ and ‘Traveller’. The prejudices against Irish immigrants to Wales have, in the historical past, 
spilled into violence against them (as in 1826 and later) in Welsh communities and the further racism towards ‘Gypsies’ has been heightened in 
the past decade, with increasing immigration by east European (predominantly Slovak) Roma  from the majority community, to include all 
‘Gypsies’ in the most vague and abstract terms (similar to most Caribbean people being indiscriminately labelled as ‘Jamaican’). Irish Travellers 
maintain strong familial ties with families in the Republic and Northern Ireland, frequently visiting during the summer months. Religiously, many 
Irish Travellers are Catholic, particularly Marian Catholic (with a special devotion to the Virgin Mary), with some now becoming members of the 
evangelical ‘Light and Life’ Gypsy Church (a Pentecostal movement that has its roots in the evangelising of Clement le Cossec, amongst Gypsies 
and Travellers in France, during the 1950’s and 1960’s and is the fastest growing branch of Christian religion in Europe). Many Gypsies and Roma 
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are also joining these churches in Wales, bringing together the three major communities of Gypsies, Roma and Travellers and promoting, 
amongst them all, the learning of reading and writing (and, to some extent, the use of Romani language as the medium of religious liturgy), as 
part of bible study. Irish Travellers have also maintained a distinct form of language, with four or five dialects, called ‘Gammon’  or ‘Shelta’  and 1 2

drawing upon older Celtic languages for some of its vocabulary. 

The Romani community in Wales was first recorded in 1579, in Radnor, when the sheriff of the castle there requested assistance from the Tudor 
authorities to feed forty ‘Egyptians’ in the castle gaol, arrested and incarcerated for vagrancy (according to the prohibitions of the 1530 
‘Egyptians Act’ and the 1547 ‘Vagrancy Act’), although the presence of ‘Egyptians’ in the rest of the Tudor England and Wales seems likely, at 
least from 1530, when the first anti-Gypsy act was passed by Parliament. There are references to ‘Egyptians’ in the writings of Sir Thomas More 
relating to an ‘Egyptian’ woman who could tell marvellous things by looking into a person’s hand, in 1514. Historians such as Edward Hall wrote 
of performances in 1510 (‘mummery’, a kind of costumed play without words), of two noble women at the court of Henry VIII, dressing-up as 
‘Egyptians’ with turbans and colourful cloth wrapped about them. More ‘Egyptians’ were entertainers at the houses of nobles in 1521, such as 
the Earl of Surrey’s mansion at Tendring Hall, Suffolk, and at the house of William Cholmeley, Thornbury near Bristol, where they were paid the 
sum of forty shillings (possibly for dancing and playing). A year later, ‘Egyptians’ were in Cornwall, renting the Church House in Stratton; in 
August 1530 a company of them were delivered to the Justice at Hereford, on suspicion of theft. Records of ‘Egyptians’ and ‘Gypsies’ in Wales 
are scant, but it would seem possible to infer that, with groups recorded in Bristol, Hereford and Cornwall, some went across the border into 
Tudor Wales in this period. 

The settling of Abram Wood and his extended family in 1730, in north Wales established what would become known as the ‘Welsh Gypsies’, 
speakers of a particular dialect of Rromani-chib or the Romani language, called Kalé, that was kept alive in north Wales until the 1950’s. The 
Romani language scholar, John Sampson (1862-1931), completed a major study of the language, The Dialect of the Gypsies of Wales, an 
authoritative grammar of the Welsh-Romany language, (1926), with the collaboration of Edward Wood (who died in 1902). He was a direct 

 The term used by Irish Travellers; see Binchy, A. (2000), “Shelta/Gammon in Dublin” in Acton, T. A. & Dolphins, M. [eds.], Language, Blacks and Gypsies; 1

Languages without a Written Tradition and their Role in Education, London: Whiting & Birch, pp.128-132

 The term used by academic linguists and researchers; ibid. p.1282
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descendant of Abram Wood, referred to as ‘the Black One at Bala’ in Sampson’s notes. Gypsy groups in southern Wales, Romanichals, spoke a 
version of Romani language that was more of a ‘pidgin’ or ‘creole’  (called ‘speaking the Romanies’ by the community today). This ‘creole’ is fast 3

dying out amongst Romani communities across Wales today, as the impact of broadcasting, video and digital media reaches younger and 
younger audiences, even in the most excluded communities. Very few young people, under the age of thirty, can ‘rokker the Romani’, any longer 
and, like many Romani children across the UK, the linguistic competence of them using Romani language has declined to almost nil. One of the 
main concerns amongst Romani parents in the survey was regarding culture, but in this aspect, the primary attribute of culture (according to 
many historians, ethnologists and linguists ), and Romani identity in Wales is losing ground significantly. There are no formal or informal 4

mechanisms for teaching Romani language (Rromani-chib) in Wales and no recognition of Romani language, as a spoken or written language, in 
Welsh schools. As an attribute of both Welsh traditions (in that the Romani spoken in Wales was the purest form of the language used in the 
British Isles, according to Sampson and others) and a fast disappearing Romani culture, recognised by the Welsh government and protected by 
European frameworks and conventions, to which Wales is a signatory . 5

Language teaching in Welsh schools 
Welsh language is, of course, the dominant alternative to teaching through English (see Welsh in Education: Action Plan 2017-21 ), and the 6

reform of education to achieve much higher levels of teaching in Welsh has been defined as the “national mission” of reformed education policy 

 See Hancock, Ian (2000), “Standardisation and Ethnic Defence in Emergent Non-Literate Societies: the Gypsy and Caribbean Cases”, in Acton, T. A. & Dolphins, 3

M. [eds.], Language, Blacks and Gypsies; Languages without a Written Tradition and their Role in Education, London: Whiting & Birch, pp.9-23

 See Hobsbawm, E. (1990), Nations & Nationalism Since 1780, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.101, where he writes, “[after 1880-1914]… in 4

consequence of this multiplication of potential ‘unhistorical’ nations, ethnicity and language became the central, increasingly the decisive or even the only 
criteria of potential nationhood…” The idea of language as the primary basis for ethnic unity was initially driven by intellectual elites in Germany, Italy and 
Greece, later central Europe and the Balkans, after 1914. An example from Romani Studies is Alexander G. Palpates' comment, in his Études sur les Tchinghianés 
ou Bohémiens de l’Empire Ottoman, Constantinople, 1870, that “The entire history of this race is in its idiom…”

 5

 Education Directorate, Welsh Government (2017), Welsh in Education: Action Plan 2017021, Cardiff: Crown Copyright6
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in Wales, according to the Minister for Education . The notion of language as the primary marker of ethnic and national identity is made clear, 7

not only as a cultural component of Welsh identity, but also carrying the aspiration of achieving social cohesion, community regeneration, and 
national protection in the global context; ‘The Welsh language is integral to those reforms, as it is to the Government-wide objectives of building 
resilient communities, culture and language, and promoting and protecting Wales’ place in the world…’ 

Indeed, the long-term aim of education through Welsh medium is to achieve 70% of school leavers, by 2050, speaking Welsh language when 
they complete their compulsory education. In this context, Welsh education policy reflects the ‘one nation, one language, one land’ ideology of 
late nineteenth-century nationalism, as described by Hobsbawm . The national education curriculum in Wales places little emphasis upon the 8

learning of other community languages, though, in the national education plan , “modern foreign languages” are highlighted. Unlike other 9

national education systems (such as the Swedish education system ), Romani language learning is not an option in Wales. A number of Romani 10

and Traveller parents in Wales, who have been surveyed, have expressed a desire, as part of increasing support for Romani culture, Romani 
language be taught, as an elective, in schools in Wales. 

Culture 
Thus, Romani and Traveller communities across Wales have a complex cultural heritage of history, religious belief and language, that very few 
outside of these communities are even aware of. Traditions amongst families are strong, particularly around birth, marriage, death and kinship. 
Mobility, in the form of annual patterns of ‘commercial nomadism’ that generate work are very much the basis of the Romani and Traveller 

 ibid. p.27

 op.cit. p.8

 Education Directorate, Welsh Government (2017), Education in Wales: Our National Mission; Action Plan 2017-21, Cardiff: Crown Copyright, p.10, 379

 The adoption, by the Swedish government, of the Council of Europe’s Frameworks Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, in 1999 and 10

subsequent initiatives such as the Delegation for Roma Questions (2004-2010), have provided a basis for the promotion of five national minorities’ languages 
(Finnish, Meänkieli, Sami, Yiddish and Romani) and programmes for their teaching in schools. The Språkrådet or Swedish Language Council has commissioned 
materials and standards for language tuition in these five languages and the Institute for Language and Folklore provides funding (in 2014, the equivalent of 
£500,000), for the development of lexicons, dictionaries and research. Wales has been a signatory to the Framework Convention… since 15th January 1998
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economies. However, the ‘traditional’ occupations that once provided the mainstay of Romani and Traveller jobs are fast disappearing in Wales, 
leaving many families competing for smaller and smaller niches in the economy, particularly around tree-surgery, garden clearance, landscape 
gardening, agricultural work (fruit and vegetable picking), laying tarmac, roofing, construction and building work, and various small market 
trades. Almost none remain as story-tellers, harpists and fiddle-players, following on from the heritage of Abram Wood and certainly none as 
professionals, earning their living by doing so. Fortune-telling and card reading are also no longer practiced as occupations amongst the Romani 
and Traveller communities, aside from a few individual examples. Peg-making and black-smithing have largely disappeared in Romani and 
Traveller communities in Wales, nor is sign-painting and waggon, lorry or fairground-ride decoration regularly practised; basket-making, watch-
mending, knife-sharpening, tin-smithing and many other trades that were practiced until the 1960’s (as captured by the Welsh photographer, 
Geoff Charles in his photographs of Welsh Romanies and Irish Travellers through the 1950’s and the 1960’s; see the National Library of Wales 
collection), have been victims of a universal expansion of consumer society in Britain. Cheap plastic baskets, imported from China have all-but 
removed the opportunity for the traditional Romani basket-makers and weavers. Watches, almost entirely electronic and digital, no longer 
require the kind of regular maintenance and repair that hand-wound, mechanical watches once did and only the most expensive watches are 
now mechanical, not digital. What might be described as the ‘throw-away’ attitude of most Welsh households means that repairing cracked china 
and reapplying the tinning to pots and pans is a thing of the distant past. IKEA and ASDA now supply household plates, mugs, cups and saucers, 
saucepans and cooking pots and public attitudes have changed from the Welsh traditions of thrift and careful economy to a more consumerist, 
materially acquisitive way of thinking. 

Culturally, the Romani and Traveller communities have become further distanced from the majority communities in Wales, often as a result of the 
significant changes to the country in the last sixty years. As families that were constantly in touch with ordinary people in the Welsh countryside, 
through working on farms and in orchards, Welsh Gypsies and Travellers have become much more isolated as agricultural work has become 
scarcer, or taken over by very cheap, Chinese and east European immigrant labour. The collection of berries, fruits, nuts and even sea-food, has 
all shifted to the greatly expanded market of organised ‘gang-labour’, with its unpleasant overtones of coercion and exploitation of vulnerable 
individuals and families. The skills and experiences of generations of Romani and Traveller families has been set-aside in the drive to reduce 
costs and maximise profits, by Welsh farmers. In towns and cities in the country, the contact between non-Romani people and Romani and 
Travellers has been lost as the economic opportunities for small craft trading, flower-selling and fortune-telling have been reduced through 
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restrictive legislation on street-trading and crafts, whilst the changes in attitudes have encouraged craft-production to be seen as ‘luxuries’, the 
prerogative of the artistic middle-classes, rather than the production of skilled, working-class artisans. Economically, there have been significant 
impacts upon gender-relations amongst Romani and Traveller communities, as women in the communities have lost their economic 
independence as traders, workers and ‘bread-winners’ in their own right, with the disappearance of occupations that were ‘traditionally’ within 
their purview. Romani women no longer go ‘hawking’, selling trinkets, flowers, pegs, small linen items and bobbins of lace or thread, for young 
girls trousseaus. Herbal remedies and simples are not produced by Traveller women any longer, nor is soap from herbs and flowers, though 
some are now turning to the craft of jewellery making and selling at markets. Without these interactions, that often included a ‘dukkering’ or 
fortune-telling, Romani women are no longer in the public view, no longer part of the weekly interaction between non-Romani and Romani 
communities, that was part-and-parcel of Welsh community life into the 1970’s. 

Romani and Traveller men may still have a great deal more interaction with the non-Romani community, or ‘gorgios’ (the Romani word for people 
outside the community). As tradesmen, tree-surgeons, builders and roofers, landscape gardeners and patio-layers, antiques dealers and traders, 
scrap-metal merchants and dealers, Traveller men are more often seen by the wider community, in economic and social exchange. However, 
more and more frequently the attitudes towards Romani and Traveller people are shaped by popular media portrayals and characterised, these 
days, by mistrust and suspicion. Romani traders also deal in buying and selling caravans, second-hand cars, horses and dogs. Some men and 
women in the community are engaged as cleaning and maintenance staff on non-Romani caravan sites, often in businesses owned and operated 
by Romani people themselves. 

Background 
The initial impetus for the study and report came from a proposal, designed to assess the possibility of encouraging Romani and Traveller 
parents to support their children’s continuing education, within formal education, beyond primary school into secondary school and above. The 
project proposal was designed by Dr Adrian Marsh, expert and consultant to the Romani Cultural and Arts Company, presented to Rebecca 
Bevan of the Ethnic Minority and Traveller Achievement Service team at Blaenau Gwent (BG) education authority, early 2017. The proposal 
suggested a programme of teacher training days, school workshops delivering aspects of Romani and Traveller culture and arts, assessment of 
the existing Elective Home Education policy for the education area, and research into what the factors were that prompted Gypsy and Traveller 
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parents to ‘opt-out’ of formal education and choose EHE instead. As part of the latter, interviews with teachers and head teachers at school were 
planned, focus groups with parents suggested and a comprehensive survey and questionnaire designed. The initial timeline for this was 
February 2017 to March 2018, with the final report being delivered in April 2018. 

The teacher training days were planned, programmed and successfully delivered in Tredegar to 100 education and local authority staff, albeit in 
a slightly compressed form of two consecutive, half-day training sessions at Tredegar House. To embed the training, which included practical 
work around the delivery of Romani and Traveller themes and topics in early years and primary education, lesson plans and topic sheets were 
written and produced, with additional resources (book lists, internet web-sites, organisational contact sheets) and made available to the 
attendees. Following the training in February, schools’ workshops were delivered in primary schools in Brynmawr in June to coincide with Gypsy, 
Roma, Traveller History Month. The assessment of the current EHE policy, in BG was carried out in September 2017 and reported to the TES team 
and legal officers’ opinions sought. The parent’s questionnaire and survey (see Appendix 1) was designed and adapted for use in early 2018, 
being deployed in March of this year. In April 2018, the teacher’s interviews were carried out, based on a pre-designed series of questions (see 
Appendix 2). Analysis of the results of the teachers’ interviews and the parents’ questionnaires was carried out in May and June 2018, due to 
some delays around health for the project consultant. 

Methodology 
The project encompassed a differing series of approaches to the different tasks. Training required training materials, a programme with clear 
learning outcomes and objectives, a comprehensive time plan and a varied approach to small group work that would generate peer-to-peer 
learning and improve discussions. The schools workshops required a teaching plan for each session (over 2 days), materials, resources, activities 
plan and timeline. Assessments for both the training and teaching/workshops were carried out directly after the sessions concluded. 

The parent’s survey was designed after consultation with the members of the community in Cardiff, through the Romani Cultural & Arts Company 
Heritage Officer. Parents were asked whether the questions, survey and multiple-choice that had been drafted were relevant, culturally sensitive 
and allowed sufficient opportunity for parents to be clear about their views.  

The survey and questionnaire were also reviewed by the TES team at BG and some changes made in accordance with their suggestions. The final 
survey was approved by the BG TES team and used in a number of interviews with parents from two primary schools. Parents were recruited 
from the general population of Gypsy and Traveller families in Blaenau Gwent, on the basis of having one or more children of school age in 
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education at this time, and volunteering to participate in the survey. As the parents were surveyed by BG TES staff, the responses to the parent’s 
survey must be viewed in this light. The survey was not a random selection from Gypsy or Traveller parents in Wales and can not be seen to 
reflect the views of all Romani and Traveller communities across the country, but the parents are representative of those families that are site-
based (living on caravan sites, whether local authority, housing association or private), and accessing schools in Wales. The views of parents that 
participated can be said to reflect a cross section of this wider group of Romani and Traveller parents’ attitudes towards education. 

The teacher’s in-depth interview was designed to elicit responses to four major topics (see Appendix 2) and follow the ‘red threads’ of their 
answers, views and opinions (see Weiss, 1995: 61-83). Each interview took between 45-55 minutes and interviewees were met individually (6) 
and in pairs (3) at two primary schools and one secondary school, in the education authority. Teachers were again selected on the basis of those 
teachers who were contacted by BG Ethnic Minority Officers, and who were available on the day (19th April, 2018) to take part in the interviews. 
Some of those who had originally were not able to join the interviews and so could not be included. The interview sheets were not shared with 
the interviewees period to the interview, to discourage rehearsed and prepared answers, though the broad areas that would be covered by the 
interviews were discussed with the Ethnic Minority Officer and head teachers of the schools involved. All the teachers interviewed had direct and 
continuing engagement with Gypsy and Traveller pupils and their families. In this sense, the views expressed can be seen as those broadly 
representative of a range of opinions and experiences, from teachers that work regularly with Romani and Traveller communities, in primary and 
secondary schools in Wales.  

No early years pedagogues or professionals were involved in the survey, and this was a gap that should be addressed in future surveys in Wales, 
though the author of the report was an early years, Traveller Education Support service teacher in a London borough (2000-2002), continues to 
work with Gypsy, Roma, Traveller early childhood education and care programmes and projects across Europe, and set up a learning network 
(the Romani Early Years Network; see https://www.reyn.eu) in eleven countries with over five hundred members. 

None of the participants were paid or offered incentives, all agreed to participate on a voluntary basis, on condition of anonymity.  

Surveys 
The parent’s survey comprised of a multiple choice questionnaire, four open questions and a survey asking participants to agree or disagree with 
statements. The statements were drawn up from a random sampling of focus group responses, soliciting views and opinions from Romani and 
Traveller parents and carers about education, from views and opinions expressed by Romani and Traveller parents and carers during other 
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projects carried out by Romani Cultural and Arts Company related to health, heritage and experiences of education, and finally, from a survey of 
Romani and Traveller parents carried out by Haringey Traveller Education Service, by the author in 2000. 

These differing elements were combined and refined after consultation to solicit data that would address the question of what factors impinged 
upon parents’ decisions regarding the take-up of Elective Home Education, as an option for Romani and Traveller children transitioning from 
primary to secondary education, and what their relationship is with teachers, the schools and with other parents, Romani and non-Romani. 

Questionnaires 
The questionnaires for parents were undertaken between March and April 2018, with sixteen families predominantly from the BG Romani and 
Traveller communities. Parents were asked about their engagement with the schools, their involvement in their children’s education, either 
directly or through additional learning activities with their children, and their relationships with other parents, only regarding discussions about 
school and education. 

Parents, in the questionnaires (part one, the multiple choice), reported varying levels of interaction with teachers, ranging from daily (four 
parents), weekly (two parents), to once a year (two parents) or rarely (two parents). Four parents met their children’s teacher once a term and two, 
once every half-term. Almost all noted that the TES team dealt with teachers on their behalf, clearly indicating that these teachers are the 
interlocutors for the community. Romani and Traveller parents also rely upon the help of teachers and the TES, as regards their children’s 
homework, helping their children weekly, sometimes or when they ask, though two parents clearly noted their own English (reading and writing) 
skills were not good enough to be confident in helping their children. Most parents are happy with what their children are learning in general, 
but over half noted that they were not happy about sex education at primary level. Two parents noted that they would like to see more about 
Romani and Traveller culture being taught (something that was repeated in the responses to the survey questions, part 2 of the questionnaire).  

Overall parents rarely visited their children’s school, suggesting that the regular contact with their children’s teacher was actually with the TES 
teacher, rather than the class teacher. Some parents (two) visited very often, six visited every half-term and two relied upon the TES teacher to 
visit the school. Repossess to the question about schools meeting their children’s learning needs, most were very confident that this was 
happening.; two were somewhat confident but not completely and two parents noted that the TES provided extra support for their children’s 
learning needs. All the parents felt that they did not engage in educational activities (going to museums, trips to the countryside) outside of 
school as often as they would like, with two adding that cost was the major reason why. Half the parents responded that they had frequently 
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been able to help at their children’s school, with sports day, parents day or school festivals, four that they had not done so in the past school year.  
Half the parents surveyed had talked with other parents about their children’s school weekly, four not at all and two quite regularly (monthly). 
Four parents felt very confident in their abilities to support their children’s learning needs at home, whilst half felt somewhat confident but 
wanted guidance. The rest wanted materials and support from school to be able to meet their children’s learning needs at home. 

The second part of the parents’ questionnaires were answers to four questions around inclusion, respect, ethnic identification and factors 
influencing the choice to opt for EHE or not. All the parents felt that the schools and teachers did a good job of promoting inclusion, through 
projects that the TES supported and organised, especially during Gypsy, Roma, Traveller History Month. Two parents felt that the teachers made 
families feel very welcome, two noted that food was important and that the schools recognised this. Four parents acknowledged the help they 
had received in filling out forms, reading and writing official materials. The second question about respect from teachers and schools towards 
children elicited differing responses; ‘some do and some don’t’ wrote two parents, ‘…sometimes if they are good, but if they have behaviour 
difficulties, then no’, wrote others. Most parents noted, ‘a good understanding of [Traveller] culture’, though four parents noted that, ‘…more 
awareness of [Romani-Traveller] culture, by ALL teachers’ was needed. Four parents also noted that there was ‘lots of respect from teachers’. Half 
the parents responded that they defined themselves and their children as ethnically ‘Traveller’, two as ‘Gypsy-Traveller’ and four as ‘Gypsy’. None 
used the term ‘Romani’, indicating that this is an academic term (similar to Kalé or Romanichal, in usage) and none used ‘Roma’, suggesting that 
there are, at least at present, no east or central European Roma families accessing schools in the BG area (which is not the same as suggesting 
there are no Roma families in the BG area). None added ‘Irish’ as an adjective and descriptor to ‘Traveller’, strongly suggesting a preference not 
to be identified in this way, despite the UK school census categories that use ‘Roma’, ‘Gypsy’ and ‘Travellers of Irish heritage’ to record pupil’s 
ethnicity. 

The final question in this section revealed an interesting series of responses to EHE and its uptake by Gypsy and Traveller families. Some of these 
are worth quoting in full: 

‘If big school [secondary school]… was more flexible with learning and had more practical learning, I would 
encourage my children to attend’ 

‘Not going to big school [secondary school]… going travelling with granddad. Don’t learn, big school not 
inclusive’ 

‘Not going to home school [EHE]…, want him to have an education’ 
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‘Not going to home educate [EHE]… because work is dying out, like scrap [dealing]…, etc.’ 

‘Do not believe in it [EHE]… See both sides of the world. What they don’t learn at home, they won’t learn at big 
school [secondary school]…’ 

‘I think all pupils need to be in school because they need opportunities, trips, friendship groups with [the]… 
wider community. Lots of works needs qualifications now’ 

‘Children should be in school with opportunities and professionals’ 

‘Children should be in school, however, they can be EHE [electively home educated]… and learn their culture 
and family business. We feel that there is a lot of discrimination out in the public against us, that can spoil our 
opportunities’ 

A majority of parents do not want to take-up EHE for their children for reasons of educational opportunity, future employment prospects, social 
engagement with the wider community, the chance to see more of the world through school trips and outings, and the fact that learning at home 
will not teach more than learning at secondary school. What is also clear from parents’ responses is that there are obstacles to learning at 
secondary, around flexibility and practical subjects, inclusion, discrimination and prejudice. 

The final section of the parents’ questionnaires dealt with a series of opinions with which parents were asked to agree or disagree with, more or 
less strongly. Parents surveyed agreed, or strongly agreed that schools and teachers recognise and celebrate diversity as positive, provide 
parents’ information packs that acknowledge this and in the curriculum, though the latter primarily through the TES support for teachers and 
schools. All parents agreed or strongly agreed, that schools and teachers create an environment that helps all children to learn. The final 
statements, about discipline, encouraged more varied responses; most parents felt that there was variation in how teachers approached 
discipline and their children, and some that this does not work well overall. The majority felt that there was no need for improvement, and that 
the approach worked well overall, even with variations in teachers’ approaches to discipline, but that this worked well for some children, but not 
all. 

Teachers’ Interviews 
The interviews with teachers at primary and secondary school were arranged and facilitated by the BG TES team and carried out with their 
support. Three secondary school teachers, including head of year teacher and one Gypsy and Traveller liaison teacher, were interviewed; eight 
primary school teachers including one deputy headteacher and one Gypsy Traveller liaison teacher, were interviewed, in the BG education 
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authority. All schools had Gypsy and Traveller pupils attending, but not Roma pupils. Teachers were asked questions around four main topics (see 
Appendix 1), with encouragement to develop their answers to each initial question and reflect upon their knowledge and expertise, drawing 
upon their experiences of working with Romani and Traveller communities and families. 

In addition, the TES teachers were also interviewed for their views and reflections to these questions, as key individuals and ‘mediators’ between 
schools and communities, as the most common type of strategy highlighted by both primary and secondary headteachers was the use of this 
additional dedicated support. However, the opportunity to interview other support staff (for example, Teaching Assistants, and curriculum 
learning/support staff) was not possible, as there are no teaching assistants in one of the primary schools and it is not clear that curriculum 
learning and support staff, outside of the classroom teachers themselves, exist. These points will be returned to, as they clearly have implications 
for raising the attainment of Gypsy and Traveller pupils and increasing the representation of Romani and Traveller people in the education 
system. 

Teachers most often suggested that working with Roman and Traveller parents in the community was a complex, multi-dimensional and lengthy 
process and one that ‘…can take years to build and minutes to break’, in terms of trust and respect. Honesty, positive praise and discretion were 
key elements of any successful relationship with Gypsy and Traveller parents, as well as recognising that parents in the community had 
themselves had bad experiences of education, little self-confidence in dealing with teachers and schools and a lack of self-esteem around 
education more generally.  Recognising that community and family values were important and that Romani and Traveller families had ways of 
dealing with things that were different from the settled community, was also an important part of this relationship. Trust was a major issue and 
the isolated nature of Romani and Traveller communities on sites, led to suspicion and wariness when dealing with ‘outsiders’, meaning, 
according to teachers, that Gypsy and Traveller parents were quick to see the negative aspects of any situation whilst rarely seeing the positive. 
Some teachers did have, they felt, very good relationships with parents in the communities, whilst others suggested that parents wouldn’t come 
in and talk with teachers, needing an advocate or mediator (the Ethnic Minority Officer and TES services in general). 

Many teachers felt that parents had limited aspirations for their children, and that parents don’t want their children to try the opportunity of 
secondary school, even if their children do. Parental attitudes towards absences were, amongst a number of teachers, felt to be indifferent and 
consistent attendance was not seen by these parents as a priority, or commitment they needed to honour. Motivation from parents for catching-
up, following absences was low and keeping Gypsy and Traveller children in school until the end of the school year was very difficult, as a result 
of parents’ needs or wishes to travel. In general, parents did not interact on a regular basis with teachers, at parents’ evenings or other events 
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and frequently missed the opportunity to speak with teachers, unless it was on a matter of discipline. Teachers felt that schools and teacher’s 
authority was seen as negative by Romani and Traveller parents. In one or two cases, teachers questioned the rights of parents over the rights of 
their children, in deciding whether or not to go to secondary school. Strategies for successfully working with parents included home visits to the 
caravan sites where they lived, face-to-face meetings whenever possible, ensuring that parents felt comfortable and welcomed when they came 
to the school or classroom, supporting them with form-filling, reading induction materials for the school, organising free school meals (for most 
of the children attending), particular events, such as coffee mornings for parents and cookery sessions, all helped to promote the inclusion and 
positive working with Romani and Traveller parents. 

All teachers shared a similar view about interaction with parents in the communities; namely, that fathers visited schools or met with teachers 
very infrequently indeed and that mothers were the primary contact point for all matters to do with schooling. It wasn’t clear to teachers whether 
the final decision about schooling, and EHE in particular, was made by both parents or only mothers in this context and whether schools should 
be interacting with both parents much earlier, regarding the transition to secondary from primary. One teacher in particular suggested that 
parents’ own lower abilities, lack of motivation towards continuing education, low expectations and aspirations for their children, were the main 
factors in not addressing the children’s learning needs and led to taking up EHE more frequently. 

Working with pupils from Gypsy and Traveller communities, for many teachers, was a mixed experience, in that teachers’ perceptions of pupils 
from the communities suggested that there were significant discipline issues, strong peer-group pressure not to continue with education beyond 
a certain point, issues around successful integration into school, and that the awareness, amongst parents of these pupils, around Elective Home 
Education, caused a problem for schools. Some teachers also expressed the view that parents in the communities imposed their choice about 
EHE over the wishes of their children and that their children may not fully enjoy their entitlement to the right to education. Many teachers 
expressed the awareness that prejudice against Gypsy and Traveller pupils (and, to some extent, their parents) and that stigma existed in the 
school environment, resulting in bullying that further alienated them. All teachers agreed that ‘bad experiences’, both of the children’s parents 
and the children themselves, constantly reinforced a negative attitude towards schooling, particularly at secondary level. 

Most teachers interviewed agreed that attendance was a lot more inconsistent, in the case of Gypsy and Traveller pupils and that ‘catch-up’ 
lessons and homework were not sufficient, or sufficiently pursued, to make up for the time away from school. Teachers did not supply learning 
packs for children ‘on-the-road’ and there was no mechanism for maintaining contact with pupils out-of-school whilst travelling, but all teachers 
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welcomed the idea and were not aware that this had been common practice amongst TES’s in the past (the ‘green book’ scheme ). In this 11

respect, teacher’s suggested that technology could improve outcomes for travelling pupils. Low attendance then, was the biggest issue as 
regards achievement in school, for all teachers. Until more regular attendance could be guaranteed, then Gypsy and Traveller pupils would 
continue to suffer lower educational outcomes, poor achievement (compared to other groups of children) and overall attainment, according to 
many teachers. 

All teachers reflect upon the available resources and approaches to working with Romani and Traveller families and their children, 
acknowledging that, unlike other subjects, these were both scarce and little understood. Most teachers knew of topic packs and example lesson 
plans, from previous projects and training, but did not really use them through pressures upon time, the needs of the national curriculum, a lack 
of their own confidence on knowledge about Gypsy and Traveller history, culture and language, or an idea of where (i.e. in which topic or 
context) to use such materials. Religious Education or citizenship classes did offer opportunities, though these subjects most often dealt with 
other beliefs and different minorities that subscribed to them, largely ignoring ethnicity and identity outside of religion (Islam, Judaism, 
Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism and Taoism). One teacher suggested that faith schools largely ignored all other forms of identity equally. Diversity 
was not really part of the curriculum, outside of learning or strengthening Welsh language and culture in schools. 

Some schools did approach Romani and Traveller cultures more consistently, with story-telling sessions, artists workshops, drama and music 
related to the communities. Trips and outings for Gypsy and Traveller pupils, to national events such as the Romani Cultural and Arts Company’s 
Gypsy, Roma, Traveller History Month Gala Day in Cardiff, were also undertaken by schools, though one or two teachers felt this was unfairly 
‘rewarding’ these pupils and should be more closely related to improving achievement or attendance. 

 The ‘green book scheme’ worked in Traveller Educations services up until the early millennium, in conjunction with learning packs for Gypsy and Traveller 11

pupils. TES teachers would prepare learning packs for children going on-the-road, covering all aspects of the curriculum and tailored to their learning needs and 
educational development. These packs would be delivered to the families, together with the ‘green book’, a kind of education ‘passport’ or school report, 
detailing attendance, achievement and attainment in each case and to be presented to the next TES service that the family encountered on their route or 
journey. The next TES service would review the learning pack materials and mark the work done, enter the details into the ‘green book’ and prepare another 
learning pack for the children to go on or return with. TES teachers would often call their colleagues in the next borough or county to tell them families were on 
the way and would be bringing the ‘green book’ with them, to ensure that these colleagues would ask to see it. This system relied on comprehensive databases 
of families being kept by TES services across the country and, to some extent, might be incompatible with current data protection laws, being seen as over-
reach, though families were always registered with their permission. Reductions in funding and the large-scale elimination of TES services in England and Wales 
means the this system has long fallen into disuse.
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Flexible learning schemes had been adopted, with success, by the secondary schools, whereby older pupils could attend school part of the week 
and take up ‘work placement’ other days of the week, usually in the family business. However this had had to be curtailed, as recent health and 
safety requirements (February 2018) meant that these placements could not meet the requirements and complex documentation needed, from 
the businesses. One solution put forward was to develop a scheme whereby a Romani voluntary sector (third sector) organisation in Wales would 
organise and administer the placements, thereby relieving schools of the need to complete the new requirements. In general, secondary school 
teachers felt that flexible learning approaches, practical subjects (such as Design and Technology, Healthcare and Beauty, Home Economics, or 
Agricultural and Animal Husbandry) would encourage retention from Gypsy and Traveller pupils. Some teachers suggested that the emphasis 
upon academic subjects did not work for all children and that a more practical curriculum would benefit many Romani, Traveller and other 
children greatly. More curriculum materials that reflected the communities’ history, language and culture were needed too, through the 
continuing training of teachers, was another suggestion. These topics gave Gypsy and Traveller children ‘a chance to shine’, raised awareness for 
all and encouraged creative learning. Teachers enjoyed and benefitted from these topics and opportunities, as much as the children. 

Off-site learning was another suggestion from teachers, that could improve achievement and retention for Gypsy and Traveller pupils on school 
roles, although the notion of ‘on-site’ schooling (i.e. at the children’s caravan sites) was, as teachers suggested, tantamount to segregating them 
from others and reinforcing exclusion, not breaking-down barriers. Carefully supervised and monitored ‘classroom’ sessions for pupils, taking up 
some of the ideas from ‘forest schools’ or ‘education otherwise’ programmes, at rural studies centres or conservation areas, offered opportunities 
that Gypsy and Traveller pupils in particular might welcome. 

Primary school teachers strongly suggested that teaching assistants (TA’s), drawn from the communities and becoming, through training, 
mentoring and qualification, teachers themselves, would make an enormous difference, in a similar way to other Black and Minority Ethnic 
communities in Wales, who had contributed so much to schools in many parts of the country. BG was felt to be a little ‘slow’ in recruiting BME 
teachers and had no TA’s in some schools or mechanism to develop volunteers and parents (aside from some individual examples, who were 
very successful in engaging with the Romani and Traveller parents). In the absence of TA’s in these schools, the need for effective home-school 
liaison was especially keen and where that was undertaken by someone with strong family connections with the communities, this worked well. 

Early childhood education and care was particularly highly regarded by teachers, who strongly argued that their experience of Gypsy and 
Traveller children who had attended nursery school, preschool or reception, was very positive in very many ways. These children, they said, were 
far more ready for school, had far fewer challenges around behaviour and discipline and were able to learn more effectively. Whether there was 
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an impact upon transition to secondary school and retention overall, was a matter for some debate amongst those teachers interviewed – some 
felt that this was the case with primary school, but not secondary, but one or two others argued that children did go on and stay longer, if they 
had been to preschool or pre-primary (reception) classes. Nurturing groups that came from ideas used in early years, had had a positive impact 
upon Gypsy and Traveller children in schools and were used as part of the strategy for working with these pupils, across all years. Mentoring was 
also a key aspect of this work, again drawing upon models of child development in the early years and beyond. 

Finally, the topic of EHE amongst teachers is clearly one that encourages strong opinions. From the suggestion that EHE is the cause of problems 
for schools, to the notion that EHE means that once taken up by parents, Gypsy and Traveller children will not receive a ‘sufficient’ education (the 
current EHE policy in BG describes the parameters of the process as delivering a sufficient education for the child’d learning needs), the views of 
teachers are clearly sceptical. Teachers described EHE as ‘the last option’, as ‘ineffective’, ‘not working’ and there being ‘no benefits’ to being 
electively home educated, for Gypsy and Traveller children. Teachers questioned parents having necessary skills to deliver EHE, though having 
undoubtedly strong life and skills and cultural knowledge. One teacher suggested that it was not a question of values but of the fears of parents, 
that drove them to opt for EHE, or notions of ‘having done their time in little school [primary school]’ and no further useful knowledge to be 
gained – why go to school? Gypsy and Traveller parents were allowed to ‘opt out’ in ways that other parents could not (no other community was 
referred to as taking up EHE, by teachers, outside of the Romani and Traveller communities). 

Romani Travellers and Education 
There is a widely held belief, in many education circles, that Romani Travellers are antithetical towards education, hostile even (though not 
necessarily amongst teachers in BG education authority). The value of education, in this frame of mind, is little counted and seen as something to 
be avoided by Romani and Traveller communities, if at all possible. Greater emphasis, according to this view, is placed upon primary education 
(five to eleven years), whilst none at all on early childhood education and care (birth to three) or pre-primary (three to five). Secondary education 
is not to be encouraged by Romani Travellers for their children, in this widely held belief, as young boys are removed to work with adult male 
relatives and girls and young women to stay ‘at home’ (i.e. in the family caravan or mobile home), until marriage. In this view, education is 
believed, by non-Romani people to be of little worth or value, compared to the beliefs, practices and culture of Gypsies and Travellers. 

This particular view, although widely held amongst non-Romani and non-Traveller communities, does not correspond well to the much more 
complex and nuanced attitudes and opinions of Romani and Traveller families themselves. As evidenced by the increasing number of Romani 
and Traveller people who have, themselves, successfully negotiated and navigated the education system of the UK, since the 1967 Plowden 
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Report, “Children and their Primary Schools” (see http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/plowden/plowden1967-1.html), highlighted 
the continuing effects of exclusion on Romani and Traveller children. This acknowledgement is worth quoting in full, as it remains largely relevant 
today: 

“Severe deprivation can be found among particular groups … Canal boat families are an example. Another are 
the Gypsies whose plight is described in Appendix 12. They are probably the most severely deprived children in 
the country. Most of them do not even go to school, and the potential abilities of those who do are stunted. 
They tend to be excluded by their way of life and their lack of education from entering normal occupations and 
confined to others that compel continual travelling. Thus, unless action is taken to arrest the cycle, their children 
will in turn suffer educational deprivations which will become increasingly severe in their effects as general 
standards of education rise. The age distribution of this group bears a telling resemblance to that of England in 
1841 and so does their education or lack of it. The numbers of Gypsy children are small - those of compulsory 
school age probably amounting in total to less than four thousand. But they are increasing, and in the next 20 
years their numbers are likely to double. In their own interests and in the nation's they merit help of the kind we 
recommend. Yet the criteria listed in paragraph 153 [for educational priority areas]… would not select them. 
They move too frequently to be accurately recorded in census data, they are too seldom in school to appear in 
figures (of free school meals, for instance) derived from the school population, and the districts in which they are 
found, particularly the rural areas… are unlikely to contain many educational priority areas… [para.155, pp.
59-60; this author’s emphasis] 

Those Gypsy and Traveller children who were able to access successfully primary education after 1967, have increased the representation of 
Romani Travellers in higher education, when they have been able to, or chosen to, proceed with their education. At the present time, there are 
university professors from the UK Romani and Traveller communities at Greenwich, Buckinghamshire, Glasgow, St Andrews, Brighton, and 
Istanbul, whilst across Europe there are many, many more. Romani and Traveller children, given the right support and encouragement, can 
achieve a great deal in terms of education (as in any other field, such as law, politics or health). The obstacles and barriers faced by Romani and 
Traveller children in education, however, from early years to secondary school, result in a greater than average under-representation at higher 
education levels, in spite of the examples of individuals from the community, who do progress to achieve degrees and higher degrees . 12

 See Mulcahy, E., Baars, S., Bowen-Viner, K., Menzies, L. (2014), The Under-Representation of Gypsy, Roma, Traveller Pupils in Higher Education: A report on 12

barriers from early years to secondary and beyond, London: Kings College/LKMco
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However, the evidence from educational research and the annual school census in England and Wales indicates strongly that Romani and 
Traveller children have low levels of attainment in education and that, in terms of educational outcomes, they are significantly behind their peers 
in achievement. It is beyond the remit of this report to examine the factors and explanations for why this is the case, nor to propose remedies for 
addressing this, but it remains true that little has changed and the judgement of the Plowden Report (1967) still stands. A previous study carried 
out by the author and the Romani Cultural and Arts Company, as regards health and wellness amongst Gypsies, Roma and Travellers in Wales, 
highlighted the fact that most adults in the Gypsy and Traveller communities were functionally illiterate and that many children lacked any 
knowledge of reading and writing beyond the basics (and the east-European Roma, but due to being non-English speakers, not education) . 13

TES services have always performed the role of mediator and, at times, advocate for Gypsy and Traveller families vis-à-vis education. BG TES 
clearly has a very significant role in this regard and is trusted by the communities to deal with schools, teachers and education authorities, very 
much on parents behalf. The TES team and Ethnic Minority Officer have initiated early years projects, approved Gypsy, Roma, Traveller History 
Month workshops, training days and provided materials and resources for teachers in schools across the county. A further, relevant point here is 
that a system of support for raising achievement and improving educational outcomes for Gypsies and Travellers (latterly for Roma), the Traveller 
Education Support (TES) services, has been in place across England and Wales for forty years or more, together with a range of educational 
support staff and specialists , such as the Ethnic Minority Achievement service, the Educational Special Needs teams, the Additional Learning 14

Needs teams, educational psychologists, the Refugee and Asylum-Seekers Support service and others at Pupil Referral Units and under fives 
centres (including the Sure Start programme). These services and teams were (and where they remain, still are) dedicated to raising attainment in 
all these groups . Controversially, the levels of achievement, since the establishment of TES services, have remained amongst the lowest of all 15

ethnic groups in England and Wales. 

 See Marsh, A. R. (2017), Stories of Health and Wellness Amongst Gypsy, Roma, Travellers in Wales, Cardiff: Romani Cultural and Arts Company/Public Health 13

Wales

 The author was a member of Haringey Council’s Traveller Education Support service, in north London, from 2000-2002, specialising in working in early years 14

and worked in the Early Years and Play service at Haringey (1993-2002), with Gypsy, Roma, Traveller and many other communities in the borough.

 The aim of raising attainment is part of the English and Welsh National Strategy for Gypsy, Roma, Traveller Integration, 2014-2020, part of the European 15

Commission’s national integration strategies; it remains to be seen whether this and other positive initiatives will remain part of the policy framework in the UK, 
following Brexit; see http://www.theewc.org/Content/Library/Teacher-Training/Training-Tools/Moving-forward-together-Raising-Gypsy-Roma-and-Traveller-
achievement 
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The aspiration to raise attainment has not been marked overall by increase however; Gypsy and Traveller pupils have have maintained the lowest 
levels of attainment, in all key stages of education . The levels of progress remain similar to the lowest performing group of non-Romani and 16

non-Traveller children, in schools in England and Wales . The drive to support Gypsy, Roma, Traveller pupils in education, through dedicated 17

services (TES), has not had the desired impact upon educational outcomes overall, for more than forty years. The result of this is that few Gypsy 
and Traveller pupils make successful transitions to secondary school, and those that do, ‘drop-out’ frequently at year eight, but also year ten 
(lower numbers dropping out at years seven, nine and eleven) .  18

The factors cited, during teacher interviews in BG (and in other surveys), as the reasons for this lack of progress range from barriers that prevent 
them from fully accessing the curriculum, a lack of engagement, interrupted education and negative experiences of school, to a tension between 
family aspirations and those of the school, with pupils sometimes caught in the middle. It was also clear from the teacher interviews that staff 
valuing and celebrating Gypsy, Roma and Traveller culture was reported as very well established in one half of the primary schools, but at the 
other half of primary schools and at the secondary school, teachers stated this was in need of some development. A third of teachers suggested 
that ‘using positive role models’ as a strategy to communicate high expectations of achievement and attainment, to Gypsy, Roma and Traveller 

 There is a great deal of literature regarding raising attainment and measuring progress of Gypsy and Traveller pupils in schools, such as Department for 16

Children, School and Families (2008), The Inclusion of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Children and Young People, London: DCSF [online], http://
publications.teachernet.gov.uk/eOrderingDownload/Inclusion%20of%20Gypsy%20Roma.pdf; Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009), Moving 
Forward Together: Raising Gypsy, Roma and Traveller achievement, Booklet 1: Introduction, London: DCSF; Derrington, C. (2007), “Fight, flight and playing white: 
an examination of coping strategies adopted by Gypsy Traveller adolescents in English secondary schools”, International Journal of Educational Research, vol.46, 
no.6, pp.357-367; Derrington, C. and Kendall, S. (2004), Gypsy Traveller Students in Secondary Schools: Culture, Identity and Achievement, Stoke on Trent: 
Trentham Books; Myers, M. And Bhopal, K. (2009), “Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children in schools: Understandings of community and safety”, British Journal of 
Educational Studies, vol.57, no.4. pp.417- 434; Wilkin, A., Derrington, C., Foster, B., White, R. and Martin, K. (2009), Improving Educational Outcomes for Gypsy, 
Roma and Traveller Pupils. What Works? Contextual influences and constructive conditions that may influence pupil achievement, [online], http://
publications.dcsf.gov.uk/eOrderingDownload/DCSF-RR170.pdf. All of the literature clearly indicates that achievement and attainment have remained very low 
for Gypsy and Traveller pupils (not Roma pupils) in all key stages, from at least  the 1996 OFSTED report on the education of Travelling children and likely from 
the Plowden Report of 1967.

 See Wilkin, A., Derrington, C., White, R., Martin, K., Foster, B., Kinder, K., Rutt, S. (2010), Improving the Outcomes for Gypsy, Roma, Traveller Pupils: the Final 17

Report, Research Report DFE-RR043, London: Department for Education, p.109

 ibid. p.v18
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pupils and their families, was in need of some development or significant implementation. Nearly all the secondary school teachers interviewed 
reported vocational opportunities were quite well established, but changes in the health and safety regulations had impacted negatively upon 
schools’ abilities to arrange these with Gypsy and Traveller family businesses. 

Teachers and schools recognised they needed to encourage Romani and Traveller parents to engage in dialogue with them. Gypsy and Traveller 
pupils in BG, who made most progress and were most likely to remain in education beyond secondary schooling, were those who had parental 
support. Many of the teachers made reference to raising the expectations of Romani and Traveller pupils, their families and their own staff in the 
school and across the education authority. 

Conclusions 
As referred to above, the absence of Teaching Assistants (TA) in some primary and secondary schools (particularly the former) has significant 
implications for the support of learning, amongst Romani and Traveller pupils, together with the lost opportunities for positive role models in the 
education system. It also raises the questions of whether there is a possible avenue or career path not being utilised, through recruitment of 
paraprofessionals from the Gypsy and Traveller communities in the early years. INSET training and vocational qualification for such practitioners 
could allow them to become professionals and qualify as teachers. One of the key auxiliary posts in most metropolitan primary schools in 
England and Wales is the TA, very often recruited from minority ethnic groups and frequently offering the opportunity to develop effective 
mediation with the wider, most culturally and ethnically diverse community from which the school draws its cohort of pupils. Drawing upon this 
experience and model could improve school community relations, improve attendance and retention, increase integration and raise attainment. 

Quality, inclusive early childhood education and care, according to the teachers (and most of the evidence from Roma communities in Europe ), 19

is one of the key factors in school readiness, preparedness, and making a successful transition into primary school and beyond. The Roma 
‘Kopachi’ initiative, at the Open Society Foundations Early Childhood Programme has led the call, for a number years, for a compulsory two years 
of quality pre-school services for all Romani and Traveller children, to begin to address the legacy of exclusion and marginalisation for these 

 The Roma Early Childhood Inclusion studies have been carried out jointly by UNICEF, the Roma Education Fund, and the Early Childhood Programme at Open 19

Society Foundations; see https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/roma-early-childhood-inclusion-overview-report; the Roma Education Fund’s early 
childhood pilot programme, ‘A Good Start for Roma’ also demonstrated the comprehensive improvements that early childhood education and care bring to 
marginalised and excluded Romani communities, see http://www.romaeducationfund.hu/good-start-eu-roma-pilot; UNICEF’s ‘Roma Good Start Initiative’ and its 
evaluation can be found here: https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/index_69930.html 
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children. Evidence from studies by the World Bank, the Bernard Van Leer Fund and others  demonstrates unequivocally that quality early 20

childhood development provision has the capacity to reduce very significantly, the disadvantages that Romani and Traveller children face when 
accessing education. Investment at early childhood, particularly between 0–3 years, brings sevenfold returns (for each pound sterling invested, 
seven pounds sterling is returned) by the time these children are 21 years old. Investing in early childhood programmes in BG, with Gypsy and 
Traveller communities, has significant advantages and is likely to improve the overall education outcomes, whilst reducing ‘drop-out’ and 
increasing long-term engagement with education. 

Teachers responses to the survey suggest that there are a number of ‘gaps’ in knowledge, amongst teaching staff and education managers, 
regarding Gypsy and Traveller communities, their culture, languages and histories. Teachers themselves would like to see more resources 
available to address these gaps and that is echoed by parents who wish to see a better awareness of them, their children and their community. 
Training and projects, initiated by BG TES and partners (including the Romani Cultural & Arts Company and others), have bridged these gaps to 
some extent, but the knowledge available remains limited, the resources underused and the awareness only superficially embedded, except in 
cases of individual, particular interest. The community as a resource itself is one route that could be pursued, bringing parents in as ‘cultural 
experts’ to share skills and knowledge with teachers and children; a ‘living library’ session for example , or utilising the opportunity of 21

International Romani Day (8th April every year) and Gypsy, Roma, Traveller History Month, to engage with Romani and Traveller parents and 
carers. 

The perceptions of teachers regarding EHE and the Gypsy and Traveller communities are predominantly negative, in that this is not seen by 
teachers as a successful option, rather an ‘avoidance’ strategy. Parents in other communities, who choose EHE, are not referred to in these 
interviews, so the question of whether this is a particular, limited view about one group, or whether EHE in general is viewed as a ‘lesser’ 
alternative for all children and their families, remains. Are concerns about the preparedness, or abilities of Romani and Traveller parents, to 
deliver EHE, also applied to other groups? Care needs to be taken that the discussion does not pathologise these communities, creating the 

 World Bank report: http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTROMA/Resources/RomaECD_FinalReport.pdf; Bernard van Leer report: https://20

bernardvanleer.org/publications-reports/roma-empowerment-and-support-for-inclusion-report-synthesis-report-of-the-case-studies-in-ghent-belfast-and-rome-
policy-recommendation/ 

 The UK’s Human Library organisation can be found here: http://humanlibraryuk.org; a BBC report about a ‘living library’ event in Bradford can be found here: 21

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/england/7393323.stm 
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notion that only Gypsy and Traveller parents behave this way. Other families choose this option too, some for religious reasons or cultural factors. 
It is also worth stressing that more than half the parents surveyed did not want to home educate their children, suggesting that it is a minority of 
parents who do. A teacher suggested that EHE might represent something of a ‘rite of passage’, on the way to adulthood; this is an interesting 
observation and it may be that an alternative ‘rite of passage’ could be generated, in partnership with parents (such as the move into practical, 
off-site learning placements), that might ‘mark’ the transition into early adulthood. Another interesting detail is that two teachers (from the same 
school) reported that EHE did not work out for all children; one Traveller child had not done well at home and returned to school, though there 
were some issues with ‘catch-up’ education as a result. Making a return to school attractive to those who try EHE, but find it is not ‘sufficient’, with 
support for a successful re-integration into school life, would offer an alternative to ‘losing’ these children from the school roll permanently. 

Similarly, part-time EHE, as a ‘flexible learning’ option could also help to retain Traveller children who might value additional skills to those they 
can learn with parents. Establishing the positive contribution that EHE might make, in terms of cultural skills and knowledge, to a pupil’s 
education, whilst achieving a balance with their overall learning needs, could prove an attractive option for parents (and a model for other non-
Romani and non-Traveller families that are looking for a practical, flexible and balanced education), allowing for both support of young adult 
learners and recognition that parents can make invaluable contributions to a culturally relevant curriculum. 

The issue of EHE is an important one, but it appears, from the parent surveys, that Gypsy and Traveller parents are not universally committed to 
opting for EHE, despite the concern from teachers that they overwhelmingly do so. The responses from parents to the survey indicate that a 
majority of parents do not want their children to be educated away from school, or would prefer that they were educated at school, if there were 
flexible learning opportunities. A real picture of the extent to which Gypsy and Traveller parents do take up EHE, where the incidences are 
highest and the numbers of pupils involved, would give a much clearer picture of how widely this option is being chosen. Such figures might 
also help to inform the perspective of teachers and education managers more in detail if, for example, it turns out that the same proportion of 
Romani parents choose EHE as non-Romani parents, or that the numbers compare to other communities also choosing to ‘opt out’.  

Clearly there is more to be done in terms of relatively simple desk research, to establish the extent to which Gypsy and Traveller families in 
Blaenau Gwent choose to home educate their children. Wider surveys of the reasons for this (through teachers and parents meetings, for 
example), could establish a programme for addressing parents’ concerns as regards continuing education and school concerns as the the 
effectiveness of EHE for these pupils. 
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Finally, there is the unspoken issue of what underlies these choices and perceptions on either side. Traveller parents genuinely care about the 
welfare and well-being of their children (many would argue more fiercely than non-Traveller parents do), so what are the perceptions regarding 
safety, security, freedom from violence and verbal abuse, discrimination and prejudice, that Romani parents have of the secondary school 
environment and experience? Their own experiences may play a part, but if they have not attended secondary school themselves, then these 
perceptions and understandings are built upon ideas that may be open to challenge or persuasion, by teachers and schools. It may also be the 
case that teachers’ perceptions of Gypsy and Traveller parents’ concerns are not given enough weight; are schools welcoming enough to 
difference and diversity? Is there the support at secondary school, that primary school appears to offer Traveller children? Are all teachers 
positive about Romani and Traveller culture? Do Gypsy and Traveller parents view teachers only as figures of authority, not always well-disposed 
to their children or themselves? Is there room for a shift in such views, with more positive perceptions emerging from both groups? 

Recommendations 
There are many complex and interwoven factors that may influence the choices of Gypsy and Traveller parents in Blaenau Gwent. Schools and 
the local authorities can make a big difference to improving retention through: 

• an inclusive culture that welcomes all communities 

• strong engagement with parents from the communities, with clear and direct communication via a designated liaison person, from the 
Romani and Traveller communities 

• strengthening curriculum elements that relate, or could be related to, Romani and Traveller cultures, histories and languages 

• introducing elective and continuing training for teachers in post, related to Romani and Traveller topics and resources 

• introducing compulsory inter-cultural teacher training components around diversity (with Gypsy, Roma, Traveller topics and subjects, as 
relevant case studies), as part of the teacher qualification process, during the probationary period of new staff and advocating for such 
components to be made part of the teacher training curriculum at teacher training institutions in the education authority 

• setting high expectations from the senior management team for the attainment, attendance and inclusion of all pupils, including GRT 
children 
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• raising awareness of GRT history and culture through assemblies and events like book week, International Romani Day (8th April) and 
Gypsy, Roma, Traveller History Month (each June), including oral storytelling, practical craft skills and countryside knowledge 

• ensuring all staff attend Blaenau Gwent local authority’s training to develop awareness of GRT histories, languages and cultures 

• adopting a zero-tolerance approach to bullying, discrimination and prejudice on the grounds of ethnic, racial or cultural differences 

Improving transitions to secondary schools for Gypsy, Roma, Traveller pupils is key to retention and raising attainment, through: 

• a designated teaching assistant/home-school liaison officer from secondary school and an officer from Blaenau Gwent’s Ethnic Minority and 
Traveller Achievement service, working together with parents to identify and alleviate common concerns, such as explaining the secondary 
school’s anti-bias and anti-bullying policies to the parents 

• primary school year 5 and 6 pupils spending a day at a local secondary school to carry out an enterprise project, looking at what they will 
learn in secondary school and how it will improve their employment prospects, complement their own communities’ life skills and cultural 
knowledge 

• parent-and-child visits to the secondary school to familiarise themselves with the building and staff, in year 4, 5 and 6 

Schools works with Gypsy and Traveller pupils and parents to identify any concerns. This includes: 

• pupil interviews with Gypsy and Traveller children, about their attitudes to school and homework, to inform the school’s understanding of 
any issues they experience 

• consultations/meetings with parents, including a questionnaire, to capture their main concerns and assess the level of interest in future 
events for parents 

• active liaison with parents, through a school based mediator (from the local community or a related community), to allow the Ethnic 
Minority Officer and TES team to move into more learning support for individuals and focus upon raising attainment, rather than being 
‘locked-in’ to an intermediary and advocacy role that demands the majority of time and resources. Moving the focus from one individual, 
peripatetic officer to the school, places a clear duty and responsibility for home-school relationships where it is most needed. 
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Parental engagement 
Schools and teachers have identified, during the interviews in April 2018, that Gypsy and Traveller parents lacked confidence in their knowledge 
of what their children are learning in maths, English, science, and with phonics, reading and writing. Parents also asked how they might support 
these areas at home, with help and guidance from school. The school’s support could include: 

• a jointly run session, in the on-site children’s ‘pod’, for Gypsy and Traveller parents, invited personally by TES and school staff; one termly 
session, recognising that Gypsy and Traveller communities have an oral story culture, supporting parents to understand how to construct a 
written story, and give them a ‘story sack’ resource to support their children’s learning at home 

• early support for children beginning school in the next academic year (from April previous), including introductory sessions for parents and 
young children (4+), on the main areas of learning that will be covered at school, and expectations of good attendance and behaviour, with 
‘stay and play’ activities 

• regular, tailored updated, visually attractive newsletters, to Gypsy and Traveller parents on their children’s progress in reception class and 
through early years into early primary 

• community use of the school outside of school hours, with holiday schemes and summer programmes, led by early years and play staff, 
particularly ‘summer schemes’ for children 4-11 years old, with parents and toddlers ‘drop-in’ times for under fives and preschool age 
children, to prepare them for school in the autumn term 

• develop early childhood development and early years education and care programmes that target the most excluded communities in 
Blaenau Gwent, including Gypsy and Traveller communities, with support from the Welsh government’s ‘Flying Start’ under-fives 
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programme, meeting the targets laid down in the “Prosperity For All National Strategy” , the “Early Years Outcome Framework” , the 22 23

“Children, Play and Early Years Workforce Plan”  and the duties of the “Well-Being of Future Generations Act, Wales (2015)” . 24 25

The Welsh government’s commitment to delivering the right support for all children, particularly those from deprived backgrounds, recognises 
that the best means of breaking the poverty cycle, raising the aspirations of these communities and levels of attainment for everyone, is through 
quality, inclusive, affordable early childhood education and care provision. This underpins the government’s central ambition of creating 
prosperity for all, reducing inequality and promoting well-being. Investing in early years is an investment in the economy, the population of 
Wales and workforce of the future. Romani and Traveller communities in Wales are consistently cited in every study across all fields of health and 
wellness, education, early years, employment, income and social disadvantage as the most deprived, least prosperous and poorest communities 
in the country. 

 See https://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/people/children-and-young-people/early-years/?lang=en 22

 See https://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/people/children-and-young-people/early-years/early-years-outcomes-framework/?lang=en 23

 See https://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/people/children-and-young-people/early-years/childcare-play-early-years-workforce-plan/?lang=en 24

 See https://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/people/future-generations-act/?lang=en 25
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Appendix 1 

Interviews with teachers, education managers and 
education support staff 
The meetings with education staff are interviews, there is no questionnaire, but interview questions. Similarly to previous projects carried out with 
the Romani Cultural & Arts Company (and other Romani and Traveller research projects), these are open-ended and narrative, to allow individuals 
to contribute more fully and expansively.  

There are four questions around:  

• experience of working with parents from the Romani and Traveller communities,  

• experience of teaching or working with pupils from the Romani and Traveller communities,  

• knowledge of Romani and Traveller educational achievement and learning needs, and 

• knowledge of Romani and Traveller culture and histories, and where or how that knowledge fits into the curriculum.  

These four interview questions may lead to other contributions and opinions, in a process of following ‘the red thread’ of the research into the 
Elective Home Education policy and its uptake by Romani and Traveller parents. 

Interviews with the teachers are to be carried out at Brynmawr Foundation School, Blaenycwn Primary School and St Mary’s RC Primary School, 
19/04/2018, covering these four areas in depth. 
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Appendix 2 

Interviews with parents 

© Dr Adrian R Marsh, Ph.D. 
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