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FINLAND = WHO?

 so-called autochthon Roma > ‘OUR’ 

MINORITY

 newly arrived Roma from other EU 

countries and outside the Union > 

IMMIGRANTS



FINLAND = WHO?

 so-called ‘local’ Roma > MINORITY

 newly arrived Roma from other EU 

countries and outside the Union > 

IMMIGRANTS



Background info



The Finnish Roma

 500 years in Finland

 Finland gained independence in 1917, but the 
Finnish Roma were given official citizenship status 
only in 1919

 The Finnish Roma commonly belong to the Kalé
Roma groups living primarily in Finland and 
Sweden

 About 10,000 Roma people in Finland (and 3,000 
Finnish Roma in Sweden) 

 Mother tongue mainly Finnish (Swedish/Romani)



 The ‘Finnish’ Romany language is under 

serious threat and included in the UNESCO 

list of endangered languages



 live in the cities of southern and western 
Finland

 Roma communities throughout the 
country 

 Like other Finns, some Roma belong to the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church. Some are 
also active members of the Pentecostal 
Movement and other nonconformist 
Christian denominations



 Despite their equal legal status, the Roma 

continue to experience discrimination in 

their everyday life

 On average, they are in a weaker

economic and social position compared

to other ‚Finns‘



 The dress is distinct from the clothing of 

the mainstream population

 Roma women wearing the dress are 

vulnerable to discrimination and 

prejudices in public places, in access to 

employment and services



 From the 1950s onwards the state 

removed several Roma children from their 

parents and placed them in state 

institutions, generally on the basis of poor 

housing conditions

 every third Roma child grew up in a state 

institution from the 1950s to the 1980s.

Finnish Roma children in 
schools









 Finnish education has been accessible to 

Finnish Roma people the past 30 years

Children who are in schools now are only 

the  second generation of educated Roma 

children



Key areas of education in the 

Finnish National Policy on Roma

• Enhancing the participation of Roma children

in early childhood and pre-primary education

• Enhancing the social inclusion of Roma 

children and youth in basic education and 

upper secondary education

• Enhancing the participation in vocational

education and training of adult Roma

• Promoting the development of the Romani 

language and culture



 The national curriculum is ‘supportive’ of 

Roma children 

 “may take part in the instruction of the 

Roma language”



 Bias in the description of skills to be 

acquired vs. e.g. speakers of other 

languages (immigrants)

 Metalevel not included for Romani

 Very much a directed approach

 “to provide the pupil with tools for 

seeking, exploring, and assessing 

information in the mother tongue and to 

support the pupil adopting a self-directed 

approach to studying his or her mother 

tongue”



 provision for the teaching of Romani 

language at schools 

 Romani language policy = Romani language 

lessons can be offered at schools with at least 

four Roma pupils 

 However, despite the recommendation, the 

municipal authorities are not obliged to 

arrange Romani language teaching in their 
schools

 for financial reasons most of the municipalities 

have not opted for the teaching

 A lack of qualified Romani language teachers



Realities

 Vs. discourses

 Vs. ‘good intentions’



1. during 2008 to 2015, 2,3 m€ has been 

distributed to municipal authorities to support 
Roma education



 2. Children often placed in special 

education without diagnostics of learning



Arranging teaching of the Romany 

language

• government aid for a maximum of 2 hours per 
week 

• teaching takes place during the school day



• The task is to support the balanced development 
of pupils’ dual identity and their ability to integrate 
into both the Roma and the Finnish community. 

• Teaching aims to activate the pupils’ skills and use 
of the Romany language so that Roma pupils are 
able and have the courage to use their own 
language as a tool of interaction both within the 
Roma community and outside it. 

• Pupils are instructed in understanding the 
importance of their own language for the vitality 
and identity of their own culture and the position 
of the Romany language as a language next to 
all other languages. 
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Romani Education Unit 

Activities (1995)

 Producing teaching materials in Romani

 Starting professional training of Romani 

cultural coordinators

 Organising exhibitions and events on 

Romani culture

 Seminars on parenting and education, 

and on Romani language and culture



Other development work by the Finnish National 

Board of Education

• Summer courses in the Romany language

• Further training for teachers of the 
Romany language

• Workshops for Roma parents in different 
parts of the country

• Learning materials, dictionaries and 
brochures

• Latšo Diives magazine



 only 8% of Roma children received 

teaching in their own language (2012)



 Their bilingualism still considered a 

handicap

 “Lost potential”



Linguistic genocide?



Lack of understanding Roma 

culture & inclusion of

 “There was a case that the school employed 
a Roma assistant, so it happened, for 
example I was in the school cafeteria with my 
coat on, and we had quarrels about that with 
the teachers,

 I told them I cannot be without my coat in the 
presence of an older Roma, that it is your fault 
if you have employed an older Roma person. 
I just could not be without the coat. 

 The teachers could not understand and we 
quarrelled often about that.”



 Etc. (e.g. contribution of Roma people to 

war efforts)



Recommendations
 Increasing the number of Roma people 

working in schools, church and in family 
services needed

 Increasing the collaboration between schools 
and Roma families needed

 Understanding of Roma lifestyles needed in 
schools and kindergartens

 Information about early childhood education 
and schooling needed for Roma families

 Actions needed to reduce bullying of Roma 
children in schools

 All Roma children need to be able to access 
the teaching of Roma language and culture 
at least 2 hours/ week – Finnish Roma 
language disappearing!!!



 Teacher education should raise 

awareness and take on an activist and 

political approach











Eastern European Roma 

children in Finnish schools?

 No statistics about the number of children in 
schools – estimation by the Finnish Roma 
Forum is approximately 50 children in whole 
Finland from Romania and Bulgaria

 ROMTEL schools in Järvenpää and Helsinki

- Challenges to find the schools 

- Children in preparatory class or in a special 
education classrooms

- Need to develop tranlanguaging methods 
identified



Language identified to be 

Ursari (Romania) for 4 children 

in Järvenpää:



 Preparing “tool kits” for translanguaging

for the schools

 Story reading with the parents (“uncle”)

 MAIN IMPLICATIONS TOWARDS TEACHER’S 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT for the city 

of Helsinki and for the teachers in 

Järvenpää


