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MULTICULTURAL WORKSHOPS AND INCLUSION OF
ROMA STUDENTS IN PRIMARY EDUCATION

Abstract

The Multicultural Workshops program was launched with an intention to enable
students from different ethnic backgrounds to interact with each other through collabora-
tive joint activities designed to provide conditions for learning from each other about each
other’s culture.

This paper presents the results from a quantitative pre- and post- intervention stu-
dy carried out in two turns in one ethically mixed primary school where Roma students at-
tend classes in Macedonian as a language of instruction. The participants were 58 ethnic
Macedonian and 63 ethnic Albanian students from four age groups who took part in 12-15
Multicultural Workshops that included Roma students. In order to assess the effects of the
exposure to the workshops on their perception of Roma, all participants were given a cus-
tom-designed instrument to identify the degree of social distance, trust and stereotypes to-
wards them, as well as group anxiety and willingness for positive action.

Taking into account the results that show differences in the participants’ percepti-
on of Roma and in their readiness to interact with them before and after the program, the
paper concludes that, under defined conditions, this approach could be considered as an ex-
ample of a good practice in integrating Roma students in primary education.
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In societies where the different ethnic communities experience a high level of
interethnic mistrust and social distance, or even protracted interethnic tensions, the
introduction of a model of multicultural education might play a crucial role in creating
a ground for inclusive education. Multicultural education is aimed at providing all stu-
dents access to inclusive teaching and learning experiences that will allow students to
successfully take part in a rapidly changing world where cross-cultural understanding
and intercultural communication skills are essential. A significant amount of data
shows that well designed and carried out multicultural programs considerably contrib-
ute not only towards improving minority students' well-being and school performance
but also towards transforming social inequalities and tensions based on interethnic
prejudices (e.g. Banks & Banks, 1995; Banks, 2004, Zirkel, 2008)

Interethnic prejudices have impact both on the level of society and on individ-
uals who belong or are perceived as members of certain ethnic group. The effect of pre-
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judicial attitudes on students, identified in different cultural settings are wide ranging,
crossing from poorer school performance and repulsiveness towards school to school
drop outs and negative consequences in the sphere of physical and mental health (Da-
vis, Aronson & Salinas, 2006; Fiske, 2002; Pang, Kiang and Pak, 2004; Steele, 1997). Pre-
judice and discrimination in schools is in conflict with many international conventions
signed and ratified by the country, among which is the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, and therefore it should not be tolerated and/or neglected.

In the Republic of Macedonia, the division of the educational system along eth-
nic/language lines (largely coinciding with students’ ethnicity), introduced primarily as
an instrument for protecting minority rights, has largely prevented the inter-ethnic in-
teraction and deepened the inter-ethnic distance among youngsters (Boskovski, 2012;
Petroska-Beshka, Najchevska, Kenig, Ballazhi, & Tomovska, 2009). Taking into account
that Romani is not yet a language of instruction, a vast majority of the Roma students
go to schools where classes are taught in Macedonian and they usually study in the sa-
me classroom with ethnic Macedonian peers and/or peers who are members of the
smaller ethnic communities.

In recent times, especially under the Roma decade commitments, many policy
strategies and activities have been carried out in order to alleviate the difficulties that
Roma children are facing in the sphere of education in the country. Yet, despite the
progress, especially in increasing the rate of primary education completion rates
(Friedman, 2013), they are undoubtedly still exposed to various forms of treatment
which can be characterized as discriminatory (see for example Roma Education Fund
[REF], 2007 and 2012). Several research analyses have indicated that Roma children are
subjected to segregation between schools (in cases where Roma children attend schools
where they are the majority and where the quality of education is rather poor), segrega-
tion within schools (when Roma children study among children from different ethnici-
ties, but are isolated from the others in the classes and other activities) and segregation
into special schools (REF and Institute for Human Rights [THR], 2013). Empirical data
shows that regardless of whether they are minority or majority in the classrooms, they
are prejudiced against by both peers and teachers, often bullied and socially isolated
and poorly supported (European Roma Rights Center [ERRC], 2013; REF and IHR, 2013;
REF, 2007; REF, 2012; UNICEF, 2010).

The Multicultural Workshops is an extra-curricular program designed on the
premises of Allport's intergroup contact theory (Brown, & Hewstone, 2005; Wright,
2009) and Banks' (2006) principles of creating transformative multicultural education
curricula with an intention to enable students from different ethnic backgrounds to in-
teract with each other through collaborative joint activities designed to provide condi-
tions for learning from each other about each other’s culture.' The Multicultural

! The program was originally developed by the Center for Human Rights and Conflict Resolution
with UNICEF support and later used in the USAID Inter-Ethnic Integration in Education Project
(pmio.mk)
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Workshops follow a structured program with defined goals and learning objectives and
consist of a series of 12-15 sessions adjusted to the students’ age. They are developed to
be carried out in a bi-lingual setting by school teachers who are trained to implement
the curriculum and the approach described in the provided Multicultural Workshops
Manual. The main objective of this program is combating ethnic stereotypes and preju-
dices by taking into account the four situational factors that define the contact hypoth-
esis: equal status, common goals and intergroup cooperation, personal interaction and
support from authorities (see for example Stephan & Stephan, 1996). The program pro-
vides equal status among the participants by balancing the number of students from
the two participating language groups (and ideally from two ethnic communities) and
equal representation of the two languages of instruction. Further, the workshops are
carried out by teachers that are supposed to be sensitized for the cultural/ethnic dis-
tinctiveness of the participants and trained to treat them equally. They stimulate per-
sonalized contact among participants since the one-hour workshops are implemented
on a regular basis throughout at least one semester with the same group of partici-
pants. In addition to the workshops that deal with inter-cultural similarities and differ-
ences, there are specific workshops intended for building interpersonal relations
through acknowledgement of inter-individual similarities across ethnic lines. The pro-
gram encourages cooperative interaction by workshop activities that require achieving
tangible goals attainable only if participants from the represented ethnicities work to-
gether in a controlled cooperative atmosphere. In doing so, students are encouraged to
develop critical skills and capacities required to challenge negative stereotypes and
even social injustice. Last, but not least, the institutional support is made clear to stu-
dents through the fact that the workshops are taking place in their schools and are car-
ried out by their teachers.

The aim of this study was to empirically examine whether small-scale custom
designed interventions in the curricula, particularly in the Multicultural Workshop
program, might bring about changes in the ethnic Macedonian and ethnic Albanian
students’ attitudes towards Roma and their readiness to engage in interaction with the
Roma. Hence, we hypothesized that non-Roma students who are provided with the op-
portunity to participate regularly in activities which enable them to cooperate with Ro-
ma peers in a collaborative environment will improve their perceptions of and relati-
ons with the Roma and facilitate the inclusion of Roma students in the school.

Method

Sample

A total of 121 students from three age groups (grades 4-5, 6-7 & 8-9) in a multi-
language primary school in Kichevo participated in the study. They attended at least 12
sessions of Multicultural workshops together with Roma students who study in the Ma-
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cedonian-language classroom. The composition of the sample in regards to gender and
ethnicity is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample structure (gender and ethnicity)

Ethnic Macedonians Ethnic Albanians
Gender Female Male Female Male
N (%) 27(22.3) 31(25.6) 36(29.8) 27(22.3)
TOTAL 58 (48) 63(52)

Instrument

Participants responded to an 18-item questionnaire composed of multiple cho-
ice questions that provide individual measures for the following variables: social dis-
tance (5 items; e.g. on accepting the Roma as neighbours), outgroup trust (2 items; e.g.
on trusting the Roma when saying that they want to live with the “others”), intergroup
anxiety (3 items; e.g. feeling nervous when left alone to contact with the Roma), positive
action tendencies (4 items; e.g. willingness to help the Roma in something) and ethnic
stereotypes (4 items in Osgood's semantic differential format; e.g. clever vs. stupid). The
answers on each item are transferred to a 4-point scale and the sum of points for each
measured variable is divided by the total number of items designed to measure that
variable. Thus, individual scores that represent each of the five measures/variables
vary between 1 and 4. Higher scores for each measure indicate more positive attitude
towards the Roma.

The items that are used to measure intergroup anxiety, positive action tenden-
cies and outgroup trust are adapted to the instruments that were originally developed
in 2012 by Hughes, Lolliot, Hewstone, Schmid & Carlisle to indicate the impact of inter-
ethnic contact on inter-group relations. The items for measuring social distance and
ethnic stereotypes were developed for the project purposes. All five measures proved to
be reliable when checked on a sample of 490 ethnic Macedonian and Albanian students
from four primary and two secondary schools located in different municipalities in the
country (the values of Cronbach’s Alpha varied between 0.94 for social distance,
through 0.89 for positive action tendencies, 0.87 for intergroup anxiety, and 0.81 for
outgroup trust, to 0.80 for ethnic stereotypes).

Procedure

The questionnaire has been administered as a pre-test measure (before partici-
pation in the Multicultural workshops) and as a post-test measure (after at least a se-
mester, when the program has finished). Both sets of data were collected on several oc-
casions in the period December 2012 - June 20015, depending on the time line of indivi-
dual students’ participation in the program. Respondents filled the full questionnaire
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that measures their attitudes towards the major ethnic groups represented in their
school (ethnic Macedonians, ethnic Albanians, ethnic Turks and Roma), but only the da-
ta related to the Roma were included in this study.

A full anonymity was provided in both conditions. The pre-post-test sets of da-
ta were paired on the base of respondents’ birth dates that were made available to the
administrators only. The questionnaire was administered by psychologists who are nei-
ther employed in the school nor engaged in the implementation of the program.

Results

The descriptive statistics for all included variables (pre- and post-test measu-
res), along with the tested differences between ethnic Macedonian (MAC) and ethnic Al-
banian (ALB) students are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics (means-M and standard deviations-SD) and results of the t-
tests for the included variables in pre- and post-test condition

MAC (N=58) ALB(N=63) t(df)
M SD M SD MACALB  Pre-Post
MAC Pre-Post ALB
Social distance Pre-test 298 .86 190 .88  6.86 (119) 1.90 (57) -1.10 (62)
Post-test 2.80 .89 2.01 .89 457 (119)
Outgroup trust Pretest 251 .90 146 .57 771°(119)  138(57)  -2.717(62)
Post-test 236 .86 172 .72  4.447(119)
Intergroup Pre-test 315 .80 265 .98  3.07 (119 0.79 (57) -0.20 (62)
anxiety Post-test 3.05 .86 2.67 .96 227 (119)
Positiveaction Pretest 272 .77 140 .49 1125°(17) 22357  -2.35(60)
tendencies Post-test 252 75 154 59  7.87(119)
Ethnic Pretest  2.82 .90 2.02 .78 526(118)  169(56)  -2.01(61)
stereotypes Post-test 2.64 .92 227 91  221(118)

p<.01, p<.05

In order to test the intra-ethnic differences between the average scores obtai-
ned in the two test conditions, the t-test for paired measures was employed. The test
has shown that different aspects were changed among the two ethnic groups. Among
the ethnic Macedonian students, none of the measured variables decreased or increas-
ed significantly after the participation in the program, whereas their ethnic Albanian
peers increased the trust and readiness for positive action and reduced the negative
stereotypes towards the Roma (tyys= -2.71, p<.01; tpostaction= -2.35, P<.05 and tye,= -2.01,
p<.05).
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The comparisons between the mean scores obtained for the ethnic Macedoni-
an and ethnic Albanian students in the pre-test as well as in the post-test were based on
the t-test for independent measures. The results presented in Table 2 (MAC-ALB) reveal
that there are statistically significant inter-ethnic differences in favour of the ethnic
Macedonians between the mean scores of all measured variables in both pre-test and
post-test conditions (almost all pre- and post-tests measures for ethnic Macedonian are
above the mid-point on the 1-4 scale, whereas the majority of the measures for ethnic
Albanians are far below 2.5).

Discussion

Ethnic Macedonian students that participated in the Multicultural Workshops
program have not improved their attitude towards the Roma in any of the measured as-
pects of outgroup relations, whereas the ethnic Albanian participants left the program
with reduced negative stereotypes towards the Roma, increased trust in the Roma, and
enhanced readiness to take positive action when Roma are concerned. However, the
program did not succeed in decreasing the ethnic Albanians’ intergroup anxiety and so-
cial distance from the Roma. It means that the inter-group contact provided with the
program was not powerful enough to exceed the impact of stereotypes and outgroup
perceptions on the acceptance/rejection of social intercourse with outgroup members.
Taking into account the fact that the influence of broader context on social distance
was demonstrated in earlier studies (e.g. Ata, Bastian, Lusher, 2009), further insights
on micro-level seem to be of key importance in answering the ineffectiveness of the
program on reducing the remoteness towards Roma students. The program did not pro-
vide enough encouragement for ethnic Albanian participants to establish outgroup
friendships with Roma participants and therefore failed to reduce anxiety and negative
outcome expectations of future intergroup contact interactions with new outgroup
members. Taking into account that it has been showed that having outgroup friends
might be a key prerequisite in reducing anxiety (Page-Gould, Mendoza-Denton & Tropp,
2008), we have explained the endurance of the same level of such feelings towards the
Roma by the limitations in reducing the distance.

Compared to their Macedonian counterparts, the ethnic Albanian participants
started and finished the program with less favourable attitudes towards the Roma in all
measured aspects. It means that they have experienced and still experience a lower le-
vel of tolerated intimacy with the Roma and have felt and are still feeling more anxious
when communicating with the Roma than the ethnic Macedonian participants. Alt-
hough the ethnic Albanian participants’ trust, ethnic stereotypes and positive action
tendencies have improved, it does not mean that these three aspects of outgroup relati-
ons have reached/exceeded even the initial levels that are demonstrated by their ethnic
Macedonian peers.

Roma students study in the same classrooms where ethnic Macedonian stu-
dents are the vast majority and are thought mainly by ethnic Macedonian teachers of
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not being sensitive enough to the Roma culture. Additionally, the Multicultural Work-
shops program focuses primarily on the similarities and differences between the ethnic
Macedonian and ethnic Albanian cultures and is implemented bilingually, in Macedoni-
an and Albanian. Therefore, the program does not provide additional quality that adds
value to the already established contact between the ethnic Macedonian and Roma stu-
dents. On the other hand, the program offers opportunities for ethnic Albanian stu-
dents to contact Roma students and learn about them through direct interaction.

The findings of this study coincide with findings from previous studies that
confirm the value of contact as a mechanism for promoting more harmonious relation-
ships, and affirm programs based on joint activities in ethnically “mixed” classrooms as
initiatives that can help promote social cohesion in ethnically divided societies (Hugh-
es, Lolliot, Hewstone, Schmid & Carlisle, 2012). Furthermore, the findings provide evi-
dence that collaborative learning in ethnically “mixed’ groups, when used appropriate-
ly, enhances interethnic understanding (Nieto, 1999), thus equipping students to beco-
me responsible citizens, empowered to live in the growingly diverse societies.

Schools have fairly strong potential to be effective agents of social change,
particularly through creating environments where equality and diversity are valued
and reliably applied. In the process of changing schools from potential agents of inter-
ethnic prejudices into potential agents of multicultural competence, policy makers ha-
ve to make significant efforts not only to introduce multicultural contents, but also to
modify the means of conveying those contents. In other words, providing a model of an
environment that is respectful to equity, where teachers are culturally responsive and
supportive, seems to be as equally important as the curricula content. Therefore, it can
be expected that the Multicultural Workshops program (the content followed by the
prescribed approach) could bring improvement in the ethnic Macedonian students’ atti-
tudes towards the Roma when implemented in balanced groups of Roma and ethnic
Macedonian students and focused primarily on exploring the inter-cultural characteris-
tics of their cultures. There is no doubt that it is worthwhile investigating.

The study has several limitations. A major one is the relatively small number
of respondents and the fact that the assessment of the program impact has been made
for only one particular context. Furthermore, the results would have more strongly
supported the contact hypothesis, provided that there were control group measures.
Last, but not least, a serious limitation is the restricted number of items in the instru-
ments that have been used. Although their reliability is high, it is mainly accompanied
with high average inter-item correlation. Although their reliability is high, and thereof-
re it is not questionable that the measurement is accurate, given that the number of

items is very small, there is a possibility that the measured constructs are too narrowly
defined.
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