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ROMANIA
AT A GLANCE
Population 21,790,479
GDP (EUR) 280.7 Billion
Roma Population – Offical Census 515,250
Roma Population – Unofficial Estimate 2,500,000
Roma Population – Wikipedia 2,500,000
Roma Population – Council of Europe Roma and Travellers Division Estimate 1.85 Million
TIMSS 2011 Math 482 (5.8)
TIMSS 2011 Science 505 (3.0)
PIRLS 2011 Reading 502 (4.3)
Average PISA Reading Performance (2012) 438
Average PISA Math Performance (2012) 445
Average PISA Science Literacy (2012) 439

REF Romania Completes Three ESF
Projects

REF Romania is a separate legal entity and sister foundation
created in 2009 in order for REF to be eligible to apply for
and implement European Structural Fund projects for Roma
social inclusion. Since such funds have begun to be available
to recent EU member states like Romania, REF has aspired 
to be able to leverage the vast resources of these mechanisms
to improve the opportunities for Romani children to access
inclusive and quality education in Romania. 

REF Romania recovered in 2013 from a systemic blockage 
of European Structural Funds once the European Commission
decided to continue payments to Romania within the 
Sectoral Operational Program for the Development of Human
Resources (the audit missions of the European Commission
identified solutions to the problems recorded in 2011 
and 2012); thereafter a better functioning of this bureaucratic
mechanism was recorded and reimbursements to the ESF-
funded implementing entities were accelerated, especially in
the second part of 2013. 

In 2013 REF Romania completed all its remaining three ESF
funded Strategic Projects – School after School Project, 
Equal Opportunities in Education Project and Roma Health 
Scholarships Project – and submitted applications to 
European Structural Fund calls with six project proposals.

Severe cash shortages in 2013 had the effect of forcing REF’s
Grant Program to announce a moratorium on all its Romanian
grants and this remains in place at the time of writing 
this report.

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT: 
THE CAUSE AND EFFECTS OF EARLY SCHOOL 
DROPOUT

REF commissioned an independent study by Claudiu Ivan
and Iulius Rostas on the academic achievements and obstacles
of Romani students within its School After School project.

A sample of Romani and non-Romani students were randomly
selected using multiple stages of selection and were selected
based on a predetermined selection algorithm. A second
sample of students who left school early was not randomly
selected. Classroom teachers were responsible for selecting
the Roma in the sample. All research included in the study
from the sample of Romani students was identified by their
teachers and kept absolutely confidential.

The data collected shows that the proportion of students 
who dropped out during the two years of the study (2011–2013) 
was 19.7 percent (percentage applies to students randomly 
selected in the sample). In basic terms, one out of five students
who were interviewed in 2011 left school by 2013. Among
non-Romani students interviewed about one in fourteen, 
or seven percent. dropped out of school over the course of the
two-year study. On the other hand, nearly one in three 
Romani children, or 31 percent, dropped out of school over
the course of the two-year study. Overall, 80 percent of the
students who dropped out of school over the course of 
the two-year study were Romani students. From the data we
can conclude that a Romani student is six times more likely 
to drop out of school than a non-Romani student. The study
concludes that the perception that the school environment is
hostile and unfamiliar is the strongest indicator of dropout
rates. The data show that 64.1 percent of students said that
the school is a place where they love to go, while among
dropouts only 12.3 percent perceived the school as a friendly
environment where they enjoyed learning.

SPOTLIGHT: 
SCALING UP STUDY HALLS IN ROMANIA 

To address the early school leaving of Romani students in 
primary and secondary school, REF has supported afterschool
study halls as a proven method to improve the learning 
outcomes of disadvantaged Romani students. They often do
not have access to an environment conducive to studying 
at home, including a desk, good light, computer, home library
or parental academic support. 

Because of these barriers, REF established and supported 50
School After School Study Centers in Romania43 with the 
financial support of European Structural Funds. REF’s previous
success with study halls includes two in southeastern Slovakia,
which later were recognized as best practices and included in the
prestigious CEDEFOP catalog44 of the European Commission.

Moreover, since most public schools are of moderate quality
in Eastern Europe, many parents pay out of their own 
pockets for tutoring and extracurricular activities for their
children.45 Since most Roma do not have this option, 
and many Romani parents had negative experiences with the
education system, REF takes over this role. 

BENEFICIARY SPOTLIGHT: 
A WELL-DESIGNED SCHOOL ATTRACTS 
EVERYONE IN JILAVA 

The village of Jilava has been synonymous with incarceration
and punishment for the last century in Romania but a 
local NGO is working to change Jilava’s reputation to that
of innovation and inclusion.

A short commute from Bucharest’s center and flanking the 
city’s ring road, Jilava’s modern history has been dominated by 
the existence of a fort built by Romania’s King Carol I that 

subsequently became a home for political prisoners during the
communist regime and continues to operate as a penitentiary
today. 

But that may slowly change thanks to the work of a dedicated
community NGO working to increase Romani children’s
chances for academic success in what till now was been a
prison town. 

Within earshot of the incarcerated is a small local community
center. Recently renovated with support from the Roma 
Education Fund, the building has become a learning center
and study hall for local Romani children that until very 
recently had few opportunities to learn. 

Managed by the Matias Association and providing social and
educational services, the center is currently used daily by 25
preschool children, 30 primary school students and three
high school students. Parents are often also invited to attend
as part of educational and counselling campaigns. Preschool
children attend Monday to Friday from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. and
primary students come at least once a week. 

Such has been the success of children attending the project,
that word of mouth has convinced some non-Romani parents
to also send their children to the center. 
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43 Inequity and Inequality: Teacher Absenteeism, Romani Pupils and Primary Schools in 
Romania. Center for Urban and Regional Sociology, Roma Center for Social Intervention
and Studies, and Roma Education Fund (2012). 
Available online: http://www.romaeducationfund.hu/sites/default/files/publications/
ref_ta_screen_doublepages.pdf 

44 Available online: http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/4123_en.pdf 
45 Available online: http://www.euractiv.com/education/europeans-spend- billions-shadow-

news-505387
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047 Young children attend afterschool activities at the Telechiu
Community Center in western Romania. 
Photo: Zsolt Fekete



I can do better! – Recovery and remediation for children with
learning difficulties – Romani children often have a low 
level of reading and writing competencies, problems that have
their roots in the period of acquiring language during the
kindergarten and preschool period (which they do not attend).
Delays in language acquisition may be attributed to:
· A large number of children in a family reduces the amount of
available cognitive stimuli for each child.

· Lack of toys, games, books, photos, media, etc.
· The parents do not have conversations with their children
or read to them.

· Sharing a room with several people, whereby noise affects
their comprehension.

· Parents often incorrectly use Romanian grammar. 
· Many traditional Romani communities speak Romanes, 
a distinct language from Romanian. 

We play, we learn! We learn by playing! – Thematic activities
and leisure activities – Traditional school methods do not
allow learning through play. The SAS program compensates
through a variety of activities that gap within the public 
education system. 

We are different! – Self-knowledge and personal development
activities – Romani students experience an acute self-doubt
because they are Roma. It is very important for them to speak
about Romani culture and history of Roma, to discuss with
them issues about individual and ethnic self-esteem, to play
games and do exercises aimed at combating stereotypes 
and prejudices about the Romani ethnic identity, trying to
build an ethnic positive self-image.

Using specific learning activities, more time is given to children
for self-knowledge and knowledge of others. By building 
a positive self-image, children will be more emotionally stable,
will relate better with others, will have a greater resistance 
to criticism and failures and will be more motivated to complete
the activities in which there are involved. In other words, they
are likely to decrease early school leaving. 

Other modules include homework supervision and guidance
– Homework for a 10 (10 is the best grade in Romania) – and
skills development activities – Healthy lifestyle!

Results

SAS connects three pillars: family, school and community.
The SAS program is not just about school (although the name
is misleading!), but a tripartite partnership with well-defined
responsibilities:
· Parents understood the importance of education and sent their
children to school, supporting and continuously pursuing their
educational trajectory.

· Schools and teachers created a suitable environment for
learning (learning methods adapted to cultural variety, but
focused on educational outcomes without ignoring the 
emotional and cognitive development of students), providing
quality educational services.

· The community carried out specific measures for both family
and school: infrastructure and various resources that exceed
the school and family resources (food, teachers’ pay, children’
transport to school, involvement in extracurricular and 
informal learning, etc.). 

Final numbers

· 2,246 primary students attended the SAS program each year: 
· 91.8 percent of them have shown real progress in terms
of personal development and social skills; 

· In terms of academic progress, over 85 percent of students
proved progress at main disciplines: Romanian/ 
Hungarian (85.6 percent) and math (88.2 percent).

· 2,836 parents (or tutors) participated to counselling sessions
regarding education (and additional themes).

· Over 20,000 people from all 50 communities understood
the impact of education on their life and especially for their
children’ future.

· The rate of school enrollment increased from 85 percent to
94.4 percent. 
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50 Schools, 2,000 Students: 
School after School in Romania

Together with partners from the Ministry of Education, Research,
Youth and Sport, O Del Amenca Cultural Center for Roma,
Amare Rromentza Roma Center and the Resource Center for
Roma Communities, REF Romania implemented a European
Structural Fund project to renovate and equip the facilities 
for 50 School After School centers in three central, northeastern
and southern regions of Romania. 

Within this large-scale scheme, 283 teachers, school 
directors and school inspectors were trained for five days in
implementing School After School programs, children’s 
psychological development, educational counseling, new
methods of teaching, intercultural concepts and abilities, and
mobilizing communities to value education. 

The project also realized that not only parents have an 
important role in their children’s education and set up local
support groups in order to involve the respective communities
in the education process. Each group had a mixture of 
members from among the beneficiaries and participants, 
including parents, teachers, local authorities’ representatives,
school mediators and police. Each local support group 
was enabled toward increasing community participation in
education and finding solutions for project sustainability.

An awareness-raising campaign targeting parents also was
carried out. The campaign highlighted the importance 
of education for Roma. Local conferences were held in each
region of the project, with the participation of school 
directors, county inspectors and public local authorities. 

Fifty centers worked four hours per day in the afternoon; each
center hosts about 30 students that work with three teachers.
Due to the extended program, children were provided with
food. Most of the selected children have difficult educational
backgrounds and poor socio-economic status, and are 
at risk of early school leaving. Thus, in order to prevent the
abandonment, the School After School contains five main 
activities (modules), of which three are highlighted next. 
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048 A young girl participant receives tutoring in REF Romania’s
School After School program. 
Photo: Roma Education Fund Romania

049 Pupils receive afterschool tutoring under REF’s ESF-funded
project, School After School. 
Photo: Roma Education Fund Romania 
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150 Romani Health Professionals

REF has aspired to address the near complete absence of
Romani health professionals from Romani communities 
by supporting scholarships for doctors, nurses and technicians
in the health sector. Partnering together with the Media 
Monitoring Agency, the Sastipen Association, Association of
Resident Doctors in Romania and Open Society Foundations,
the Roma Education Fund implemented a European 
Structural Fund project to address this problem. The project
incorporated tertiary scholarship, mentorship and tutorship
support, as well as combating the stereotypes related to 
the access of Romani students to highly-qualified professions. 

Out of 167 Romani students candidates to enroll in medical
studies at the universities in Romania, 133 successfully 
began their studies at the Faculty of Medicine and medical
vocational schools by the time the project closed in late 2013.
147 Romani students were provided with mentorship support,
that added to the successful increase in their Grade Point 
Average (GPA) , i.e., ten percent of these students maintained
GPA over 9.00 out of maximum 10.00, whereas 100 percent
of these students maintained a GPA over 7 out of maximum of
10 and minimum of 6. Some 26 beneficiaries also took part in
various national and international Congresses and Conferences
on Health.

Final achievements

· 147 Romani students in the faculties of medicine completed
the mentorship program

· 100 percent of these students had a GPA over 7.00
points (on a scale up to 10.00 points)

· Ten percent of these students had a GPA over 9.00
points

· Twenty-six participations to various national and 
international health congresses and conferences

· 167 Romani potential candidates for the admission exams to
the Faculties of Medicine of which 133 Romani students
moved to the next educational cycle (are either now students
in the Faculties of Medicine or students in health sector 
vocational schools.

DONOR SPOTLIGHT: 
OPEN SOCIETY FOUNDATIONS AND THE WORLD 
BANK GET BEHIND EDUCATION FOR ROMA48

George Soros, founder and chairman of the Open Society
Foundations, and Jim Yong Kim, president of the World Bank,
on May 10, visited Frumusani, a small Roma village on the
outskirts of Bucharest, Romania. In Frumusani, the Roma 
Education Fund – supported by the World Bank, Open Society
Foundations, the European Union, and other donors – is 
working to remove the barriers local Roma children face to
complete their primary school education. 

Frumusani means beautiful in Romanian, but the conditions
in which the Roma families live here are not. A dusty track
leads from the local school to the village. Most houses – 
made of mud walls with corrugated roofs – have no electricity,
water, or proper sanitation. Children in Frumusani often do
their homework by candlelight.

Frumusani is not the only village in Romania facing these
challenges, but the plight of local residents, repeated 
all around Central and Eastern Europe, tells a bigger story of
generational poverty, political apathy, and a legacy of 
segregation and distrust.

“We are one of the richest regions in the area and yet until
recently no one knew how the budget was divided,” says
Cristian Buceanu, a local Roma councilor elected in 2012.
The lack of opportunity permeates every part of Frumusani.

During a visit by George Soros and Jim Yong Kim to one house,
a local man, Gheorghe Mircea explains: “The Roma are 
different. If we try to get a job, they won’t hire us.” Asked by
George Soros how life now compares to life under Ceaucescu
– Romania’s former communist leader who oversaw a brutal
and repressive regime until 1989 – Gheorghe Mircea replies,
“Life was better; at least then we had jobs.” To make ends
meet, Gheorghe Mircea and his family collect worms, which
they sell as fishing bait. Some years back, his house burnt
down after faulty electrical wiring, used to siphon electricity
from his mother’s house next door, started a fire. Of his nine
children, only three go to school. All participate in the Roma
Education Fund School After School Program; his daughter is
top of her class.

Last year Cristian Buceanu, the only Roma representative 
on the council, introduced a proposal to allocate approximately
10,000 euros to expand the electricity network to houses 
in Frumusani. The other councilors voted against the proposal,
alleging that the Roma townspeople do not contribute 
to the local budget and therefore should not benefit from
public funds.

Many countries often think of education as an expense. 
We want to say these are the most strategic investments you
can make in a country.

– Jim Yong Kim, World Bank President

To break the negative stereotypes Roma children must be 
educated to celebrate and take pride in their Roma heritage.
That is what the REF has done. 

– George Soros, Chair of the Open Society 

The government, however, almost entirely ignores the town’s
inhabitants. Officially, most of the homes in Frumusani do
not exist. A recent land registry exercise from the mayor’s 
office recorded the area as largely empty. The asphalt road that
joins the village to the main road stops on the town’s border –
another sign that officially, the real Frumusani is off the map.
But the sprawling lanes of Frumusani tell a different story.

Filled with rudimentary lean-to mud buildings as well as sturdier
and older brick houses that predate the Ceaucescu era, 
Frumusani is far from empty. Chickens peck in backyards, horses
gallop past the town’s blacksmiths where local men congregate,
and children on their way back from school mill past small
vegetable gardens, dry and sparse due to the lack of water.

Children like 14-year-old Simona Nedelcu attend the local
school where 700 students are split evenly between Roma and
non-Roma. Here, Roma children participate in School after
School and Equal Opportunities in Education, two Roma 
Education Fund programs that offer mentoring, homework
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050 050 Medical professionals participating in REF’s ESF-funded 
received mentoring support to improve their grades, graduate
successfully and go on to serve their communities. 
Photo: Roma Education Fund Romania

48 A Voices blog post by Eleonor Kelly. 
Available online: http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/open-society-foundations-
and-world-bank-get-behind-education-roma 
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clubs, and overall extra support in Math and Romanian – core
subjects for national entry test for high school.

For two years, the programs have provided mentors to Roma
students, offering guidance and building relationships between
parents, schools, and students; stipends to cover school books
and uniforms; homework clubs where students can complete
their lessons undisturbed; and training so that teachers can 
play a positive role in Roma education. “With the School After
School project, I have the sense that someone cares about
us,” comments one Roma student during a visit by George
Soros and Jim Yong Kim to the local school. “Working with
parents is as important as working with children,” explains 
Mihaela Gheorghe from the Romanian NGO, the Center for
Education and Social Development, which works with children
in Frumusani. “Most parents do not know how to read or 
write so even if help exists for their children’s education, it is
nearly impossible for them to find out about it.” Better 
access to schools and improving educational outcomes are key,
explains Costel Bercus, of the Roma Education Fund.

From house to house in Frumusani, parents all agreed on one
thing – education is the key to change for their children’s 
future. Jim Yong Kim agrees. “Many countries often think of
education as an expense,” he comments. “We want to say
these are the most strategic investments you can make in a
country.” Still growing up in Frumusani is not easy. For Simona
Nedelcu, everyday tasks can be a struggle. In a two-room
house, surrounded by siblings and family, finding somewhere
quiet to do her homework is a challenge. Uniforms and books
present more obstacles and often, children will stay home
from school if they don’t have a clean uniform—not uncommon
when washing materials, water, and electricity are scarce.

Cristian Buceanu is determined, despite the lack of support
from his fellow councilors. He was elected last year with the
support of local Roma townspeople who were familiar with
him from the many years he spent working in the community.
“We need to raise awareness with Roma in Frumusani that
they must ask for their rights,” says Cristian Buceanu, who
explains that going door to door, talking with the local Roma 

is the best way to mobilize people behind change.
Pushing change with his fellow councilors is an uphill struggle.
They do not see assisting local Roma as a priority. “For
twenty years, no one asked about Roma. If Roma start to have
their own representatives, this can change.”

It’s not difficult to see the changes education is bringing – and
can bring – to Frumusani and other Roma villages like it 
in Romania. Of Romania’s 21 million inhabitants, the Roma at
nearly two million is a young population. Education offers a
path for Roma to claim their own rights: the right to employment,
the right to political participation and representation, the
right to safe and adequate housing. All of this – all inalienable
rights in an open society – begins with education and ideas 
as simple as a quiet place for Simona and her classmates to
do their homework, and a mentor to encourage them to keep
coming back to the classroom, despite the overwhelming
challenges Roma children face at home.

For photos

http://romaissues.wordpress.com/tag/george-soros/ 

REF RO in select Romanian Media

http://adevarul.ro/educatie/scoala/de-tiganii-altfell-1_5241380bc7b855ff56bbae71/index.html 
http://www.ziarulprofit.ro/index.php/se-incheie-proiectul-servicii-de-sprijin-educational-
pentru-elevii-de-liceu-de-etnie-roma/ 
http://www.amosnews.ro/99-din-elevii-romi-de-clasa-xii-au-absolvit-liceul-2013-10-04 
https://www.ultima-ora.ro/2013/10/02/99-din-elevii-romi-au-absolvit-liceu-in-cadrul-
proiectului-servicii-de-sprijin-educational-pentru-elevii-de-liceu-de-etnie-roma/ 
http://radiogrado.ro/index.php/2013/10/05/99-din-elevii-romi-de-clasa-a-xii-a-au-
absolvit-liceul/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Wwgi3pKsXo 
http://giurgiuonline.net/scoala-dupa-scoala-la-scoala-10-in-atentia-france-24/ 
http://giurgiu-net.ro/2013/11/13/scoala-dupa-scoala-in-problema-romilor-in-atentia-
repor terilor-canalului-france-24/ 
http://www.giurgiu-news.ro/DOCUMENTAR-AL-FRANCEZILOR-DESPRE-COPIII-ROMI-DE-
LA-SCOALA-10-8075/pagina-0 
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051 A Romanian teacher and his class of pupils in a village school
participating in REF’s ESF projects in Romania. 
Photo: Cristian Dulcea

052 George Soros, Chair of the Open Society Foundations, 
and Jim Yong Kim, World Bank President, at visit to a REF
school site in Romania. 
Photo: Dominic Chavez/World Bank


