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The development of literacy skills of children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds has always been a relevant topic in 

education as it represents a means of reducing poverty and of 

improving living conditions. This paper focuses on the Roma 

minority, a historically disadvantaged minority and the largest 

ethnic group in Europe that has been reported to have a low 

literacy rate compared with their non-Roma counterparts. This 

study intends to identify the main challenges that Roma children 

face when they learn how to read and point out potential 

educational practices that can alleviate the condition of Roma 

children by helping them to improve their literacy development 

rate. 

 

1. Introduction 

Reading enhances the development of vocabulary, of decoding skills, of phonological 

awareness and of complex syntactic structures (Hulme et al., 2020; Frankel et al., 2016; 

Lervåg et al., 2019). It is a twofold process that entails word recognition (decoding) and 

language comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). A considerable amount of language 

learning is delivered in school in written form and therefore reading skills become predictors 

of academic achievement. The effect of poverty on reading comprehension has been 

investigated in several studies (Dolean et al., 2019; Lervåg et al., 2019; Baucal, 2006). An 

ethnic minority that is struggling with severe poverty and social exclusion is the Roma 

community that is concentrated in Central and South-Eastern Europe (UNICEF, 2011). In 

Romania, 70 % of Roma families have an income that is less than the official poverty 

threshold (Agency for Fundamental Rights [AFR], 2016). For Roma children living in severe 

poverty, learning to read poses some challenges that are mainly grounded in inadequate 

language experiences, parents’ income and educational level, home environment (Hoff, 

2006), access to educational resources (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002), parenting behaviour and 

quality time spent with parents (Milne & Plourde, 2006). 

Roma children struggling with poverty are difficult to reach in research due to absenteeism 

(mobility, illness etc.) or social inequalities and therefore, few studies targeting the Roma 

community have been conducted in order to investigate the impact that severe poverty has on 

reading comprehension. One research conducted in Serbia indicates a large difference (1.2 

standard deviation) in national testing in reading comprehension between Roma children and 

their non-Roma peers (Baucal, 2006). A comprehensive longitudinal research conducted in 

Romania, found that initial levels of reading comprehension between Roma and non-Roma 

children were as high as one standard deviation (Lervåg et al., 2019). Another longitudinal 

research concluded that Roma children enrolled in primary school, in Romania, had lower 

reading skills at the beginning of the study and slower development rates afterwards (Dolean 
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et al., 2019). These findings report that socio-economic status (SES) has explained a 

considerable amount of the variance in the initial status of Roma children’s reading skills 

(Dolean et al., 2019) and the differences in growth (ranging from 8.6% to 22.2%) in reading 

comprehension between Roma and non-Roma children (Lervåg et al., 2019, p. 11). SES is a 

complex variable that is usually defined by several indicators including income level, 

education and occupational status. This paper intends to explain some of the contextual 

factors that have an impact on the reading comprehension of Roma children enrolled in 

schools. In addition, the paper indicates potential educational practices that can alleviate 

Roma children’s condition by helping them to improve their literacy development rate. 

 

2. Challenges of Developing Roma Children’s Reading Comprehension  

Reading comprehension is according to the simple view of reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) 

mediated by phonological awareness and knowledge of vocabulary. Empirical research 

indicates that poverty has a negative impact on both Roma children’s phonological awareness 

and vocabulary. Thus, on the one hand this leads to the fact that “the phonological awareness 

skills of Roma children are significantly lower than those of their non-Roma peers in 1st 

grade “(Dolean et al., 2016) and on the other hand, that poverty is associated with low levels 

of vocabulary (Biro et al., 2009). The significantly lower rates in phonological awareness and 

acquired vocabulary of Roma children have a negative impact on developing reading 

comprehension. 

As indicated above, the challenges of teaching Roma children how to read are grounded in 

the lack of significant prerequisites (phonological awareness and vocabulary) when they start 

compulsory education. This is also connected to the fact that only 38% of Roma children 

enrol in pre-school education (AFR, 2016) which provides a starting point for pre-literacy 

skills. This gap in knowledge is already visible in primary education as Roma children “learn 

to read at a slower pace than their peers with higher SES” (Dolean et al., 2019). Slower 

growth rates in reading comprehension of Roma children emerge also because only about 

20% of the Roma children ever complete primary school (UNICEF, 2011, p. 2). 

Roma children have been reported to have increased absence rates in comparison to their 

non-Roma counterparts. Linked to this, empirical evidence indicates that school absence has 

an impact both on Roma children’s decoding skills (Dolean et al., 2019; Dolean et al., 2016) 

and on their reading comprehension (Lervåg et al., 2019). Moreover, reading comprehension 

is also mediated by Roma children’s bilingualism and performance in non-verbal ability tests 

(Dolean & Calugar, 2020; Lervåg et al., 2019). Within this line of thought, several 

demographic factors and other mediators indicated below act, in varying degrees, as barriers 

to the development of Roma children’s reading comprehension.  

 
2.1. Family Income 

Poverty produces harmful negative effects on the whole being ranging from lack of providing 

for basic daily needs, to scarce opportunities for exposure to formal education and quality 

academic resources, to promoting insecurity and stress, inappropriate living conditions or 

increased rates of illness. The lack of financial resources urges most of the Roma children 

living in poverty to have poor living conditions, to lack adequate nutrition and to have a 

struggling day-to-day life. In this respect, Jensen (2009) points out how chronic stress 

sustained over time in the case of disadvantaged children can have an impact on their 

physical, psychological, emotional, cognitive functioning, social competence and academic 

progress. Empirical evidence has indicated that poverty is associated with low levels in 

literacy skills (Sirin, 2005; Owens, 2018; Buckingham et al., 2013) and that family SES acts 

as a salient role in children’s reading skills (Hoff, 2006; Dolean et al., 2019; Lervåg et al., 

2019). Moreover, childhood poverty has implications for school readiness as it creates 
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achievement gaps that widen over time (Hoff, 2013) and generate disparities in educational 

attainment (Ryan, Fauth & Brooks-Gunn, 2006). Roma children have a significant 

disadvantage when they start school and SES factors have a direct influence on their initial 

reading comprehension (Lervåg et al., 2019).  

Low income and poverty produce effects in language learning even before children’s 

enrolment in compulsory education. Thus, differences in oral language skills of children of 

low SES are already evident by the age of 18 months (Fernald, Marchman & Weisleder, 

2013). A consequence of poverty is the fact that “the home language environment of children 

from lower SES backgrounds is typically less language rich than that of children from higher 

SES backgrounds (Hulme et al., 2020, p. 2). These lower levels in verbal skills (decoding and 

phonological awareness) and vocabulary exhibited by children living in poverty will have, 

according to the ‘simple view of reading, a negative impact on reading comprehension. Lack 

of exposure to meaningful language input will hinder disadvantaged children from engaging 

in relevant contexts in order to make use of diverse vocabulary items, of phonological 

awareness and of decoding skills.  

Roma families with severe low income may not be able to offer their children an appropriate 

home environment that supports learning (e.g., a study area and the necessary study 

materials). The major setback for developing reading skills as a consequence of SES factors 

present in the home environment of poverty-stricken children could be at least theoretically 

compensated for in the context of formal education. Unfortunately, research findings indicate 

that Roma children in Romania continue to lag behind their non-Roma peers even after they 

attend formal education because “schools are not able to compensate for differences in SES 

when it comes to improving reading” (Dolean et al., 2019, p. 8).  

A constant increased income would provide parents with the means to invest in one’s child 

enrichment through various educational tools, extracurricular activities or high quality 

childcare (Owens, 2018) and it would also leave room for non-financial resources such as 

time allotted to reading and to constructive interactions with the child (Volante et al., 2019). In 

addition, increased income would allow parents to make some changes in terms of choosing 

the environment the child is faced with at home (overcrowded dwellings) or in the 

neighbourhood (dangerous environment). Because income is a decisive factor of where one 

lives (Belinger, 2017) consistent evidence indicates that a disadvantaged neighbourhood 

reduces both cognitive skills and verbal skills (Owens, 2018). By living in crowded Roma 

settlements that lack basic amenities as 68% live in Romania in households without running 

water (AFR, 2016) parents cannot provide for an “adequate educational climate within their 

families” (Biro et al., 2009, p. 273). 

Poverty and low family income have an impact also on school enrolment. A needs 

assessment study for Roma population in South-Eastern Europe concluded that gaps in 

enrolment are the greatest in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro where these 

rise to about 45% to 50% while 20% of Roma children in Bulgaria and 33%in Serbia never 

go to school (UNICEF, 2011). Thus, according to UNICEF (2011, p. 18) the lack of learners’ 

school readiness in terms of language level and non-verbal abilities has a negative impact on 

children’s capacity to benefit from primary education. As concerns the access of children to 

education, a Presidential Report issued in Romania in 20071 indicates that there is inequity as 

regards children’s access to education. Thus, the Presidential report concludes that 

approximately 80% of the children who have never enrolled in schools are Roma and that 

almost 38% of them are functional illiterates. In addition, taking as a reference point 2005, 

 
1 Romanian Presidency, Romania of Education, Romania of Research. The Presidential Committee Report for the analysis 

and elaboration of politics in education and research, Bucharest, July 2007, 

http://old.presidency.ro/static/rapoarte/Raport_CPAEPDEC.pdf 
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only 64% of the Roma children were enrolled in primary education, as compared to 98.9%, 

the national average (Presidential Report, 2007, p. 8). Although the social and educational 

inclusion of the Roma minority have been a priority in the past 20 years both in Romania and 

in the European Union, a scarce amount of empirical research has been conducted in order to 

identify the factors that influence the development of Roma children’s reading skills, to 

increase enrolment rates and to diminish school dropout.  

 

2.2. Parents’ Education 

Parents and caretakers’ language practices have a salient role in fostering young children’s 

language development. As such, their language practices become a model and a relevant 

language input for their children. In the case of Roma communities, parents are often illiterate 

and thus, it is difficult for them to provide a consistent support to their children once enrolled 

in compulsory education (Biro et al., 2009).  

Several studies have brough evidence that parental education is the best predictor of 

academic achievement (Sammons et al., 2004), concluding that mother’s education plays an 

important role in supporting early literacy development (McEwan, 2003; Fantuzzo et al., 

2014; Dolean et al., 2016). A pilot survey conducted on 438 Roma respondents living in nine 

EU Member States provided an overview of respondents’ parental education level. Thus, the 

findings indicate that only 23 % of Roma fathers and almost 19% of Roma mothers continued 

education after primary level was completed (Pita et al., 2016, p. 38). Moreover, 107 of 

Roma fathers and 136 of Roma mothers did not receive any type of academic education (Pita 

et al., 2016, p. 39). These findings situate Roma parents within a low education level which 

implicitly has consequences on their reading comprehension and language proficiency. 

Moreover, lack of parental education has a detrimental effect of children’s literacy 

development because children do not receive appropriate exposure to language and thus their 

linguistic opportunities are narrowed. 

A recent report on Roma population in Romania indicates that “the level of illiteracy is 10% 

higher among women compared to men” (European Commission, 2018, p. 28). This 

percentage is particularly worrisome as mother’s education represents an important 

determinant of children’s reading comprehension mediated through phonological awareness 

and the amount of vocabulary exposure the child receives at home. Empirical research 

indicates a significant medium correlation between Roma children’s phonemic awareness and 

the mother’s education level in the context of enhancing pre-literacy skills (Dolean et al., 

2016). This finding needs to be linked to the type of vocabulary that is used in low-SES 

families. Investigations on this topic conclude that the style of interaction tends to be 

different in low SES families as opposed to high SES families. Thus, the parent-child 

interaction in low-income families involves more directives and not so many complex 

sentence structures and diversified vocabulary in comparison to higher-SES families where 

much more focus is placed on engaging in conversation (Hulme et al., 2020). Children’s 

verbal skills are thus influenced by environmental input. In an effort to reframe this 

argument, other findings come to support that variation in the syntactic complexity of 

maternal speech can substantially explain SES-related differences in the syntactic complexity 

of 5-year-old children’s speech (Huttenlocher et al., 2002). Further research indicates that in 

SES families, parents’ educational level positively correlates with the frequency of parent–

child literacy activities (Li et al., 2020). Thus, parents’ literacy abilities influence the parent-

child interactions and in their turn, provide a basis for developing vocabulary and reading 

skills. 

Motivation represents a salient variable in academic achievement because without sufficient 

motivation one cannot attain long-term goals (Dörnyei, 1998). If children do not have enough 

motivation to keep studying, then parents should provide the necessary encouragement and 
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motivation. However, Roma children represent a population at high risk for educational 

failure because of their parents’ views on the relevance or necessity for attending compulsory 

education. In this line of thought, Dolean et al., (2016, p. 47) indicate that “Roma families 

might not place a great value on their educational level because their income does not depend 

on it”. In addition, “school institution has no tradition in Roma family” (Tourtouras et al., 

2016, p. 12). Such a perspective on education is consistent with the low enrolments rates in 

the number of Roma children. 

Having as a starting point the Education and Employment Situation of Roma in 8 EU Member 

States data (Pita et al., 2016), it could be concluded that Roma parents are often illiterate and 

attain a low level of education which as a result, has an impact on their understanding of the 

role played by formal education. Parents who are not educated face the risks of not being able 

to tutor their children and help them achieve the necessary reading skills. 

  

2.3. Parental Occupation  

Occupational status is to a certain degree connected to income and to one’s educational 

attainment. A low occupational status generally implies a low wage as a consequence of the 

unskilled labour that is performed. In the particular case of employed Roma parents, most of 

them belong to three groups: temporary workers, unskilled workers and self-employed (Cace 

et al., 2007). A report conducted in the Republic of Moldova indicates that 40% of adult 

members in poor Roma households are unemployed, 5% are employed and self-employed 

and another 18% perform occasional work (Cace et al., 2007). In this respect, occupational 

status determines the family’s income level which acts as an important variable in the 

development of reading comprehension. Roma families’ occupational status is influenced by 

their level of education, but high unemployment rates can be also the outcome of segregation, 

racism and discrimination (AFR, 2014). One aspect to consider is that the level of job 

insecurity tends to be higher in the case of low occupational status because not so many 

working opportunities arise when one has achieved an insufficient level of education. 

Therefore, parents who perform these types of jobs are constantly fearful about the family’s 

income level and invest extra time at work which otherwise would have been valuable time 

spent with the family. In addition, such insecurity leaves little room for engagement and 

involvement with children in the family. Research conducted in this area indicates that 

parents’ involvement in children’s education is positively related to children’s achievement in 

school (Hill et al., 2004) through the motivation and support provided in order to overcome 

difficulties linked to learning. 

On a general note, as indicated above, a considerable amount of literature has concluded that 

living in extreme poverty influences considerably academic achievement. SES factors 

(family’s income, parent’s education and their occupational status) summarized above can 

have an impact on developing children’s reading skills, phonological awareness and amount 

of acquired vocabulary. Below are indicated some other factors that can impede the 

development of reading skills. 

 

2.4. Parenting Practices and The Parent-Child Relationship  

Roma minority is a group that has “different cultural and financial family backgrounds” 

(Tourtouras et al., 2016, p. 18). Having this as a starting point, it might be so that Roma 

minority has contrastive priorities and perspectives upon life, education and parenting 

practices. One particular case is that of young Roma girls who face cultural and social 

pressures and are not allowed to continue their academic studies after a certain age (UNICEF, 

2011, p. 19). As an embedded cultural practice, Roma girls often marry before the legal age 

of marriage and this, coupled with a pregnancy, hinder the access of Roma girls to formal 

education and thus to achieving reading skills.  
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Even if almost 80% of the Roma parents state that they would like their children to complete 

at least secondary education level, the reality is that more than 75% of their children do not 

go on to secondary education (The World Bank, 2012). Thus, inconsistent parenting practices 

are maximizing the gap of functional literacy between Roma and non-Roma children. Roma 

parents’ limited understanding of the learning environment and school expectations result in 

lack of support provided to Roma children. By not having higher prestige occupations as a 

consequence of their low level of education, Roma parents may not be able to guide their 

children’s learning or serve as role models for their children's occupational aspirations (Hill 

et al., 2004).  

A meta-analysis meant to investigate the influence of parental involvement on children’s 

educational outcomes indicates that a positive parent-child relationship is correlated with 

good reading skills (Jeynes, 2007). Such a positive correlation has been observed in SES 

families where children’s reading performance was influenced indirectly by the parent-child 

relationship established though parents’ speech and behaviours (Chen et al., 2018). 

Meaningful speech acts provide a valuable linguistic input for young children and widen their 

vocabulary and phonological awareness. Parent-child relationships should be directed 

towards enhancing academic support outside the school and motivating the child to study and 

develop literacy. But as indicated above, Roma parents don’t always have sufficient 

educational experience and they might lack the ability to provide tutoring and the necessary 

motivation to help their children in achieving literacy (Biro et al., 2009, p. 274). Considering 

the well acknowledged effect of SES on children’s reading ability, empirical findings 

conclude that initiative factors, such as motivation to study, can moderate the effect of SES 

on reading skills and academic achievement (Chen et al., 2018). Thus, individual 

characteristics such as a strong motivation to study can strengthen the ability of children to 

cope with the disadvantages of low SES (Chen et al., 2018).  

 

2.5. Bilingualism 

A potential mediator between SES and reading comprehension is bilingualism. Linguistic 

barriers might arise in the case of children living in poverty as they use a different language 

at school in comparison to the language spoken at home. According to Hoff (2013), being 

part of a minority and having a different mother tongue can account for different 

developmental trajectories because in language minority homes children are equipped with 

lower levels of the official language in comparison to monolingual students. Therefore, 

considering the case of Roma children, they face huge challenges in school because the 

language of instruction is not always their first language. When engaging in reading 

activities, this can place them at a significant disadvantage in comparison with other non-

Roma children because they have gaps in vocabulary and in decoding skills. Because reading 

is a process that connects the known with the new (Frankel et al., 2016, p. 8), Roma children 

need to make meaning by connecting information found in print with their previous 

knowledge (knowledge about language discourse, understanding of social-cultural references, 

making own predictions and have expectations while reading). Thus, reading in a language 

that is not one’s mother tongue might pose some challenges that address issues of identity, of 

perception and of sociocultural understanding.  

Various studies indicate that bilingual children coming from low SES families exhibit poorer 

vocabulary and reading skills in their second language compared to monolingual children 

(Melby-Lervåg & Lervåg, 2014; Hoff, 2006). Two particular studies focusing on Roma 

children have considered the variable of bilingualism and included in their research Roma 

children who were bilingual and monolingual. Findings indicate that both bilingual and 

monolingual Roma children possessed lower levels of vocabulary and reading comprehension 

in comparison to children that did not belong to this minority and that “bilingual Roma 
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children possessed even lower levels than the monolingual children” (Lervåg et al., 2019). In 

addition, bilingual and monolingual Roma children exhibited “poorer reading skills at the 

beginning of the study and a slower subsequent development of their reading skills” (Dolean 

et al., 2019) compared to their non-Roma counterparts. A slower growth rate in reading 

comprehension skills can be explained by Roma children’s low initial vocabulary (Lervåg et 

al., 2019) which can be linked to mother’s education level, family’s income level or the 

parent-child relationship. Lack of educational resources written in students’ mother tongue 

coupled with lack of teachers who are able to speak learners’ mother tongue represent 

elements that can have an impact on Roma children’s subsequent development of reading 

skills.  

 

2.6. School Absence, Enrolment and Dropout  

When analysing the impact of SES on early reading development it is advisable to take into 

account learners’ school absence. In this context, absence is relevant because “when children 

receive less instruction than their peers, they stand the risk of falling behind” (Lervåg et al., 

2019) and attain gaps in knowledge. Various studies indicate that children struggling with 

poverty are absent from school more often than high SES learners (Lervåg et al., 2019; 

Ready, 2010; Kiprianos et al., 2012). In the case of Roma minority from Romania, 

absenteeism has high rates (Dolean et al., 2019; AFR, 2016) and is caused by out-of-school 

factors (duties at home, living conditions, illnesses, parents’ views on the usefulness of 

education, access to school) and by in-school-factors (discrimination, segregation, 

underprepared teachers, inappropriate teaching resources, lack of education in their mother 

tongue). Building on previous knowledge according to which children who live in poverty 

enter school with less vocabulary knowledge than children with higher SES (Farkas & Beron, 

2004; Hoff, 2006) and that Roma children learn to read at a slower rate compared to their 

non-Roma peers (Dolean et al., 2019) findings indicate that school absence does influence the 

development of reading comprehension and that absence can be predicted by children’s SES 

(Lervåg et al., 2019). In what concerns Roma children’s enrolment in elementary school, 

their poor school attendance had a negative effect on the development of their reading 

fluency and thus they “are particularly vulnerable when they are not present in class” (Dolean 

et al., 2016, p. 10). 

In addition to school absence, of relevance for Roma children’s reading and vocabulary 

development is their attendance at compulsory education at a level corresponding to their age. 

Because of their school absence coupled with SES, Roma children lag behind their non-Roma 

peers and 18 % of them attend compulsory school at an educational level that is lower than 

the one corresponding to their age (AFR, 2016). Some causes for this could reside in the fact 

that Roma children repeat classes as they have gaps in knowledge or might start school later 

as SES factors, discrimination and lack of learning motivation are conducive to poor 

enrolments rates for Roma children. Gaps in knowledge might be the result of teachers’ level 

of pedagogical content knowledge as “it is not uncommon for the weakest students in 

academic subjects to be assigned teachers that are low in quality” (Berliner, 2017, p. 24). 

Enrolment constitutes a major issue of concern for Roma children in Eastern Europe as 50% 

of the Roma between 6 and 24 years of age do not attend school (AFR, 2016, p. 26) thus 

supporting the transmission of poverty. Pre-school education is of high importance because it 

enables Roma children to develop appropriate learning skills and it stops “perpetuating pre-

existing achievement gaps” (Entwisle et al., 2003). Still, only 37% of Roma children aged 3 

to 6 years old benefit from pre-school education as compared to 77% enrolment for non-

Roma children (European Commission, 2018, p. 32). Dropout can occur as a result of 

transitioning toward a lower educational level, because of bullying and discrimination or 

other forms of vulnerability connected to children’s ethnicity. Empirical research indicates 
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that poor literacy skills can also be at fault for the dropout rate of Roma children (Baucal, 

2006; Kiprianos et al., 2012).  

Following this line of thought, participation of Roma children in regularly school activities 

can enhance their literacy attainment. Therefore, a strong emphasis needs to be placed on 

adequate social and school integration of Roma children to ensure school performance 

(Dolean et al., 2016). 

 

2.7. Segregation  

The 2013 Council Recommendation requested the elimination of school segregation by 

promoting equal participation of all Roma children in schools (AFR, 2016). Even so, various 

forms of segregation are still present: social marginalization, living conditions, 

overrepresentation is classes or access to qualified teachers. Segregation based on ethnicity 

and social status increases the degree of inequality in educational contexts and impedes SES 

children to benefit from the advantages of a diverse multi-level classroom. Research in this 

field concludes that children with low SES have better scores in reading and mathematics 

when they are not being taught to in classes with large concentrations of other classmates 

with low SES (Berliner, 2017). Likewise, low SES students receive valuable exposure to 

different types of input which is beneficial for their learning outcomes. Connected to this, low 

ability students are increasing their school achievement if they have in their classes more 

knowledgeable students (Levin, 2001).  

The ethnic composition of school classes attended by Roma children in different countries 

within the European Union indicates different scores that delineate three main groups: Roma 

children attending schools or classes where all or many of their classmates are also Roma; 

Roma children attending ethnically mixed classes; and classes where there are few or no 

Roma classmates (AFR, 2016). The educational segregation of Roma students has a salient 

impact on their career aspirations and it diminishes their opportunities to engage in 

continuing education (AFR, 2016). The Ministry of Education from Romania adopted in 

2007 a low prohibiting school segregation and even this topic is thoroughly debated in the 

public space, no official data are available on this subject. 

 

2.8. Non-Verbal Abilities 

Various studies suggest that economically disadvantaged children tend to exhibit a significant 

amount of variance in their performance in non-verbal abilities tasks in comparison to 

children who come from a high SES environment (Heckman, 2006; Hanscombe et al., 2012). 

Contextual factors that correlate with such performance refer to insufficient cognitive 

stimulation provided at home, parents’ low levels of literacy and poverty (Guo & Harris, 

2000). Few empirical studies have measured the non-verbal abilities of the Roma minority. In 

Serbia, Rushton et al. (2007) conducted a research on Roma adults and measured their 

performance in IQ tests by using Raven’s Progressive Matrices. The results concluded that 

Roma respondents had a poor performance in non-verbal abilities in comparison to the non-

Roma population. This particular research assessed only cognitive abilities and did not take 

into consideration additional variables, such as SES, that might explain the poor performance 

scores of Roma respondents. Rushton et al. (2007) indicated that one limitation of their study 

resides in the fact that the scores of Roma respondents might be linked to their lack of 

educational background. This aspect is relevant as education represents a means of raising 

one’s intelligence (Ritchie & Tucker-Drob, 2018). As already reported in this paper, few 

Roma learners continue their secondary or upper secondary education and even fewer enrol 

in tertiary level. Thus, lack of education has a negative impact on both reading 

comprehension and cognitive development. Therefore, the results of Roma’s performance on 

IQ tests might be a consequence of their low educational level (Dolean & Calugar, 2020). 
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Two other studies provide different views on assessing Roma children’s non-verbal abilities. 

The first one concludes that variance in non-verbal abilities is attributed to different cognitive 

variables such as general intelligence, phonological awareness and working memory (Dolean 

& Tincas, 2018). The second study considered the effects of SES on the IQ test performance 

of Roma children. The results indicate a strong effect of Roma parents’ education and living 

conditions on children’s IQ tests and that the effect size between the means of the two groups 

(Roma and non-Roma) was medium, “with ethnicity explaining 18% of the variance of the 

IQ test performance” (Dolean & Calugar, 2020, p. 5). These results are partially explained by 

the fact that Roma parents cannot fully provide proper academic support and cognitive 

stimulation for their children because they are themselves early leavers from education. In 

addition, poor living conditions and overcrowded homes can be detrimental to children’s 

cognitive development (Solari & Mare, 2012) and phonological awareness (Dolean et al., 

2016) as these do not cater for a supporting learning environment. A low performance in IQ 

tests can also be attributed to participants’ food intake (Von Stumm, 2012) as lack of access 

to proper nutrition impedes cognitive development. But Roma children are struggling with 

poverty and thus, they might lack the necessary nutrients when they attend school or when 

they perform non-verbal ability tests. This aspect needs to be taken into consideration when 

conducting research. Another key element to look at is the relationship between absenteeism 

and cognitive development. Empirical research indicates that Roma children exhibit higher 

rates of absenteeism in comparison to their non-Roma peers (Dolean et al., 2019) and 

likewise, this causes gaps in knowledge that widen over time.  When exploring the challenges 

of teaching Roma minority children how to read one needs to consider school absence as a 

mediator between Roma children’s cognitive development and their reading comprehension.  

 

2.9. Discussion About Potential Educational Practices That Can Improve Roma 

Children’s Reading Comprehension Rate 

This paper concluded that there are a variety of challenges that Roma children face when they 

learn how to read. Most of these challenges are accounted for by SES and other contextual 

factors (school absence, parent-child relationship or bilingualism). Thus, when considering 

potential educational practices that could improve Roma children’s reading comprehension it 

is necessary to establish realistic aims and consider the impact of both out-of-school factors 

(poor living conditions, illness, parents’ views on the usefulness of education, learners’ 

motivation) and of in-school-factors (discrimination, segregation, underprepared teachers, 

inappropriate teaching resources, lack of education in their mother tongue) on increasing 

reading comprehension. 

First of all, out-of-school factors are more difficult to control or to alleviate. In the case of 

Roma children’s poor living conditions, a combination of macro-level (e.g. implementation 

of policies) and micro-level (e.g. individual needs) measures need to be considered. As 

indicated in the paper, poverty exerts a negative impact on both Roma children’s 

phonological awareness and vocabulary as a consequence of insufficient cognitive 

stimulation at home. In addition, Roma children start school already with a gap in knowledge 

which widens due to school absence (Dolean et al., 2019) and lack of personal motivation. 

Therefore, parenting programmes for Roma parents could be a feasible option in order to 

address the need of placing reading in a new perspective. These should be targeted towards 

developing an efficient family-school collaboration so that the effort to enhance reading in 

the formal educational environment is understood, supported and continued at home. Roma 

children should be encouraged to become responsible autonomous learners who find the 

necessary motivation to continue studying outside the classroom. Because many Roma 

parents have a low level of education or might struggle with illiteracy, they might not 

understand the usefulness of reading, of encouraging children to read and of providing a 
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supportive environment that is conducive to learning. Therefore, Roma parents should take 

part in programmes and school meetings directed towards making them more aware of the 

opportunities offered by education and in particular, by reading comprehension.  

Secondly, in-school-factors are easier to control because there are rules and regulations that 

need to be followed. The school environment should support Roma children’s reading 

comprehension by using diverse teaching resources and methods focused on individual 

learning. Differentiated instruction is needed because when Roma children enrol in 

compulsory education, they already have a significant disadvantage grounded in the fact that 

only a small part of them access pre-primary education and that their parents, lacking 

themselves education, cannot provide much support at home. Another issue to consider 

within the school system is that teachers who teach to Roma children might have insufficient 

qualification to design differentiated instruction, to be able to teach to a mixed-ability group 

and might not have a complex understanding of the multilingual and the multicultural 

environment within the classroom. As already stated, making meaning out of reading implies 

connecting what is already known to what is new. But Roma children, as a consequence of 

absenteeism, bilingualism and poor initial levels of reading comprehension (Lervåg et al., 

2019) start school with a disadvantage that needs to be tackled.  

Taken together, these perspectives address the need to conduct more studies on children 

living in poverty in order to examine “how the nature of cognitive stimulation at home, 

nutrition and mother/child health services received during pregnancy and early childhood 

affect children’s development” (Lervåg et al., 2019, p. 12) and their reading comprehension. 

It is also necessary to conduct intervention studies, from an early age, that would focus on 

building Roma children’s language comprehension and vocabulary (Lervåg et al., 2019) as 

prerequisites for developing reading comprehension. 

  

3. Conclusion 
This study has identified in the literature some of the effects that social economic status, 

coupled with other contextual factors, have on Roma children’s reading comprehension and 

on its components - phonological awareness, vocabulary acquisition and decoding skills. 

Family’s income, parents’ education and their occupational status, bilingualism, school 

absence, the parent-child relationship and non-verbal abilities mediate, in varying degrees, 

the development of Roma children’s reading comprehension. With regard to improving Roma 

children’s reading comprehension scores, there is immediate need to conduct further research 

and more intervention studies in order to support the literacy development of this minority 

and reduce their level of poverty.  
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