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Summary

Social projects targeting women are essential in breaking the circle of poverty. We aim to create a pilot project that targets explicitly 11–14 years old Roma girls living in socially disadvantaged areas of Hungary to support them in achieving their academic and individual goals. Research shows that those who start secondary school have a higher standard of living and longer life expectancy, are less prone to be victimized or to be drawn into criminal activity. However, due to the still present practice of educational segregation, early pregnancy, repeated failures at school, severe social problems and the lack of background help, disadvantaged Roma girls often drop out while struggling in primary school. The most sensitive age for these girls is 11–14, when due to the changes caused by adolescence they are most vulnerable and they have to face both physical and mental challenges. This can be an ordeal for anybody, but for disadvantaged children who, among other hardships, often have to face social ostracism and severe financial problems, this time can be extremely painful. The project is based on our unique educational methodology that integrates experimental, environmental and art education with a double aim; on the one hand to facilitate an enjoyable learning process for the students, on the other hand to provide them with a safe and understanding environment by educating the adults they are most often in connection with. On the long run our aim is to empower, educate and support these Roma girls during their secondary school education by involving them as peer leaders in our future projects and to rely on them as volunteers in the future.

Specific objectives
1) Prevention of victimization

1) Discussions about gender roles

2) Counselling for families about their roles in supporting girls’ education

3) Counselling for girls about their career plans

4) Academic support

5) Building an active alumni community/network of the grantees

5) Encouraging network building among experts and support service providers

Locations
Budapest, Salgótarján, Tiszafüred, Agárd (Hungary)

Duration
September 1, 2018 – June 30, 2019 (10 months)

Problem statement

"The rates of Romani children attending schools are, 'throughout the country, considerably lower than those of other children, particularly where girls are concerned'. The high dropout rates of Romani girls are related to school segregation, early marriage and early childbearing, requiring integrated policies as stressed by various NGOs."

Empowerment of Romani Women within the European Framework of National Roma Inclusion Strategies, Country Report on Hungary, 2013, p. 26. 

Researchers have determined that many of the same brain structures are involved in both remembering and forecasting. They looked at activity in the brain’s default network, which includes the hippocampus as well as regions that involve processing personal information, spatial navigation, and sensory information. They found that activity in many of these regions was almost completely overlapping when people remembered and imagined future events.

In our western culture, the life script is something like: go to school, move out of your parents’ place, get one or more college degrees, find a job, fall in love, get married, buy a house, have kids, retire, have grandchildren, die. However, these milestones of life are not available for disadvantaged children, because there are no such life scripts in their environment that they could learn from and imitate. Therefore, when picturing their future life, these children revert back to the failures of their parents and grandparents, re-enacting their wrong decisions (e.g. early pregnancy, dropping out of school). Research also shows that by simply talking about ideas and plans, the brain creates so-called "future memories". These can be further strengthened by interactive drama games thus providing disadvantaged children with a pool of future memories and the possibility of imagining a different way of life.

It would be useless to work only with the children, because most of their problems are rooted in their family background and the widespread social exclusion of the Roma. We have to create a safe environment for them by counselling their teachers, families and the local administrators, as well.

Both Salgótarján and Tiszafüred are under-developed towns with a high rate of Roma population, severe unemployment and overworked social services. Youth in these areas often lack motivation, drop out of school and start loitering under social pressure. Without a marketable degree and future prospects, they begin to marginalize which can lead to severe behavioural difficulties and disorders, leading to further isolation and unwelcome labels.

Target groups

Primary targets: 8–8 disadvantaged Roma girls (aged 11–14) in Salgótarján and Tiszafüred

Secondary targets: their teachers, parents (or other adult family members they live with), social workers, members of the local administration

Tertiary targets: NGOs, educational experts

Our approach

“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete." 
Buckminster Fuller

Dragonfly, an educational programme for elementary school children started in 2008 and it has co-operated with over 300 schools in Hungary, and Hungarian-speaking institutions in Romania, Ukraine, Slovakia, Slovenia and Serbia reaching thousands of teachers and over 10 000 students each year. The main goal is to provide schools with a visually attractive literary and ecological children’s magazine for free and instructing the teachers about how to use it in their everyday work. The programme’s website provides over 5000 different auxiliary materials, children and teachers have the opportunity to take part in various creative competitions and tenders. 

Dragonfly magazine is unique not only because it is exquisitely designed and contains well-written, funny and interesting poems, tales and articles that accommodate the special needs of elementary school children, but due to its complexity in content and purpose. It is outstanding, because it combines the advantages of a colourful magazine with the educational materials of a schoolbook. There are no similar children’s magazines in Hungary.

In the past decade we have built up a network of volunteers of several hundred teachers, professionals and NGOs all over Hungary and in the neighbouring countries. One of the most important goals of our program has always been the fight for social equality by education, and we have had several programs (funded by e.g. OSF, EEA and Norway Grants) that targeted specific groups of disadvantaged people (disadvantaged teenagers, the homeless, the migrants, handicapped children).

The schools of Salgótarján and Tiszafüred have been part of our educational program since 2008. Since 2014 the teachers who are to be part of the project team are members of our Voluntary Mentor Network and receive additional trainings and auxiliary materials four times a year. They have successfully participated in several of our projects. Besides being teachers, one of them is also a special needs teacher, the other is a child protection specialist. This proposal is based on their experience, local knowledge and suggestions.

The group meetings for all stakeholders are designed by using the Art of Hosting to create a safe background community for the students, but are also important for the schools, because they show an ideal communicative method that can be applied to unite adults for the best interest of the children. The Art of Hosting offers a blend of some of the most powerful methods to create open and meaningful conversation that leads to commitment and good results.  It is based on mutual respect, which is essential when dealing with the Roma who are often humiliated by the Hungarian authorities. Working with a range of collaborative methods – like The Way of Council, Appreciative Inquiry, ProAction Café, storytelling and more – the trainers will tailor the approach to their context and purpose. Each meeting will have a different topic targeting one of the specific objectives (e. g. victimization, gender roles, education, career plans, networking).

The Way of Council engenders a co-operative, compassionate and inclusive way of communication. Particularly effective in group dynamics, the Council promotes deep listening and attentive focus, authentic and pertinent expression. In Council we practice to listen without taking our judgments and the labels we hear of others into consideration. We try to pay attention to the culture, the essence and wisdom of what is being said. The Council intentions are about co-creating a space where we can connect to our stories and feel enough trust to share them. The Council helps to build a community, it curtails loneliness and insecurity and supports a culture of truthfulness, empowerment and value in being heard. This method originates from the Native American tribe of the Ojai.

Appreciative Inquiry is an attitudinal strategy for intentional change that identifies the best of 'what is' to pursue dreams and possibilities of 'what could be'; a cooperative search for strengths and passions and life-giving forces that are found within every system that holds potential for inspired, positive change.

The Pro Action Café is a space for creative and action-oriented conversation where participants are invited to bring their own ideas, questions and feelings.

We will co-operate with Látótér Foundation that was established in 2014 and has years of experience in applying the Art of Hosting. The name ‘Látótér’ literally means „field of vision”. Its meaning has many layers, but one of the most important is the awareness that physically the human eye can “see” only a small portion of what surrounds us. To be able to see more we have to move our eyes, heads and body: change our perspectives, focus and position. With this active attitude and effort, we can create alternative future memories and realize many things outside our limited perspective about our lifes, our communities and ourselves. The Látótér Foundation runs an after school support program in Gárdony (Gárdonyi Tanoda), carries out local and international projects, organizes artistic, cultural and educational events.


Students will receive a scholarship at the last week of each month they have successfully participated in the program. Experience in similar projects shows that it is better to give the scholarship towards the end of the month, because by then the socially disadvantaged families typically run out of money, and this relatively small amount can make all the difference. Depending on the background information the teachers gather about the families, the scholarship can be cash or a voucher for food or school supplies. As this source of income will only be available if the child attends the workshops regularly, the family must support the child’s attendance.

Planned Activities

1) Selection of students and needs assessment on the field, implemented by local school teachers who are mentors in our educational program and the trainers (2 weeks). Personal background knowledge, various tests, family visits, interviews will be applied to select the participating students.

2) Training for teachers in Budapest (1 day). The two trainers will organize a 6-hour-long methodological training for the 4–4 teachers of the two schools. Beside the two teachers who are part of the project team, we will invite 3–3 colleagues working in the same schools who are interested and are willing to give voluntary help. This could also be useful if the teachers fall ill for a period of time and need somebody to help out and it will also increase the number of our active volunteers. NGOs and educational experts will also be invited to the training to contribute their ideas.

3) Group workshops for the students in Salgótarján and Tiszafüred (15 occasions in each location). The teachers will use lesson plans worked out by the trainers in the workshops. Based on poems, tales and articles published in Dragonfly magazine, the activities will include drama games, co-operative techniques, various art forms to achieve the joy of creation and outdoor games while discussing gender roles, personal choices, victimization and future plans. Each workshop will target one of the specific objectives (e. g. victimization, gender roles, education, career plans, networking) without being too obvious or didactic. Instead of passively listening to the usual cautionary lessons, the children will take an active role in forming their own future memories.

4) Supervision. The trainers will visit both locations three times to supervise the workshops and to pinpoint any problems that might arise. In case of an emergency the teachers can communicate with the trainers any time and if necessary, they can request an extra meeting in location.

5) Group meetings for all stakeholders (students, teachers, parents, NGOs, local administration) in Salgótarján, Tiszafüred (4–4 occasions in both locations). Children and the most important adults in their environment will participate together in group activities. The group meetings will apply the methods of “Art of Hosting” to create a safe and friendly atmosphere where dialogues can be formed. The teachers will invite the participants who will form mixed groups of children and adults. Family members will not necessarily join the same group as we intend these group meetings to help in building a strong community where adults feel responsible for all the children, not just their own. The two trainers who have experience in the Art of Hosting will facilitate the meetings.

6) Online support of teachers (continuous). Besides the detailed lesson plans for the workshops, the trainers will send auxiliary materials, background materials, ideas for gamification and various tips to the teachers and will be ready to provide help if needed.

7) Youth camp for all participants (2 days). Besides the 16 students, 2–2 teachers (2 participants of the project team and 2 volunteers) and the 2 trainers, NGOs and professionals will be invited to participate at their own charge and to contribute their ideas.  

The children will partake in games and activities that help with team building, promote their concentration and communication skills, and increase their self-esteem, self-confidence and assertiveness. 

The camp will also provide an ideal opportunity for students of the two schools to get to know each other and form friendships, thus setting the base for their future network. The teachers will have time to discuss their experiences and to share their methods of problem solving.

The camp will be organized in Agárd, close to the Lake Velence, thus providing an excellent site for both relaxation and work. As most of these disadvantaged children are never taken to summer vacations by their families, this experience is also important in building their future memories.

8) Online dissemination of methods, results and experiences. As it is planned to be a pilot project, it is essential to disseminate its methods, results and experiences in order to draw professional attention. At the end of the project we plan to publish an online collection of the lesson plans, a description of the methodology and a sum-up of the evaluated results. As one of the trainers is an editor with two decades of experience, it will be her task to put all the material into shape. The publication will be freely downloadable.

Sustainability

The proposed project is planned to be an initiative we hope to continue on the long run. According to our intentions, the initiative will not be dependent on the financial support of the OSF for long years. When the program will somewhat become more established (in terms of proven methodology, practical experiences, community embeddedness and visibility) the following resources are planned to be used to maintain and continue the initiative:

– Volunteers’ work: For the time being, a vast amount of volunteer work (related to the management, the practical implementation and the content of the project) is invested into the ongoing educational program. In the future, more volunteers can be involved (in order to alleviate the burdens of the current project team).

– Alumni involvement: One of the main objectives of the proposed initiative is to build an active alumni community/network of the grantees, who will contribute to the program as mentors or volunteers.

– Corporate Social Responsibility: When the program is established and visible enough, sources provided by for-profit actors, within the framework of their corporate social responsibility strategies, are envisaged.

– Crowd-funding: we will raise funds to cover the cost of the scholarship project by using online ‘crowd-funding’ methods.

– ‘One percent’ of personal income tax: According to Hungarian legislation, individuals are entitled to designate 1 % of their personal income tax to ‘public benefit’ charities/NGOs when submitting their annual tax returns. As the Applicant organization is eligible to receive ‘one percent’ from individual tax payers, we plan to strengthen our efforts to increase the amount of income from this source by more intense campaigning before the tax return deadline. 

– Other donors: When the program is visible enough and can be presented to foreign experts, we plan to organize professional workshops/meetings for them that may be eligible for funding provided by embassies or other national or foreign entities, e.g. regarding the costs of inviting foreign experts/speakers.

