Roma School in Mali Krivak
Buds and Butterflies Learning Serbian
By Milosav Slavko Pesic, Smederevo




White Butterfly elementary school in Smederevo, a city 40 kilometers away from Belgrade, was opened without the usual noise and festivities. Nobody was there to cut the ribbon, there weren't any speeches, toasts, or floodlights. The 40 or so students first enter and then leave the school, located in a rented house. The classroom is chilly because the house is not equipped with a heating system and the hard, concrete floors are covered with cheap carpets. All of them are wearing sweaters provided by the Caritas humanitarian organization to keep them from catching cold. This is how work on a school for Roma children from the squatter settlement of Mali Krivak, which has about 500 homes, began in March 2002.

The school was launched by the Democratic Association of Roma and financed by the embassy of Finland and the Danish Refugee Council. The children will take Serbian classes because many of them don't speak the official language. "May our children too learn a foreign language," jokes Demir Kurtesi, president of the Democratic Association of Roma.

Many Roma children living in Serbia don't speak Serbian and classes still aren't taught in Roma in state-run schools. The first seven years of elementary school are mandatory, but many young Roma never start school in the first place. "Parents are ashamed of sending their kids off to school barefoot and naked, so they end up illiterate," says Kurtesi. White Butterfly elementary is supposed to teach Roma children Serbian to help them fit in better at state schools and continue their education.

Teachers Svetlana Jevtic and Aleksandra Djurkovic say working with Roma children will be a new experience, adding that they will learn Serbian through fun and games. Initially, an elderly Roma acted as a classroom interpreter, helping the children and teacher to understand each other. The Roma still don't have teachers of their own capable of teaching their children Serbian.

The program will last six months. After that, it's up to the Association to try to find new donors to keep the project alive. It being that the Association is based in an abandoned railway car, that may be a bit hard to do.

The school operates in two shifts. Children ages five to seven, known as "buds" are in the first, whereas the second shift consists of those between the ages of seven and 12, called "butterflies." Teacher Jevtic says all children are tested before being admitted, adding that a final test will gauge their progress. Many of the children have very short attention spans and this worries her. Still, Jevtic says most have learned enough Serbian to understand classes in Serbian, which, she stresses, is a major accomplishment. "Some children's attendance is very irregular because they have working parents, so there isn't anybody to tell them that it's time for school or they have to stay home and take care of younger brothers or sisters," says Jevtic. 

Trying to boost attendance, Jevtic tries to pick up as many as she can on her way to school. Although Jevtic says all of her pupils are good students, Dzemail Ibrahimi, 10, and Melisa Murinu, 9, she says, are particularly devoted to their studies. "You should've seen Dzemail's surprise when he first picked up a pencil. To say that he was fascinated with what a pencil can do is an understatement. He was thrilled. As for Melisa, rest and games are secondary to her notebooks, pencils, and erasers. She is so attached to her corner, where she sits and writes, that she would even sleep at school." Surhan Rasiti is nine years old. He's satisfied with what he's learned at school and this fall will start the first grade at a school in town. "I know the letters and everything. I know the numbers two and three, and today we're going to learn the number five," says the nine-year-old. Surhan also knows several poems and stories by heart:
"Should I Sing to You," "Cinderella," "Sleeping Beauty," and "The Wolf and the Seven Lambs."
Sabri Sabani, 9, comes to school with his brother, ten-year-old Orhan. They come from a family of 12. After finishing a state school, Orhan wants to become a police officer because he likes the way they're dressed and how "nobody can push them around." Subrina Kriezi is 11. In her arms lies her sister, Valerija, who's not even one yet. She has another sister and two brothers at home. She says she's learned a lot. "Could you write a letter," I ask. "Well, I couldn't do that much yet," she replies.

Sasa Sabani, 40, is a father of 10 and makes a living collecting cardboard and bottles. He's delighted with the school. "I'm glad that the Democratic Association of Roma has opened a school in Mali Krivak. It's nearby, the kids can go there barefoot and I can't send them into town like that. They're ashamed to go barefoot but what can I do when I can't even buy them socks, let alone shoes. This way at least I know my children will be speaking Serbian when they start elementary school," says Sabani, who has three children attending White Butterfly.

This is how Roma living in the Smederevo region are fighting for an education. Although small, this is definitely an important contribution to helping advance the very low level of education among Yugoslavia's Roma population. According to official statistics, out of the 800,000 to 900,000 Roma living in the country, only 3,983 were enrolled in elementary school in the 2001/2002 school year. Only several hundred are attending university. Roma associations believe success in the battle for better education is crucial to ending the viscous circle of poverty and ignorance. However, they can do little on their own. They will need help from humanitarian and non-government organizations, and above all, from the state they live in. 
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