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Overview

The 2021 Census laid bare significant disparities across various social metrics for individuals in the Gypsy and Irish
Traveller communities. According to the Census data, 56.8% of those identifying as Gypsy or Irish Traveller lacked
qualifications, a sharp contrast to the 18.2% figure for the general population of England and Wales.
Moreover, Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller youths are achieving lower educational qualifications and facing higher rates of
formal school exclusions compared to their peers in the UK. 

Research underscores the pivotal role of the relationship between schools and parents and the cultivation of cultural
awareness within educational institutions in shaping the experiences of Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller students. Notably,
the Department for Education and Ofsted emphasise the significance of nurturing positive relationships among teachers,
students, and parents in the educational process. Furthermore, schools are mandated by the 2007 Education Act to
promote "community cohesion," prompting our efforts to engage with specific schools with substantial Gypsy Roma
Traveller student populations to foster cohesion and involvement among parents.

Additionally, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children exhibit the lowest attendance rates and highest exclusion rates of any
ethnic group, with many failing to transition from primary to secondary education. Mobility among these communities
often results in educational disruptions and a lack of educational continuity. Whether mobile or settled, children and
adolescents from Gypsy/Traveller backgrounds may require tailored support to surmount educational barriers, which
frequently culminate in poor attendance and premature departure from school; these challenges, in turn, jeopardise the
long-term integration and well-being of Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller people, consequently impacting their overall health
and welfare.

Addressing these entrenched issues demands a comprehensive strategy encompassing the establishment of inclusive
learning environments, the implementation of anti-bullying measures, ensuring equitable access to technology and
digital literacy training, mitigating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on education, and devising specialised support
systems for Gypsy, Roma and Traveller families. By proactively tackling these obstacles, schools and policymakers can
strive towards diminishing dropout rates and enhancing educational outcomes for Gypsy, Roma and Traveller students.

Relevant legislation and treaties

Articles 28 and 29 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child

Articles 28 and 29 focus on a child’s right to an education and the quality and content of education. Article 28 says that
“State Parties recognise the right of children to education” and “should take all appropriate measures to ensure that
school discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity.” 

Article 29 focuses on the aims of education, saying that governments agree that “the education of the child shall be
directed to:

The development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential.
The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and the principles enshrined in the Charter
of the United Nations.
The development of respect for the child’s parents, their own cultural identity, language and values, for the national
values of the country where the child is living, the country from which they may originate and civilisations different
from their own.
The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance,
equality of sexes and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious groups and persons of indigenous
origin.
The development of respect for the natural environment.

The 1990 World Declaration on Education for All described education as consisting of essential learning tools such as
literacy, numeracy and problem-solving combined with knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required by human beings
to survive, develop potential, to improve the quality of their lives, to make informed decisions and to continue learning.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census


Exclusions 

School exclusion for Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children is a significant concern, with these communities experiencing
disproportionately high rates compared to other ethnic groups. Exclusion refers to the temporary or permanent removal
of a student from school as a disciplinary measure. There are several factors contributing to the elevated levels of
exclusion among Gypsy and Traveller children:

Cultural misunderstandings: Schools may not fully understand or appreciate the cultural background and lifestyle of
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children. This can lead to misunderstandings, miscommunication, and ultimately,
disciplinary actions that result in exclusion.

Bullying and discrimination: Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children often face bullying and discrimination from their peers
due to their ethnicity or nomadic lifestyle. This hostile environment can lead to conflicts, resulting in exclusionary
measures.

Mobility and attendance: Nomadism for some Gypsy and Traveller families can lead to irregular attendance patterns.
Frequent travel can lead to missed lessons, which can contribute to exclusion.  The Department for Education has
issued guidance for schools and codes that can be applied to registers so that such absences are not recorded as
unauthorised. Unfortunately, only a few schools are aware of or apply these codes.  

Lack of support: Some Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children may not receive adequate support or resources to address
their specific needs within the school system. This can include language barriers, learning difficulties, or social and
emotional challenges, which may exacerbate behavioural issues and increase the likelihood of exclusion.

Stereotypes and stigma: Negative stereotypes and stigma surrounding Gypsy and Traveller communities can influence
teachers' perceptions and expectations of these children. This can result in biased disciplinary actions and a lack of
support for addressing underlying issues, leading to exclusion.

Addressing school exclusion among Gypsy and Traveller children requires a holistic approach that includes cultural
sensitivity training for educators, targeted support services, promoting inclusion and acceptance within schools, and
involving parents and the community in developing solutions. By recognising and addressing the unique challenges
faced by these communities, schools can create a more supportive and inclusive environment that reduces the need for
exclusionary measures and promotes the academic success and well-being of all students.



Inclusive Teaching Environments

Many schools overlook Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller cultures
and histories in their curriculum. This lack of recognition leads
to poorer educational outcomes for these children. To address
this, integrating their histories into school curricula and
commemorating Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller History Month in
June would foster broader recognition of their significance in
national and European societies. Additionally, the scarcity of
representation in school textbooks, particularly highlighted by a
2020 Council of Europe study ranking the UK lowest
underscores the importance of positive narratives to create a
welcoming learning atmosphere.

Including the persecution of these communities in historical
teachings, alongside the Holocaust, is vital to combat hate.
Introducing lessons on their plight serves as a powerful tool
against discrimination.

Teacher training on Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller cultures and
histories is imperative to cultivate a better understanding and
foster inclusivity within classrooms. Moreover, employing
educators and staff from these communities ensures positive
role models and strengthens ties between schools and families.

Bullying and discrimination

Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children frequently face pervasive racism and discriminatory treatment within school
environments, as evidenced by surveys and research conducted by organisations such as Friends, Families and
Travellers and the Anti-Bullying Alliance. A 2019 survey revealed that a staggering 86% of these students cited
bullying as their primary challenge in school, closely followed by experiences of racism at 73%. The research
highlights a range of distressing experiences endured by these young individuals, including negative labelling,
differential treatment, unaddressed racist language, disbelief when reporting bullying, and the perception of being
predisposed to aggression.

Unfortunately, the prevalence of racist bullying contributes to diminished educational achievements and
disproportionately high rates of exclusion among Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller children. The findings from the 2012
School Exclusions Inquiry conducted by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner further underscore systemic
issues within the education system. The inquiry revealed that certain groups, particularly Gypsy, Roma, and Irish
Traveller children, were more likely to appeal wrongful exclusions successfully. This trend suggests an alarming
pattern of unfair targeting of these communities for exclusion despite subsequent successful appeals highlighting
institutional errors.

Overall, the experiences of Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller children underscore the pressing need for schools to
address racism, discrimination, and bullying effectively. Failing to do so perpetuates harm and undermines these
children's educational opportunities and well-being.



Digital exclusion

The severity of digital exclusion was starkly illuminated during the
COVID-19 pandemic, magnifying the unique and pressing
circumstances faced by Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller families. The
combination of larger families, confined living spaces, and the
need for access to online education resources posed significant
challenges. The absence of home learning tools such as laptops
and parental literacy and digital skills gaps further complicated the
situation.

Before the pandemic, a 2020 Education Policy Institute report
revealed a significant educational attainment gap, with
Gypsy/Roma pupils lagging almost three years behind their White
British peers at the GCSE level. However, the COVID-19
pandemic, as highlighted by subsequent research in 2022, has not
only failed to narrow this gap but has widened it, exacerbating
existing disparities.

Amidst the challenges of remote learning during lockdowns, many
schools have shifted predominantly to online systems for various
tasks, including homework submission, lunch/trip payments, and
scheduling parent-teacher conferences. However, this transition
has created significant barriers for parents grappling with literacy
and digital literacy issues and those facing data poverty. The
inability to engage with the school and support their child's learning
due to these barriers could lead to disengagement from the
educational system altogether.

Non-formal and vocational education

Non-formal and vocational education initiatives can play a vital role in fostering social integration and empowering
Gypsy and Traveller communities to pursue their aspirations. By equipping individuals with tangible skills and
knowledge, facilitating collaborative partnerships, and advocating for inclusive policies, these endeavours can help
break down barriers to education and enable Gypsies and Travellers to make meaningful contributions to society.

Cultural sensitivity is paramount in designing these programs. They should respect and incorporate the traditions,
languages, and cultural practices of Gypsy and Traveller communities. Recognising and valuing their cultural heritage
helps to build trust and engagement, making the educational experience more meaningful and effective.

Flexibility is essential to accommodate the nomadic lifestyles of many Gypsies and Travellers. Traditional formal
education structures may not be suitable for some. Therefore, non-formal education programs should be adaptable and
accessible, utilising approaches such as mobile education units, community-based learning centres, and online
platforms to reach individuals wherever they may be.

Moreover, the content of these programs should be directly relevant to the economic opportunities available to Gypsy
and Traveller communities. Vocational training in trades such as construction, automotive repair, hospitality, agriculture,
and entrepreneurship can equip individuals with practical skills to secure employment or start their businesses, thereby
improving their socioeconomic prospects.

Collaborative partnerships are instrumental in the success of non-formal education initiatives. Government agencies,
NGOs, community organisations, and educational institutions should work together to leverage resources, expertise,
and networks better to support the educational needs of Gypsy and Traveller communities. By pooling their efforts,
these stakeholders can maximise the impact of their interventions and address systemic barriers more effectively.



Further education

In April 2022, the Centre on the Dynamics of Ethnicity at the University of Manchester released findings from the
Evidence for Equality National Survey, conducted from February to November 2021, which examined the experiences
of ethnic and religious minorities during the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey revealed disproportionately low rates of
university attendance and high levels of individuals within the Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller communities lacking formal
qualifications. The survey categorised ethnicity as 'Roma' and 'Gypsy/Traveller' and highlighted the following:

55% of Roma respondents and 51% of Gypsy/Traveller respondents had no formal qualifications.
Compared to the 'White British' group (32%), higher percentages of degree-educated individuals were observed in
most ethnic minority groups, except for 'Roma' (6%), 'Gypsy/Traveller' (19%), and 'Any other Black' (27%) ethnic
groups.

While certain ethnic minority groups were more likely to hold higher occupational positions, individuals from these
groups were overrepresented in the lowest occupational class of semi-routine and routine occupations compared to
'White British' individuals, particularly among 'Roma,' 'Gypsy/Traveller,' 'Mixed White and Black Caribbean,' and
'Eastern European' populations.

Additionally, data and analysis from the 2021 Census provided insights into qualifications and higher education
attainment across ethnic groups:

The 'White: Gypsy or Irish Traveller' ethnic group had the highest percentage of individuals with no formal qualifications
at 57% and the lowest proportion of individuals with higher-level qualifications (Level 4 or above) at 11%.
The 'White: Roma' ethnic group followed with the next highest percentage of individuals lacking formal qualifications at
31%.

Education on the move

Supporting Gypsy and Traveller families in accessing and
maintaining education presents distinct challenges. Typically, these
families can request absences from school during work-related travel,
provided their child meets minimum attendance requirements (such
as 200 half-day sessions per year). To accommodate this, Gypsy and
Traveller children often have 'dual registration,' allowing them to keep
their place at their 'base' school while away, with their absence
officially sanctioned. While technically possible, enrolling in other
schools while travelling can take time and effort.

Previously, Local Authority Traveller Education Services played a
crucial role in aiding Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller children in
accessing and maintaining education while they were on the move.
However, in recent years, many of these services have experienced
a decline due to the need for dedicated funding and financial
limitations. Nonetheless, there are still some pockets of excellence.
Within such services, students are assigned learning targets, and
proactive measures are taken to prevent disengagement if it
becomes a concern. These services serve as a vital intermediary,
facilitating communication between families and various support
agencies to ensure comprehensive assistance for those in need.



Recommendations:

The Government should develop and publish the promised cross-departmental Strategy to address the inequalities
experienced by Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller communities, with a strong focus on educational outcomes.

Reintroduce ring-fenced targeted funding for local authorities nationwide to support Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller
children in accessing and maintaining education, similar to the previous Traveller Education Services network.

Schools should receive Pupil Premium for all Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller children to enhance educational
resources and outcomes.

Implement the Council of Europe’s recommendation from July 2020 to include Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller
histories and cultures, including the Romani Genocide, in the school curriculum. And Support schools in
celebrating Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller History Month in June.

Schools should explicitly include Gypsies, Roma, and Travellers in their anti-bullying policies and enforce zero
tolerance of bullying and racism toward these pupils.

Provide teachers with training on Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller cultures and histories.

Schools should collaborate with parents to overcome any barriers digital systems pose, offering alternative
engagement methods.

Incorporate specific questions about the attainment of Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller children in Ofsted inspections.

Advocacy for inclusive policies is essential to ensure that Gypsy and Traveller communities have equitable access
to education and support services. This includes addressing issues such as discrimination, segregation, and
inadequate funding for educational programs. By advocating for local, regional, and national policy changes,
stakeholders can create a more supportive environment for Gypsy and Traveller education.

About Us...

GATE Herts is a representative organisation for Gypsy and Traveller people across Hertfordshire. 

Our aim is to improve quality of life for our communities. We work in partnership to address the
issues which affect our Accommodation, Health, Education and Discrimination.

Contact us: 01707 247088 
Websites: gateherts.org.uk


