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1 Introduction

Slovakia, as several other neighbouring countries of the Central and Eastern Europe, has a great number of inhabitants of Roma origin. The Roma population, compared to the majority population is rapidly growing. A great deal of Roma minority belongs to the disadvantaged part of inhabitants.

According to the opinion of sociologists the concept of the social disadvantage is often understood in terms of individual and family pathology. However, the economical and social structures causing the disadvantage are often responsible for this state. Even such opinions have been appeared that disadvantaged parents transmitted their own "deprivation" to their children and set up an intergenerational cycle of poverty and disadvantage. Some generally recognised attributes of disadvantage can be summarised as follows:

· high proportion of sub-standard and over-crowded dwellings, where the disadvantaged inhabitants are living,

· high unemployment rates in the region due to socio-economical changes and changes in labour market requirements,

· high proportion of unskilled or semi-skilled workers among disadvantaged inhabitants,

· high proportion of those whose mother language differ from the educational or they speak it poorly or not at all,

· fast growing of population with rising school enrols,

· racism and racial intolerance towards the disadvantaged population,

· problems with organisation of educational process, the elimination of educational institutions, the shortage of well educated teachers ready to teach the children from socially disadvantaged environment, low educational achievements of children caused by their lack of motivation to learn and low readiness for school, a great deal of pupils with special educational needs and bilingual (bidialectal) pupils.

Since the democratic society cannot accept such disadvantage and accompanying prejudices, it is the role of the competent authorities to introduce measures to eliminate rise of disadvantaged life conditions. Some of the issues could be solved within the school system. One of them is a creation of equal conditions in the area of education for all the children. These include fair and objective assessment of preconditions of Roma children for education in standard schools. Solution of that task should contribute the endeavour which is based on objective and bias-free assessment of the school readiness and development of such differential-diagnostic tools, which should lead to reintegration of socially disadvantaged children from special schools to standard schools. Above mentioned problems are solved in our project. The submitted Interim report II inform the state of current solution of this project.
2 Current state of affairs
Because of high time-consumption and methodological complexity of the two research tasks, which are solved in different fields, there was a need for more research capacities. It was inevitable that two parallel teams of experts should implement the project:

· First team concentrating on assessment of the school readiness (experts: Marušková, Mesárošová) is finalizing the implementation of the research in pre-school institutions, Roma villages and preparatory classes of standard primary schools.

· Second team, which deals with development of differential- diagnostic methodology of Roma children in selected classes of the primary schools - standard and special ones regarding the level of cognitive abilities (experts: Farkašová, Špotáková, Kundrátová, Dočkal) started their research activities in September in spite of delay caused by the necessity to clarify conditions of the participation of the experts on the project.
This report provides information on the progress of the implementation of the project during the July – September 2003.
2.1 External factors influencing the project implementation
Following external factor had an impact of the implementation of the project in the given period of time:

· First team concentrated from June to September 2003 on the assessment of readiness and developmental level of school maturity of children in pre-school age. The assessment took place in summer months and the pace of the work was slower than expected due to the fact that  great number of Roma children do not visit the kindergartens or better say they are visited by them very rarely what caused the reduction of the potential children to be tested. Kindergarten teachers or Roma assistants in some localities promised that there would have been enough children. But after the experts´ coming on the spot, there was not the promised number of children, therefore in some cases, e.g. Detva, Košice the investigation must have been repeated.
· In the cases, when the children (mainly children from villages) did not understand very well the instructions due to the lack of knowledge of the educational language, the testing was took more time (the help of Roma assistant was necessary) and consequently did not allow to keep a fixed time-table of research activities.
· In process of collecting the personal data and monitoring of home environment, it was necessary to obtain the trust of the parents and other legal representatives of children what required informal communication and expression of the interest in them, their children, their life style and their needs, even after the testing could take a place.

· It was necessary to respect the pace of individual children which is quite different (from 35 - 50 minutes).

2.2 Internal factors influencing the project implementation
· The comments on the selection of tasks included in the final version of the testing battery were received in different ways. The experts (psychologists from research as well as from advisory centres) had a good opportunity to get familiar with proposed tests, preliminary results and had sufficient time for commenting. 
The modification of several tasks:

· the change of some pictures because they were not absolutely culture fair,

· the change of some pictures and items, to which the children reacted in different way as it was expected,

· the change in order of tasks and dislocation of the pictures (not to produce the stereotypical answers in the cases, where the pictures are repeatedly equally dislocated on the page,

· the transfer of some pictorial tests into for the practical tasks.
3 Activities and tasks implemented in the given period
3.1 Activities

In the time period June – September 2003, the teams of experts continued in the implementation of working tasks related to the first two specific objectives of the research project (according to ToR).

· to re-evaluate, update and define new diagnostic and entrance tests, screening the  school readiness of children from socially disadvantaged environment,

· to develop the diagnostic tools to differentiate between the social and mental retardation of children, attending the special schools.

Based on the division of the tasks between two expert teams and the necessity to devote more attention to the research of school readiness in the field, the first team (experts Marušková, Mesárošová) primarily focused on working tasks - 8, 9, 10 and 11. The experts administrated two questionnaires - Collection of personal data of the child and Monitoring of the family environment in pre-school institutions, community (pastoral) centres of the Roma villages and preparatory classes of the primary school, in order to get information from the teachers, parents and social workers about the environment the child is coming from, about its personal history and possible motivation of the child to cooperate during testing (working task 8).

At the same time the experts started to verify the school readiness of children in 8 types of tasks (working task 9):

· the 1st task concentrated on the assessment of the size, number and order

· the 2nd task concentrated on the assessment of the visual perception

· the 3 rd task concentrated on the assessment of recognition abilities

· the 4th task concentrated on the assessment of situations and object categorization (the base of social cognition)

· the 5th task (set of tasks) concentrated on the school maturity assessment (inspired by Piaget tasks) – keeping the amount, asymmetrical ordering, keeping order, position in space

· the 6th  task concentrated on the fine motor skills

· the 7th task concentrated on the understanding  of the official educational language

· the 8th task concentrated on the geometrical shapes and their relations

For better idea about tasks´ character see the attachment 1 - Instructions to tests of school capability.
The outcome of the testing and the comments of applied tests is the updated concept of school readiness (working task 10). Its the verification was realized in the period April – September 2003 (working task 11). So far, 281 children have been tested. Still there should be tested a small sample of children from the districts of southern part of Slovakia (about 20 or 30 children) in order to respect sample the proportionality of the demographic indicators - the location, taking into account the educational language of the child, etc..

In connection with the fulfilment of the working tasks 14 (Monitoring  of the school  environment) and 15 (The analysis of the teacher-pupil interaction), the research capacities were divided and the activities related to the assessment of the pupils of the first classes at primary school given to the second team of experts.

Working task 18 related to the development of the methodology of the training about entrance tests measuring the school readiness was realized continuously, whereas (whereby) the emphasis were put on justification of selected methods, the particular tasks and description of the methodological proceeding of the children testing. The results of children testing (approximately 300) that are currently being processed by the content and statistical analysis should be presented during the seminar, which should take place at the end of October, beginning November 2003.
The basic concept of school readiness experts of the first team tested on children from 14 locations of Slovakia. 

	Jarovnice
	30 children  

	Levoča
	18 children  

	Žiar nad Hronom
	23 children 

	Kľačany
	8 children  

	Jelka
	15 children   

	Košice – Luník IX
	35 children 

	Dobšina
	20 children

	Nálepkovo
	41 children

	Detva
	13 children

	Liptovska Teplička
	11 children  

	Važec
	6  children 

	Petrová, Frička 
	22 children

	Rožňava
	10 children

	Spišska Nova Ves
	8 children

	Zborov
	21 children

	TOTAL 
	281 children


Tested children went through various pre-school preparation processes. Some of the children fully attended kindergarten; others had just the least possible preparation of duration of 1 month and the others did not have any preparation at all and they were solving majority types of the tasks for the first time.

Selection and correction of the items and the pictures in the test has been consulted with specialist from psychological research and practice while tested.

3.2 Current activities – tasks focused on assessment of child’s school readiness.

During the months of June till September 2003,  main activities of the team 1 have oriented on testing the Roma children from the different social environments. At the same time, the experts verified also the selection of updated and newly defined tests, which should serve as a one of the criteria for placing the children into:
· standard primary school

· preparatory class of standard primary school

· special school or class (after going through differential diagnostic tests) 

Since the selection of tasks and theoretical background was presented in the first Interim report, in annex 2 we provide the justification for the selection of the methods and their capacity to predict the schools success. 
Updated and newly defined tasks have in comparison to ones being used so far some specifics, which should better reflect the concrete needs of Roma children:

1 The final set of tasks in the test includes tasks, which emphasize school readiness, as well as the tasks oriented to find out level of developmental maturity.

2 The test tasks are not culturally biased – those pictures, subjects and items, which did not meet these criteria, has been replaced by the proper ones.

3 In order to discriminate individual shapes, mainly bigger pictures are included to the test tasks.

4 Used pictures were particular, but the shapes were simplified (not perfect in artistic way), so to be familiar for young children.

5 In the tests were understanding of instructions is more complicated it is possible to guide a child through exercise tasks. In the cases where the language maturity was not realized it was possible to use Roma assistant during exercise.

6 Tasks should be presented in the given sequence, but can be also used separately in order to monitor performance in particular area.

7 Understanding of language is not evaluated only in one task but it is done in more tasks where the child must understand the instructions of expert.

Majority of children from tested sample got through the major part abovementioned tasks. As another strategic step it is necessary to:

· Evaluate achieved outcomes, review them, do statistics operations – to set the frequency of outcome in individual tasks, to set average values and determined variations from the average values followed by calculation of correlations in between reached results in particular tasks.

· Find out the interaction rate of outcome in individual tasks, which factors will be created within 8 suggested tasks with regard on basic school skills (reading, writing, counting) or social skills.

· Compare performance of children from different social environment, e.g. children attending kindergartens and children without pre-school education, children integrated and children segregated (living in the ghettos).

· Evaluate performance of individual child regarding school readiness and level of school maturity. If the performance is not sufficient to suggest the measures (eventually strategy of involving to the type of standard primary school)

· To assess any risks of child and emphasize and point out its strengths

· Based on achieved outcomes and after realization at least several steps of basic standardization of chosen tasks it is possible to try set up preliminary standards in each individual tasks. Such as these standards should represent one of several parts of outcome software (task ToR)

3.3 Experience – problems and difficulties arising during actual project implementation

Experience

Based on the selection and preliminary outcomes of 8 school readiness types of tasks we concluded that:

· Roma children attending pre-school facility (kindergartens) are showing better performance in chosen tasks in comparison to children not attending kindergarten

· Roma children educated “bilingually” (they are speaking Roma as well as Slovak or Hungarian language at home) are overall better prepared for school than children educated only in Roma language

· There appeared several cases where we got information that Roma child, which performed not sufficiently mature and also not sufficiently ready for school, was sent to schools despite the age criteria of school entrance was not reached or it was reached only in period of summer months. In this case it is necessary to consider postponement of school attendance in condition that child will attend kindergarten or preparatory class of standard primary school for one year. It is better alternative than to stay whole year at home without any preparation. Although premature involvement of such as child into the standard primary school can lead to the weak performance and eventually to placement into the special school.

· In the major part of children there was recognized obvious disproportion in school readiness and school maturity.

· After preliminary analyses it seems that Roma children are solving better tasks in the area of social cognition and practical tasks (e.g. building of stairs) than the tasks related to discrimination of pictures or their recognition and tasks oriented on understanding correlation expressions.

Problems and difficulties

· A lot of Roma children especially those living segregated in settlements (but also e.g. in Lunik IX) have shown apparent shyness against persons which the child see first time (expert – evaluator). Due to this fact, in order to ensure the fairness of testing of a child, presence of known adult to whom the child trusts is necessary (kindergarten’s teacher, parent, Roma Assistant)

· Premature children (evidenced also by actual age) were not able fully performed during the whole testing. It was necessary to interrupt the investigation and to motivate them in different way. They asked very often when it is going to end and how long is it going to last.

· Some of the children repeatedly reported that they are not able to fulfil the tasks although their performance was fairly good. The lack of the self-confidence was expressed by permanent searching of eye contact with parent or teacher and in some of the cases also by refusing to draw the figure with comment that child can not draw.

· Presence of the Roma parents in some cases disturbed the testing. In order to have better performance of their child, they have tendency to help him/her in Roma language, which was necessary to eliminate at all. In many cases there was apparent competition of parents especially mothers that were asking about the performance of their children and wanted to know if they were better than their peers. 

· In some cases children attended the testing even they were sick. Parents insisted on child’s participation on testing and they underestimated/depreciated the illness.

· It was not possible to access couple of the Roma settlements without assistance of social worker or Roma teacher assistant – Activist, which was known by Roma community since they do not trust “outsiders”. Sometimes the authority that was familiar with local environment did not recommend some settlements due to actual increased appearance of illness or attitudes towards major population.

Correctional actions taken, lessons learnt

In accordance with the Inception report, the main goals and proposed activities of the project remain the same. The proposal of the changes relates only with the implementation strategy. With respect to the fact that practical experiences with a similar research project are missing, the preparation and implementation from the time and methodological point of view is more demanding than expected. Therefore several changes related to overall time-table appeared:

· First team has concentrated on school maturity testing and majority of time in the latest months (June - September) devoted to investigation of children. It turned out to be more complex/demanding in terms of time and organization than it was initially expected. For that reason the timing of the other working tasks, connected with the evaluation of the results and with the organization of the seminars requires certain time shift.

· The experts of the first team started to work on partial verification of the new developed school readiness test tested on the children of the same age group who are not of Roma origin. They intend to do re-testing on the small scale of Roma children before organisation of the final seminar.
· In cooperation with the second team of experts, the first team will work on the development of a basis for software. But this research task can addressed only when the both teams will finish the research and obtain results necessary for creation of norms for the tested age groups – tests of school readiness and differential diagnostic tests.

4 Strategy for further implementation of the project

4.1 Next steps - short term strategy

The majority of children of the research sample were assessed with regard to their performance in particular tasks. As the next strategic steps are:

· to evaluate the achieved results, to present their overview, to realize the statistical operations - to set average values and standard deviations from the average values and compute (calculate) the interrelations (co-relations) among the results achieved in particular tasks.

· to find out to what extend the performance in particular tasks is interdependent, what factors can be formed in terms of 8 proposed tasks with respect to basic school competencies (reading, writing, counting) or social skills,

· to compare the performance of children from the different social environment, e.g. children visiting the kindergartens and children without pre-school preparation, children integrated and segregated (e.g. living in the Roma settlements),

· to evaluate the performance of each particular child with respect to its school readiness and the level of its school maturity. Propose correctional actions in case low results (eventually the strategy for placement into the certain type of school). It is important to consider all the risks and point out the advantages/strengths of a child.

· on the basis of achieved outcomes and after implementation of some of the steps for standardization of selected tasks, it is possible to try to set the preliminary norms in every particular task. These norms should be a part of the final version of the software (the task of ToR)

· at the turn of the months October - November the seminar for psychologists should take place, were the participants should be acknowledged with the strategy of selection of the tasks, with the outcomes and the methodology of research and possibilities for application of new tests in practice. At the same time the seminar for teachers should be realized aimed at informing about the school readiness level of Roma children, their life conditions, which in to considerable extent affect the performance of children from disadvantaged environment in school.

4.2 Medium term strategy

In connection to the implementation of activities related to the evaluation of research results, their comparison, assessment and presentation during the seminars, we should do:

· the selection of the most relevant results from the research and their interpretation as a basis for the final (output ) report of the project

· the collection (to gathering) of the documents for the software - summary of information about tests for the pre-school and early school age children officially used on the territory of Slovakia and Czech Republic, to the proposal of the cart of client and the form of dispensary for the needs of child psychologists in PPP centres, in schools, eventually in clinical practice, to setting  preliminary norms valid for Roma children in updated tests of school readiness

· provision of assistance for development of new software equipment
· an arrangement of the seminar for psychologists with the goal to acquaint them with the functioning of the newly developed software.

4.3 Expected results

On the basis of the designed research strategy, following results should be achieved:

· to finish the research of 300 children from disadvantaged environment, to evaluate the achieved results, to realize their thorough analysis (content and statistical), partial standardization and their presentation them on seminar for experts: psychologists and teachers-elementarists,

· to finish the analysis of the life conditions and personal anamnesis of particular child, to compare them with the achieved performance in school readiness tests and to propose the strategy of school entrance for each child,

· together with experts from RICPaP to prepare the documents for software development,

· to arrange together with Ministry of Education and RICPaP seminars for psychologists to acquaint them with the school readiness tests, with the new diagnostic tests and newly developed software equipment,

· to organise the seminar for primary schools teachers (1st grade) to acquaint them with the assessment of the school readiness of children from socially disadvantaged environment.
5 Development of the differential diagnostic tests
Four additional experts started their participation in the project on 22 September 2003. Their key activities in the given period of time are: 
· to prepare an overview of psychological methods used for children in younger school age

· to select and prepare tasks for a differential diagnostics

· to prepare 1st version of the tests

· to contact special schools and to select a research sample.

5.1 Difficulties in the realisation phase

Complexity of content and the tests and big number of pictured needed.

5.2 Activities implemented 
The overview of psychological methods used most often for testing of younger school age children in Pedagogical and Psychological Advisory Centres was worked out (Annex 1).

Tasks that, in our opinion, can help in a differentiation between mental retardation from other kinds (types) of problems among children attending special schools in younger school age, were prepared.

We approached the selection of the tasks based on knowledge of ontogenetic psychology concerning a developmental level of particular mental functions in the age of 6 – 10 years. The concept of J. Piaget about developmental stages of thinking and thinking operations we considered as the most appropriate one. A character of thinking operations shifts from exclusively manipulative – active type (joined with a real activity) to pre-operational and imaginative type (internalised form thanks to symbolic representation that does not need to be directly connected with a physical world). It means that children should already be able to think based on analogies, similarities and previous experiences. Children should know to work not only in form of „attempt – mistake“, but to fulfil a required activity by an imagination at first, and subsequently to react objectively.

Based on our research / experiences we suppose several specific factors in Roma children placed in special schools, as worse mastering of language used at education, decreased awareness, less developed recognition abilities, increased need of manipulation activities at solving tasks and other manifested activities which are connected, to a certain extent, with personal and temperamental traits, as short-time concentration of attention, of memory, increased mobility, we tried to select and arrange test tasks in order to accept the above mentioned factors. The motivation of children plays an important role in testing and thus we tried to support the attractiveness of testing materials by making them coloured, and children are rewarded by sweets.

Due to the given facts the tasks have predominantly non-verbal character, all of them are realized by means of pictures and little cards that enable direct manipulations.

In 1st test version there are included following types of tasks:

8 Classification – to form categories according to various criteria (size, colour, shape, function)

9 Elimination – to exclude one item not belonging to the group formed according to certain common signs

10 Assignment – to put together pictures based on a function, successive actions and other criteria

11 Generalization – to name categories formed according to the functional similarities

12 Visual perception – an ability to differentiate, to perceive details

13 Talking about the picture – verbal production quality is followed up

14 Construction of the picture – perception, ability to see the whole picture, understanding of the situation, logical reasoning

15 Ordering the action – to arrange pictures, to explain a story

16 Sequences – to arrange pictures in proceeding series
17 Domino – logical reasoning, understanding of algorithms
18 „Esperanto“ – verbal application of given grammatical rules (a culture-free type)

19 Dynamic „praxia“ – a manipulative imitating of certain movements of hands and legs.

5.3 Next steps

The above described tasks will be verified by a sample of pupils from special schools from 1 to 4 grades (about 20 children). Due to the lack of time the testing will take in Bratislava.

The most relevant tasks will be selected, possibly some tasks will be added/modified, after evaluation and statistical administration. The second version will be verified with a bigger sample that will be formed by Roma pupils of special schools from various parts of Slovakia.
6 Annexes

6.1 Annex 1 - The most frequently used psychological methods for children of younger school age

	Test
	Characteristics

	PDW (Prague Children Wechsler)
	verbal and nonverbal subtests

	WISC III
	verbal and nonverbal subtests

	Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale – III. revision
	verbal and nonverbal subtests

	Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale – IV. revision
	verbal and nonverbal subtests

	Progressive Matrices (Raven)
	nonverbal test

	Drawing a Person (Kresba postavy –Šturma, Vágnerová)
	nonverbal test

	Bender-Gestalt Test (Bender)
	nonverbal test

	Picture – Vocabulary Test (Obrázkovo slovníková skúška – Kondáš)
	verbal test

	Test of Coping (Test obkresľovania – Matějček, Strnadová)
	nonverbal test


Other methods are less frequently used according to specific diagnostic needs:

Numerical Square (Číselný štvorec – Jirásek), Reverse Test (Reverzný test – Edfeld), Reading Test (Skúška čítania – Matějček), Heidelberg’s test of language development (Heidelbergský test rečového vývinu – Grimm, Schöller / Mikulajová), TEKO (Winkelmann / Mikulajová, Váryová), Matějček Test of Auditive Analysis and Syntesis (Matějčekova skúška sluchovej analýzy a syntézy), CATO (Boš, Strnadová) and others.

The methods are used in testing Roma children as well.

These data we obtained from a questionnaire given to Pedagogical and Psychological Advisory Centres.
6.2 Annex 2 - Predictive characteristics of the selected tests of school readiness
When children are entering the school they should be skilled and experienced adequately in mathematics. They should be familiar with basic – so-called relation expressions of dimensions, quantity, distance and sequence of objects (task 1). They should know also geometric shapes and be able to differentiate the details and discrepancies between them (task 8). They should be able to informally compare the size of individual objects (which one of two sticks is longer) or to able to assess where more objects is (task 5). 

One of the predictions of success in reading is sufficient performance in the area of visual perception while the shapes are discriminated, similar to the letters of the alphabet (task 2) and during the recognition of similar shapes (task 3).

Tasks aimed at phonological apprehension, chosen as the success predictor in reading, we could not use at all because of unfamiliarity of Roma children with alphabet and any printed or written text. Children had also difficulties with understanding of the task to differ words in rhyme from those without rhyme, although we assumed would not have been so difficult for them because of their excellent musical hearing. Success in such a task would require longer exercise, which we could not afford due to limited time available for the work.

Task 6 – Assessment of fine motoric skill should predict the success in writing. Lot of Roma children have limited, even totally missing experience with drawing. Their performance in this activity must be therefore necessarily carefully assessed, mutually compare the outcomes of the task 6 with drawing performance and evaluated afterwards.

Children performance in task 1 – Knowledge and correct implementing of relation expressions and in task 7 – ability to understand 30 common words expressing the common subjects, animals, figures from fairy tales or familiar activities should be used as orientation criteria of language knowledge. Achievement of minimal level of understanding (20 – 22 words from 30) is the basic assumption of possibility to educate. 

Roma children entering the school should be skilled in basic orientation in their social environment – task 4. They should correctly understand some of common social contexts and to know to add missing parts. They should be skilled also in categorizing the common expressions of everyday life (apple, pear, hat, pants) to the advanced expressions (fruits; cloths).

In Slovakia an increasing number of Roma children in the age of school attendance come from the families, where they speak Roma language. Furthermore the Roma language differs from location to location. These are rather dialects, mixed with local language spoken by major part of inhabitants and somewhere even with Czech expressions. In some locations, the vocabulary of local language is poor and it is directly related to weaker performance in thinking. Due to this fact, it is necessary to carefully assess the language competency of Roma preschoolers.
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