ORBIS SCHOLAE, 2019, 13 (3) 25-38 EMPIRICAL STUDY

Roma Children Going to Primary School:
The Contribution of Interagency Working
to Support Inclusive Education

Joana Vale Guerra, Catarina Leitao
University of Coimbra, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences

Abstract: Inclusive education can be promoted through partnerships between
agencies supporting children and families, such as those in the scope of education, healthcare,
social care, and welfare. Partnerships, often referred to as interagency working, were found to
determine positive children’s educational outcomes, and home-learning environment in previous
studies. However, evidence on impact and best practices is still limited. The aim of this paper was to
study facilitating factors, and impacts of interagency working for inclusive education. Perspectives
of service providers were analysed in regard to a Portuguese project aiming to promote inclusive
education and academic progress of children in primary school from a Roma community living in
a low-income neighbourhood. Findings indicated that facilitating factors of interagency working
for promoting inclusive education included political support, participation of service users in the
planning and delivery of interventions, and informal and collaborative working relationships. Positive
outcomes were found regarding improved children’s school attendance and academic progress, and
increased involvement of parents in children’s education.
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In Europe, Roma are among the most deprived people, facing limited access to high
quality education, labour market barriers, segregation in housing and other areas,
and poor health outcomes (European Commission, 2018). The educational attain-
ment of Roma children is lower compared to non-Roma children, and the former
tend to be over-represented in special education and segregated schools (European
Commission, 2011; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights [FRA], 2018).
According to a survey conducted in eleven European Union member states' (FRA,
2014), on average, 14% of the Roma children of compulsory school age were not at-
tending formal education, compared to 3% of the non-Roma children living close by.

The complexity and interdependence of the problems that affect Roma demand
an integrated approach, cross-sectoral cooperation, and social investment in local
capacities and strategies (European Commission, 2011, 2018). In line with Bronfen-
brenner’s bio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994;
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), the provision of services needs to consider all the
relevant environments in which children are embedded to effectively support them
(Davidson, Bunting, & Webb, 2012). Social policy provisions can support efficient use
of human capital, while fostering social inclusion of groups that have traditionally
been excluded (Morel, Palier, & Palme, 2016), such as Roma communities.
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1 Interagency working and the Portuguese context

An integrated and holistic approach to support children and their families can be
accomplished most effectively through partnerships between agencies, such as those
in the scope of education, health, social work, and welfare, among others (Chris-
tensen, 2015; Davidson et al., 2012; Statham, 2011). Partnerships and coordination
of services have become increasingly recognized as important for the development
of effective policies to promote inclusive education (Einbinder et al., 2000; Var-
gas-Bardn, 2016). More than one agency working together in a planned and formal
way is often referred to as interagency working (Lloyd, Stead, & Kendrick, 2001).

1.1 Interagency working

Interagency working can include information sharing, and joint assessment of needs,
planning and delivery between agencies (Statham, 2011). It may contemplate joint
activities involving financial and physical resources, programme development and
evaluation, collaborative policies, formal and informal agreements, and voluntary
contractual relationships (Dedrick & Greenbaum, 2011). The organization of services
can occur at different levels (e.g. national, regional and local), include various pol-
icy domains (European Committee of the Regions, 2009; Frost, 2005; Stubbs, 2005),
and diverse types and degrees of integration between agencies (for a review see
Barnes et al., 2017).

Interagency working can lead to improved provision of services according to the
needs of the users, by reducing duplication and gaps in provision, and consulting
users (Atkinson, Jones, & Lamont, 2007; Statham, 2011). This contributes to avoid
repeated requests to families, as frequently found, and lack of services when fam-
ilies do not reach a specific agency (Barnes et al., 2018; Griffin & Carpenter, 2007).
Positive outcomes of interagency working were found regarding children’s educa-
tional attainment and attendance (Oliver, Mooney, & Statham, 2010; Statham, 2011),
and home-learning environment of families with young children (Melhuish et al.,
2008).

According to a literature review by Atkinson and colleagues (2007), effective
working relationships depend on clear roles and responsibilities, commitment at all
levels of the hierarchy, trust and mutual respect (e.g. skills sharing, equal resource
distribution), and understanding between agencies (e.g. joint training and recogni-
tion of individual expertise). The authors also identified the relevance of effective
communication and information sharing, a joint purpose, strategic planning and or-
ganisation, what entails ensuring resources, continuity of staffing, and an adequate
time allocation.

A review by Barnes and colleagues (2018) also identified the use of a bottom-up
approach as a facilitating factor of interagency working. This approach values the
input from the local community and the influence of “street level bureaucrats”
(Lipsky, 1980/2010), involves an increased participation of non-state actors, and
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addresses new forms of public-private partnerships (Stubbs, 2005). Other facilitat-
ing factors found in this review were: political support; commitment and shared
values about collaborative work between agencies; security of funding; strong lead-
ership and clear governance structure; agreement and commitment at all levels on
roles and responsibilities; mutual trust and values (e.g. developed through regular
meetings); joint training; attention to data sharing; co-location, which may facili-
tate communication and a shared vision, but it was not found as essential; positive
personal relationships between professionals; and professionals’ cultural sensitivity
(Barnes et al., 2018).

This brief explanation about interagency working highlights the complexity of
the politico-institutional and organizational underpinnings that frames the design
of social policies. Facilitating factors and impacts of interagency working can be spe-
cific to the context where it occurs. For that reason, the features of the Portuguese
context are relevant to frame the present study.

1.2 The Portuguese context

A national study on Roma communities (Mendes, Magano, & Candeias, 2014) iden-
tified some heterogeneity in the Portuguese Roma population in terms of lifestyle,
social and spatial insertion, and socioeconomically resources. However, the percent-
age of Roma household members at risk of poverty was 96% in 2011 (FRA, 2018). In
2013, a National Roma Communities Integration Strategy (2013-2020) was set as the
first national plan specifically addressed to Roma communities (High Commission
for Immigration and Intercultural Dialogue, 2013). The strategy addressed the need
to ensure that all individuals complete compulsory education and have access to
further education or professional training.

Data from 2016 (FRA, 2018) showed that the educational attainment of Roma
children remained lower compared to non-Roma children in Portugal. The share of
children with 4-5 years old participating in early childhood education, and the share
of children of compulsory-schooling age participating in education were respective-
ly 42% and 90% in the Roma population, compared to 94% and 99% in the general
population. The share of the population aged 18-24 years not involved in further
education or training beyond the lower secondary education was 90% in the Roma
population, compared to 14% in the general population. The share of Roma children
attending segregated education increased from 3% to 11% between 2011 and 2016
(Directorate-General for Statistics of Education and Science, 2017; FRA, 2018).

The report from the European Commission (2019) on the implementation of na-
tional Roma integration strategies concluded that the coordination of Roma inclusion
policy is not yet consolidated in Portugal. The report refers that this is due to lack
of information about the strategic guidelines and commitments undertaken by the
ministries among the professionals in the areas of intervention, and deceleration
on inclusion processes in some municipalities related to the socioeconomic context
and recent economic crisis.
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In the national study on Roma communities (Mendes et al., 2014), professionals
working in the field of social inclusion reported difficulty in meeting all the requests
for support, many of which were beyond institutional resources available or involved
other sectors, and acknowledged the possibility of replication of services provided
across institutions. The professionals also referred the lack of methodologies for
approaching Roma communities and promoting their greater participation in commu-
nity activities, as well as better educational outcomes for children. In this context,
partnerships between agencies are relevant to optimize the existing resources.

In Portugal, interagency working on inclusive education and social support has
been created as part of a central government strategy to support the delivery of
programmes at the local level. The Choices Programme (Programa Escolhas) is a na-
tionwide programme aiming to promote social inclusion of children and young people
(with ages between 6 and 30 years old) from more vulnerable contexts, particularly
descendants of migrants and from Roma communities. The programme is developed
by a public institute (High Commission for Migration) and includes a large number of
projects. Interagency working at the local level is a cornerstone of the projects, what
gives an innovative value to this social policy. The local partnerships are established
in consortia seeking complementarity, resources coordination, and co-responsibil-
ity for initiatives, in order to promote the sustainability of actions. Partners from
different levels of action and authority may participate in the consortia, namely gov-
ernment institutions, social partners, entrepreneurs, NGOs, education and scientific
sector, representatives of the civil society, and others. This organization reinforces
partnership practices, both vertically between local, regional, and national levels,
and horizontally between local and civil society organizations.

The projects funded by the Choices Programme are subordinated to a set of
principles, namely strategic planning, partnerships, participation, intercultural dia-
logue, mediation, social innovation, and entrepreneurship. The contractual relation
between partners defines roles and responsibilities, in terms of financial, human
and material resources. Each project identifies areas requiring intervention and
local needs, what reinforces the sharing of a strategic vision and compatible targets
among partners. All are equal members in a predetermined organizational structure.

In the current national context, more information is needed about the facilitating
factors, and impacts of this new policy implementation involving the delegation of
competencies between central and local government to support inclusive education.
The importance of attending to this need is reinforced by the inexistence of an in-
dependent agency responsible for monitoring interagency working aiming to support
young children and their families.

1.3 The present study
The goal of the present study was to identify facilitating factors, practices, and

impacts of interagency working for inclusive education of Roma children. For this
purpose, a case study of a Portuguese project was conducted. The project aimed
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to promote inclusive education and academic progress of children in primary school
from a Roma community living in a low-income neighbourhood. The project was
funded by the Choices Programme, and it was considered a promising case of inter-
agency working according to criteria specified next. Perspectives of professionals
working in public, private and non-profit organizations were collected, since these
sectors are playing an increasingly important role in the implementation of social
policies in Portugal. Additionally, multi-actor analysis reflects the philosophy of the
Choices Programme.

Identifying facilitating factors, practices, and impacts regarding interagency
working can contribute to ensure adequate social responses and services to sup-
port the needs of children, young people and their families, as well as of the wider
community. Researching impacts of interagency working on children and families is
a priority, since the information available is scarce (Barnes et al., 2018).

2 Method

A project aimed at a large Roma community and funded by the Choices Programme
was selected for the present case study.

2.1 Participants

In 2017, the project supported 83 children, and 75 parents and other family mem-
bers. Participants in the focus group and semi-structured interviews of the present
study included seven service providers, namely one regional coordinator, one pro-
fessional of the technical team of Choices Programme, one executive manager, one
teacher, one community facilitator and two stakeholders from the private sector.
The views of one community facilitator and one activities monitor were also regis-
tered through the analysis of dissemination materials of the project.

The project selected was identified as an example of successful interagency
working in Portugal (Barnes et al., 2018), based on four criteria. First, the Choic-
es Programme was nationally and internationally recognized as an efficient public
policy (e.g. receiving the Juvenile Justice without Borders International Award) and
exists for more than 15 years. Second, collaboration was established with a uni-
versity for evaluation purposes (beyond the internal evaluation within the Choices
Programme). Third, the select project was operational for at least two years (it
started in 2010), constituting an example of continuity. Fourth, the project used
social media regularly to share information with a large audience, and to connect
people within and outside the community neighbourhood, providing platforms for
civic engagement and action.
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2.2 Procedures

The seven participating service providers were invited to a focus group and
semi-structured interviews. The questions focused on: perception of the project
in terms of interagency working; details of personal experiences of working with
other agencies; overall conclusions and recommendations; mission of the project;
philosophy of interagency working; articulation between agencies and levels (public,
private and third sector); advantages and impacts; facilitating factors, and challeng-
es regarding the interagency work conducted.

Assessment reports (one internal and two external) and dissemination materials
(four videos and two articles in magazines) were also analysed in regard to the
relevance attributed to leadership, mission, goals and resources of the project.
Legislation on the Choices Programme was analysed with a focus on mission, goals,
principles, and responsibilities of each partner involved in the consortium.

3 Results

Findings based on the focus group, semi-structured interviews, documents and dis-
semination materials indicated that all participants, in general, viewed interagency
working as positive, contributing to the promotion of social inclusion by developing
interventions that took into account the needs of the target users.

Working with social exclusion phenomena requires integrated and shared actions be-
tween the different actors of the society. (...) Work in partnership has been a relevant
factor in promoting social inclusion because local actors can identify the needs that
local people feel. (Regional coordinator of the Choices Programme)

We think it is crucial to network and to intervene with other local entities. (Project
manager)

Some services worked together towards consistent goals, but maintained their
institutional independence, while other services worked together in a planned and
systematic way, with agreed shared goals, formal decision rules and a continuum of
joint action. The project was an example of multi-partner governance because it
was developed together with local government, neighbourhood leaders and volun-
tary organizations, in order to maximize the community empowerment, feelings of
neighbourhood identity and belonging.

3.1 Facilitating factors

Analyses of the focus group, semi-structured interviews, documents and dissem-
ination materials indicated the relevance of the use of a bottom-up approach as
a facilitating factor of interagency working. The project recognized the value of
considering all perspectives, including from the users of the services, namely chil-
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dren, young people and their families, in order to provide more appropriate services,
efficiency in delivery, and effective outcomes. Users were asked by the project staff
about their views, and participated in the planning and delivery of services to better
meet their needs, interests, and expectations.

Our activities pay close attention to the main interests of our children and youth. We
have many activities that were proposed by the residents. | think we are very sensitivity
to the local context and Roma culture. (Project manager)

To consolidate a bottom-up approach, the project set up a group of volunteers,
and established an informal working relationship with local actors of the private sec-
tor seeking to participate in the community life. The bottom-up approach involving
numerous actors shaped the final output according to the demands, resources and
competencies available at the local community.

Other facilitating factors of interagency working found were shared values and
trust between partners involved in the project, and a positive organisational cli-
mate, with low conflict and high cooperation. All participants suggested that the
organizational climate was the primary predictor of positive service outcomes. Par-
ticipants referred that agencies and organizations were gaining knowledge about
each other, and that there was an increasing need for alliances to address the
complex issues of our society. However, in general, informality and adaptability
tended to characterize the functioning and overall management, and evaluation
model of local partners.

Everything is quite easy when we know each other and when we can pick up the phone.
(Project manager)

Is quite easy to interact with school because | am going there almost every day. (ICT
teacher)

The collaboration with informal partners played an important role because they
could participate and invest in activities which brought value to the project goals.
For instance, a local corporation financially supported the mission of rewarding 20
children by assigning a gift card based on school attendance and results, adequate
behaviour, participation in study activities and in non-formal education activities.
When informal partners shared the same values and principles of the project, this
cooperation was perceived as good for both sides.

Our company enjoys a lot to support children. On the other hand, it is gratifying to work
with a noble institution with a very important mission. (Corporation member)

In the scope of social responsibility activities, | consider local corporations contributions
a major help to stimulate and create activities for the children we support. (Executive
assistant)

The project formal partners developed a relationship based on the principles of
good partnership. It was effective because the partners shared a strategic vision,
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pursued compatible targets, and were all equal members in a predetermined orga-
nizational structure.

In terms of barriers regarding interagency working, findings from the focus group
and semi-structured interviews indicated financial uncertainty, and potential re-
organisation or ending of the national funding Choices Programme. Additionally,
identified barriers included local needs at odds with national priorities, diverse
agency policies, procedures and systems, professional stereotyping, lack of explicit
commitment to interagency working by stakeholders, and reluctance of some im-
portant local actors to engage.

3.2 Practices and impacts

The activities delivered in this project focused on academic success and school sup-
port throughout the year (for instance, helping children with their homework, and
providing lessons on new technologies). Analyses of the focus group, semi-structured
interviews and assessment documents indicated improved children’s school atten-
dance and academic progress.

The project, installed in the neighbourhood, was able to develop a close relation-
ship with parents, children and families. The systematic school support, with regular
activities and focused on empowering personal development, increased parents’
interest in their children’s academic life. An example is the Wake Up Programme
developed by a group of Roma volunteers, who called children in the morning to
go to school, going door-to-door, if parents agreed to participate, with the goal of
promoting school attendance. Children and families had also access to classes to
learn technological skills, music, dance and sports.

We work in schools with children, and in the relationships between school and the
families from the social neighbourhood, in order to identify teachers’ and students’
problems and difficulties, and do the link with the families. We also work during their
free time, with a range of activities just as music, dance and sports classes. (Project
manager)

When residents see local authorities, teachers, “the city” with concerns about safety,
issues around children, learning, and health, just as an example, they reinforce their
motivations to empower themselves. (Executive assistant)

We want to open both parties’ minds and to help the school and the teachers in their
relationships with the families, and to encourage our families to study, giving my own
example to their families that is possible for us to study, work and evolve as persons,
without ceasing to be who we are. (Community facilitator 1)

The project also promoted parents’ empowerment through the provision of sup-
port to develop job skills.

CID@net is open to all the community and we welcome our children’s parents for them
to develop their abilities in order to get a job. They can also search for job opportuni-
ties and improve their technological skills. (Activities monitor)
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Another important feature was the proximity between parents and professionals
to solve problems or clarify doubts. As the project manager said, “residents re-
quest for help to read documents, and present questions related to health, about
children’s school, social support, among other issues”. The professionals involved
in the project often played as brokers between the users of the project and other
social services. The permanent participation of Roma users from several generations
suggested their preference for the project. One important outcome was the increas-
ing number of children attending project activities over time. “l am very proud of
been a volunteer, then a community facilitator and now a monitor” (Community
facilitator 1).

In accordance with the Choices Programme, a positive approach was used to
promote social inclusion, focusing on the problems, but also on the opportunities,
and resources of the communities. At the organizational level, the selected case
evolved in order to strengthen the relationship with the residents of the neighbour-
hood and with the local community. For instance, private corporations prevailed in
its financial support.

The project aimed to promote the conditions necessary for children and young
people to maintain and develop their cultural heritage, using their own resources,
together with the promotion of school attendance and academic progress. In the
scope of the project, young people participated in the production of videos aiming
to reduce stereotypes associated with Roma communities, which were then dissem-
inated on the social media of the project. Young people also conducted sessions
presenting Roma history and cultural heritage, and children and young people were
involved in artistic events, presenting Romani dances and songs. These activities also
had the goal of enhancing the relationships between Roma and non-Roma persons.
The project organized youth assemblies to potentiate the active participation of
young people in processes of decision-making concerning the planning and imple-
mentation of activities. A constant focus of the project was on children’s and young
people’s empowerment.

| really think that raising their self-esteem is very important, because they sometimes
feel ashamed and are not aware of their multiple abilities that go way beyond working
in fairs. Going to school is very important. | also run an animation activity during break
time whose goal is to improve the relationship between Roma and non-Roma persons.
(Community facilitator 2)

4 Discussion

The present case study was focused on a Portuguese project funded by a national
public policy aiming to promote school integration of Roma children in a low-income
neighbourhood. The project built on the theory drawn from the interagency working
as a valuable instrument to overcome weaknesses of the national policy to support
Roma children and families. Local government, neighbourhood leaders, volunteers,
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private and public organizations were brought together. The results of the study
supported that interagency working with multi-actors can constitute a strategic
plan to support Roma children and families by promoting inclusive education. As
reported in the national study on Roma communities (Mendes et al., 2014), multi-
disciplinary teams were perceived as essential to work on the promotion of social
inclusion.

Findings pointed out the advantages of a bottom-up approach in guaranteeing
adequate social responses and services to the needs of children, young people and
their families. Despite the advantages associated with this bottom-up approach,
some concerns arise when the government transfers to the private sector some roles
or services that usually were central State-directed (Donahue, 2006; Verma, 2016).
That is why there are benefits to discuss the Portuguese example, considering that
it tried to bridge the gap between top-down and bottom-up approaches by incorpo-
rating the insights of both perspectives. In this context, political support has been
a critical facilitator to provide services with adequate conditions and funding.

Local government agencies have historically functioned as institutions using ver-
tical lines of communication, top-down decision making, differentiation of tasks,
hierarchical supervision, and formal rules and regulation. As such, it is common for
professionals and administrators to be predisposed to a “chain of command” rather
than a shared way of thinking and doing. Professionals and organizations often are
highly motivated to form partnerships, but flounder because of the structure, con-
fusion about roles, or expectations for outcomes.

The shifting configuration of actors at the local level gaining significant power
can contribute to ensure the exercise of democracy and citizenship. In this scenario,
the participation of Roma in the design of initiatives that aim to support them can
contribute to their empowering, use of own resources, and to successful policies
implementation (European Commission, 2018; FRA, 2018). Area-based partnerships
provide a mechanism for local organizations to work together and adapt their poli-
cies to better reflect the needs of people at the local level (OECD, 2015).

The organisational climate and the establishing of informal working relationships
were also found in the present study as important facilitating factors when devel-
oping interagency working. In the national study on Roma communities (Mendes et
al., 2014), factors such as adequate professional training, support or patronage to
guarantee a certain continuity of time, and monitoring of the projects were also
identified. However, according to the European Commission (2019) report on Roma
integration strategies, in Portugal the number of measures with funding allocated
was below the average of the Member States. According to the same report, one
of the key recommendations for the country is that ministries should focus on the
training and qualification of their professionals and other key players in fighting
discrimination in partnership with civil society organizations (Roma associations and
other associations working directly in this field). Another recommendation is the
need for municipalities to assume a key role by engaging in local needs assessment,
planning and implementation.
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Concerning the practices implemented in the scope of the project under study,
these had a strong focus on promoting positive attitudes in regard to school, sup-
porting children to develop study and learning practices, providing extra-curricular
activities, and reinforcing school-families partnerships. Community facilitators had
also an important role to establish links between Roma and non-Roma communities,
and, more particularly, between children, families, and schools. According to the
national study on Roma communities, organizations and services should also work
with the non-Roma community to integrate the Roma and non-Roma persons in dif-
ferent activities and projects (Mendes et al., 2014).

Findings suggested that the project had positive impacts on the Roma families
and community. The community was very collaborative with the project in order to
motivate their children to academic achievement, learning of technological skills
and occupation of leisure times with music, dance and sports. Children’s school
attendance and academic performance were also reported as higher.

The follow-up strategies to support Roma children and their families in the com-
munity reduced school dropout to zero and improved school performance. Parental
understanding about the benefits of school attendance, preparing their children
for the unpredictability of the future, and above all securing job opportunities and
future skills requirements, contributed to this achievement. According to the Ad Hoc
Committee of Experts on Roma and Traveller Issues (Council of Europe, 2018), 65% of
children entering primary school today will ultimately end up working in completely
new job types that do not yet exist. In Portugal, the Roma community is also tackling
economic restraints due to the consumerism profile of the modern societies that
undermined the traditional economic activities. Parents are facing the idea that
ignoring the school compulsory education is to compromise their children’s future.

Various practices implemented in the project followed the recommendations to
improve Roma persons’ life provided by the national study on Roma communities
(Mendes et al., 2014). The project aimed to develop a more systematic and struc-
tured networking with Roma children and families, and a broader and more effective
dissemination of their references and cultural repertoire to institutions and the pop-
ulation in general. The project sought to combat stereotypes found in Portugal, such
as disinterest by Roma communities in regard to education. According to the same na-
tional study, organizations and services should decentralize interventions to involve
other populations, as well as the wider geographical environment, and not overly
focus on Roma and residential spaces that promote Roma isolation (Mendes et al.,
2014).

Local governance is crucial for the effective implementation of strategic action
plans to improve the enrolment of Roma children in compulsory schooling. At the
local level co-operation is needed between key stakeholders: schools and Roma
school mediators, the local authorities responsible for education, multi-disciplinary
teams and families.

The partnerships between services working for and with children and families,
due to their multi-actor and multi-form structures, were observed in many cases to
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lead to indeterminate outcomes (Verma, 2016). However, the evidence collected in
this case study can contribute to reinforce information to policymakers and profes-
sionals about the best strategies to ensure inclusive education.
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