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Executive Summary 

 Roma girls in Serbia face many disadvantages in society: Often, they are not able to 

complete their education, cannot work outside the home, and face issues such as domestic 

violence and even child marriage. Education for these girls is especially important, giving them 

economic and social opportunities that would be otherwise unavailable, but only 7% of Roma 

girls have completed upper secondary education. We propose that Roma Education Fund (REF), 

with support from the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC), establishes a pilot program in 

Pčinja District for a secondary school scholarship that caters to Roma girls and will fund their 

education and incentivize their parents to allow their daughters to stay in school. 

 

Background 

Roma in Serbia 

 The estimated 600,000 Roma in Serbia are one of the country’s most marginalized 

groups. Around 78% of Serbian Roma live below the national poverty line.1 They often lack 

proper housing, face high amounts of discrimination, and do not have access to social services.2 

While Roma face many problems in society, a lack of adequate and quality education is the most 

prevalent.3 Only 12% of Roma children finish secondary school in Serbia and almost none go on 

to higher education, while around 90% of non-Roma have at least completed some form of 

secondary education, most finishing high school.4 This leads to unemployment or an inability to 

find jobs in the formal sector. About 70% of employed Roma have jobs in the informal sector.5 

 

Education for Roma Girls 

Roma girls fare far worse: 30% have had no formal education at all, 35% have only 

finished primary school, and 27% have only finished lower secondary.6 Roma girls face 

discrimination in education for several reasons. Girls are often pulled out of school in order to 

help their mothers with household chores and childcare. Roma girls and women also face a 

disadvantage in employment, due to both societal expectations and a lack of education. About 

85% of Roma women, ages 15-64, have had no employment experience.7 Generally, the women 

are expected to take care of the children and the households. Many girls are married as child 

brides, a practice that hinders both their education and their employment. Around 14% of Roma 

girls in Serbia were married before age 15, and almost half were married between the ages of 15 

and 18.8 Girls who marry early are also more likely to face domestic abuse, contract sexually 

transmitted diseases, and die during childbirth. 

 Educating Roma girls is important because it can lead to greater job opportunities, more 

economic growth in the Roma community, and reduced instances of child marriage. While 

scholarships are already often used to encourage Roma children to stay in school, an emphasis 

needs to be placed on educating Roma girls, especially through both lower and upper secondary 

school.  

 

Recommendation 

 We propose that the Roma Education Fund (REF) provide scholarships specifically for 

Roma girls to continue and complete their education.9 These scholarships would give money to 

the girls during lower and upper secondary school because that is the period when most girls are 



 

taken out of school. Secondary school scholarships can provide an incentive for Roma families 

to continue sending their girls to school, as well as provide a supplementary income to make up 

for the loss in labor. These scholarships should cover any school costs, and additional money 

should be given so that the families can receive a small stipend for living expenses, in place of 

keeping their daughters at home to work, do chores, or marry.  

 The scholarship will cover education costs. While school is free in Serbia, most students 

must buy textbooks and other school supplies, which can be costly. Roma often need tutoring to 

help bridge the culture and language gaps that exist in the classroom, so money will be provided 

for tutoring. Roma girls also tend to lack adequate clothing for school, which can isolate them 

from their classmates and make the learning environment more difficult. Some of this 

scholarship money would pay for new clothes, which may help with school absence and 

ostracizing from classmates. Transportation to and from school is also difficult for Roma, so 

REF should ensure that transportation costs are covered through the scholarship. Through 

monitoring by REF, teachers, and school administrators, we should be able to ensure that the 

money is used properly. The European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) will help with the 

implementation and funding of this project. 

 This scholarship program will be a pilot program in Pčinja District, which has the largest 

Roma population in Serbia. The pilot program will be used to evaluate the effectiveness and the 

impact of the scholarship before it can be expanded to other parts of the country. The REF 

project implementers will use teacher evaluations and school administration recommendations 

and nominations as part of the selection process for the scholarship recipients. Recipients must 

be a girl of Roma ethnicity, be entering or already attending secondary school, and be in a lower 

income bracket. While grades will be taken into account, other factors such as character, 

discipline, and ambition will be considered when choosing recipients. The implementers should 

interview candidates before selecting the final recipients. At least one recipient should be chosen 

from each secondary school (lower and upper).  

 If this program proves effective, REF and ERRC can work together to encourage 

government funding and participation, as well as an expansion of the program. In the long term, 

providing scholarships for Roma girls to continue and complete their education can lead to better 

employment opportunities, reduced poverty, less discrimination, and fewer instances of child 

marriage within Roma communities.  

 

Limitations 

 While funding for the scholarships will not be hard to obtain for one district, further 

funding for expansion might be difficult; however, with support from ERRC, the European 

Union, and other groups with an interest in helping Roma communities, REF should be able to 

find outside support and work to eventually include the Serbian government. 

 Another problem might be a lack of trust from Roma communities. For that reason, the 

REF representatives should be people who have already built trust with the Serbian Roma groups 

and are familiar with both the culture and the language. 

 While concerns might exist as far as how the recipients’ families use the stipend money, 

the greater goal is to provide money to incentivize them to keep their daughters in school; for the 

purposes of this program, there will not be any restrictions or stipulations as to how the stipend is 

used. 
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