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Cabañal is a district of the city of Valencia located near the sea which has been showing clear signs of
deterioration for the last 10 years. Official statistics show that immigrants comprise 15% of its population: 1 person
in 7. 40% of the immigrant community of this area is Romanian Roma, i.e. 1176 people (Ajuntament de València,
2014). Real numbers of course don't match official statistics and the actual population of the area is far from being
evaluated.
In December 2014, I performed what in Spain is called an 'Análisis de la
realidad' (Analysis of reality), i.e. a detailed study about the social development
of a specific area, Cabañal, in this case. Thanks to the cooperation of local entities
such as Santiago Apóstol School (a primary school which works mostly with Roma
children), Fundación Secretariago Gitano (a Spanish ONG focused on the Roma
population), priests and charity ONGs, I was able to draw the following scenario
describing the characteristics of the Roma community in Cabañal:
• Most of them are illiterate, including in their native language, Romanian
• Most of them lack legal permission to live in Spain
• Their living conditions (lodging, medical assistance, food) are far from being
acceptable
• Among all other immigrant communities, the Roma are the ones that present the
lowest level of integration with Spanish people, being excluded from almost all
aspects of social life
These findings led Jordi Bosch (a teacher at Santiago Apóstol School), José María Martínez (a psychologist at
Fundación Secretariado Gitano) and me to choose the Romanian Roma community as the target population for a
social intervention. We started to ask: What could we do to help them? Which would the area of intervention
be?
One of the conclusions of the 'Análisis de la realidad' investigation was that the basic needs of the Roma
population of the area are:
•
•
•

Literacy
Employment
Medical assistance

These three key factors are interconnected with each other and form a potentially dangerous spiral, from the social
point of view. This is evident in other areas of Europe such as in Italy, and where immigrants may easily find
themselves excluded from social life, while increasing intolerance is growing among people and political parties.
Where could we break the spiral?
Conversations with Jordi Bosch, from the Santiago Apóstol School, and José María Martínez, from Fundación
Secretariado Gitano, helped to identify literacy as the key parameter on which we had to focus our activity: by reading,
writing and simple mathematical operations the members of this community would be able to better
understand the social reality that surrounds them, have new opportunities to find employment, advocate their
children's right to medical assistance, as well as to increase their self-confidence as a community and ultimately
work for their rights together.
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Once we fixed the target, the following question was: Which is the most appropriate teaching and learning
methodology for our Roma? The answer to this question is the reason why there's a 'pilot' in this article title: we
didn't want to apply classical pedagogical approaches. We had basically two guidelines:

•
•

solving specific problems of the Roma community (e.g. fulfilling social aid forms: expressing clearly the
symptoms of a disease; getting the supermarket cards)
group working (i.e., horizontal structure in the classroom workflow): participation as a fundamental pillar of our
pedagogical approach (coming directly from Vygotzkian theory and interactive groups practice)

Why these guidelines? As a matter of fact, they both reflect the Vygotzky (1978) Zone of Proximal Development
Theory: working towards the students. If we tell them about their health, the social aid they could apply for, the
techniques to find a job, we're establishing a connection, a starting point based on what they know. From that
point, we assume we could work towards what they do not know: reading and writing.
Moreover, if they work in groups, they'll have the chance to learn from each other, since learning abilities vary
deeply from one student to another, from a young one to an adult one. The basic idea was that the smartest ones
could help those who need more time to assimilate certain concepts. You may be asking: 'Why involve other
students? Couldn't the teacher, the professional one, just try to explain to them in another way?' Of course he/she
could, but it wouldn't be the same: Vygotskian theory tells us that if a student helps another student, the one
who's being helped will listen differently, more intensively. Why? Because his mate is closer to him than any
teacher would ever be.
Before starting a complete year course, we decided to apply this methodology on a bench scale experience: a twomonth intensive course started on May, 22nd, with 12 Roma women selected by Fundación Secretariado Gitano.
Two classes per week: Monday and Wednesday from 7p.m. to 8:30p.m. The duration was set to 1 hour and 30
minutes in order to prevent tiredness in our students. The timetable was selected based on the daily activity of
Roma people in Cabañal, which usually ends around 7 p.m.
The reason why only women were granted access to the course was that no men applied for it, which is one of the
hardest problems we have to face when we talk about developing Roma literacy. The number 12 was set in order
for the teacher to be able to form 3 groups of 4 people in the classrooms, thus implementing interactive group
practice.
The course was held in the Brufol Association facilities, located in Cabañal, a few minutes' walk from the
accommodation of most Roma of the area. We could count on six volunteer teachers, most of them qualified and
experienced. Starting from mid-June, we also had the possibility of using a computer in our classrooms.
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The first and most important difficulty our teachers faced was the complete absence of writing and reading
experience of our students, whose age varied from 20 to 50 years old. This forced them to find friendly,
practical methods to help the women retain the syllable structure and pronunciation. 3D letters proved to be an
efficient solution in this regard: they helped the students to focus on the consonant-vowel structure and building
entire words.

The computer also revealed itself as a powerful ally in developing literacy skills. It represented a new, amusing
practice to some of the students, who enjoyed their time on the keyboard. This represents, in my opinion, a further
key point in the debate about digital literacy versus classical literacy: is it better in some contexts to by-pass hand
writing and focus directly on computer skills? These early practices appeared useful for our Roma adult learners.
The second obstacle we found on our path was the fluctuation in participation: an average of 5-6 students joined
all classes, due, in our teachers' experience, above all to two factors:
•
•

lack of motivation
daily unexpected activities

The literacy process represented a significant effort for some of the students, which eventually led them to
abandon the programme. Also, daily troubles such as finding food or their children's health sometimes prevented
them from participating, above all in July, when temperatures got extremely high this year and forced many families
to look for food in the late evening.
On the other hand, the problem-solving approach revealed itself as effective. During one class, two nurses were
invited and explained to the students how to describe in detail the symptoms related to a fever, stomach ache,
headache etc., focusing on the body elements and specific keywords.
Group working was put in practice as well and gave good results: Roma women appeared to be more sensitive and
aware when other Roma tried to help them. That's an aspect which we plan to investigate further in the future.
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All these collected experiences are filtered, evaluated and applied for the next course, which is taking place
from September 2015 to June 2016.
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