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ABSTRACT

This study examines the Roma “educational anomaly” through a complementary analytical
approach. Rather than focusing on school dropout, we analyze successful educational
trajectories to identify both the barriers associated with widespread dropout and the assets that
support educational change. Using biographical interviews with 35 Roma university students in
the Valencian Community, Spain, we identify factors that explain access to higher education. The
findings show that these students neutralize structural and cultural barriers and confront the
“cage of intensive kinship” as a central challenge. Academic achievement requires a conscious
distancing from certain collectivist and patriarchal practices, but it does not require total
assimilation. Instead, students resignify Roma identity by selectively harmonizing tradition with
higher education.
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Roma students in higher education: explaining the success of the few who reach university

INTRODUCTION: THE ROMA EDUCATIONAL ANOMALY

The “Roma educational anomaly” denotes the large educational gap between Roma
and majority populations across Europe and the Americas (Meunier, 2007). Quantitative and
qualitative evidence repeatedly identifies high absenteeism, low academic performance, and
dropout at the transition to secondary education, especially among girls. In Spain, dropout
at age 16 reaches 62.8% among Roma youth (FRA, 2014; Fundacion Secretariado Gitano [FSG],
2025a), compared with 21.2% among men and 14.0% among women in the general population
(INE, 2018). Among Roma aged 16-24, only 12.3% enroll in post-compulsory education,
compared with 62.3% of non-Roma youth (Hernandez, 2019). The gap extends to higher
education: only 1.6% of young Roma accessed higher education in 2022-2023 (FSG, 2023),
compared with 31.5% of all young Spaniards in 2019-2020 and 16% of second-generation
immigrants (Portes & Aparicio, 2025). Even when researchers compare Roma youth with
the lowest economic strata of the Spanish population—those most similar to the average
Roma household—the disparity persists: the first, second, and third income deciles show
higher education attainment rates of 4.9%, 4.4%, and 51%, respectively (INE, 2024). These
comparisons justify the term “anomaly.”

Scholars have historically explained the Roma educational anomaly through dropout and
school failure. This focus makes atypical trajectories of educational achievement difficult to
see (Jiménez, 2012), and it can reproduce a cultural essentialism that attributes low academic
performance to Roma identity itself (Girbés-Peco et al., 2015; Macias-Aranda et al., 2019). In
response, an alternative framework has developed in Spain (Abajo & Carrasco, 2004; Amador,
2016; Arranz & Gonzalez, 2017; Aubert & Valls, 2003; Castilla Vazquez, 2012; Gamella, 2017;
Girbés-Peco et al., 2015; Longas et al.,, 2016; Macias-Aranda et al., 2019; Natividad-Sancho
et al., 2023; Padilla et al., 2017) and in other European countries (Briiggemann, 2014; Dezs0,
2013; FRA, 2014; Gkofa, 2017a; Goga, 2019). This scholarship centers on Roma students with
successful educational trajectories and seeks to identify assets and strengths within the
community. Drawing on research on minority groups in the United States (Byfield, 2008;
Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), these studies show that factors traditionally associated with
the “anomaly” can, under certain conditions, support educational achievement. Research
centered on compulsory secondary education and, more recently, the transition to post-
compulsory education has identified several protective factors, including nuclear family
support, high teacher expectations, and the reframing of ethnic pride. However, as students
move up the academic ladder, the evidence declines sharply. Qualitative research on the
trajectories of Roma students who access and remain in higher education remains scarce,
leaving an important gap in the literature.

Within Spain, our review identified only four studies that specifically examine why Roma
students reach university (Briiggemann, 2014; Goenechea et al., 2020; Padilla et al., 2017;
Vargas del Amo, 2018) and one study that analyzes the difficulties they face after enrollment
(Flecha et al, 2022). To challenge macro-statistical determinism, recent research uses
qualitative biographical methods, including life histories and in-depth interviews, to analyze
the factors that drive university success (Goenechea et al., 2020; Padilla et al., 2017; Vargas del
Amo, 2018). These studies show that reaching university requires a complex renegotiation of
identity, sustained by nuclear families and teachers and often led by women who challenge
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double stereotypes (Goenechea et al., 2020; Vargas del Amo, 2018). Although educational
advancement does not require cultural loss (Briiggemann, 2014), students often face family
fears of assimilation into non-Roma culture and may adopt “ethnic invisibility” in academic
environments that lack Roma role models (Goenechea et al., 2020; Padilla et al., 2017).

At the European level, research on success factors remains equally limited (Gkofa, 2018;
Kende, 2007; Pantea, 2015). As in Spain, European studies favor qualitative designs, including
semi-structured interviews (Kende, 2007) and in-depth interviews (Pantea, 2015), to give
voice to a population often considered “hard to reach” in higher education because official
records rarely identify Roma students (Gkofa, 2017a). This research documents the private,
institutional, and familial mechanisms that young Roma use to overcome the barriers
associated with the educational anomaly. It also challenges the assimilationist assumption
that Roma culture and academic success are mutually exclusive. Studies from Hungary
(Kende, 2007) and Greece (Gkofa, 2017b) show that successful university students do not
abandon their identity; rather, they practice “accommodation without assimilation” (Gkofa,
2017b) by positively reframing what it means to be Roma and harmonizing Roma identity
with academic and national belonging. Despite the value of these findings, the European
literature on Roma university success still has notable limitations.

As an emerging field, this literature remains exploratory. Most studies rely on very small
samples and specific local contexts. The present study responds to this analytical gap by
expanding the evidence base on mechanisms of educational success in post-compulsory
education across additional regional and national settings.

Our review did not identify studies from the Americas on Roma access to higher
education. We therefore treat the available international literature as a comparative heuristic
rather than as evidence of a homogeneous transnational Roma experience. This distinction
matters because Roma populations are internally heterogeneous, and research should not
essentialize their realities through assumptions of false transnational uniformity. The FSG
published a volume on Roma people in higher education, but the work formed part of an
awareness-raising campaign rather than an academic study. It sought to encourage Roma
students to attend university by presenting successful Roma role models and collected the
biographical narratives of 50 Roma university students (FSG, 2008).

This study addresses this gap by identifying the factors that explain Roma students’
access to university in a context of generalized educational inequality. Using biographical
analysis of 35 Roma university students in the Valencian Community, Spain, we examine how
these students neutralize, subvert, or renegotiate the structural, socioeconomic, and cultural
barriers that lead most Roma youth toward early dropout.

Success and failure therefore operate as complementary analytical lenses. Analyzing
cases of achievement offers a central methodological strategy for understanding the Roma
educational anomaly as a whole. This perspective serves two analytical purposes. First,
it allows us to map the structural and cultural barriers that underlie widespread school
dropout. Second, it makes visible the assets, strengths, and protective factors that function
as drivers of change. Understanding educational success therefore requires attention not
only to the obstacles students overcome, but also to the forces that sustain their exceptional
trajectories. For this reason, the next section first takes stock of the barriers themselves.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: EXPLANATORY FACTORS OF THE ROMA
EDUCATIONAL ANOMALY

Drawing on the literature review, we organize the explanatory factors of the Roma
educational anomaly into a four-category matrix. This framework combines two dimensions:
the origin of each factor and its substantive nature.

«  The first dimension distinguishes endogenous from exogenous factors. Endogenous
factors originate within the Roma community, whereas exogenous factors come from
broader society and its institutions.

- The second dimension distinguishes structural from cultural factors. Structural
factors refer to material, economic, organizational, and institutional conditions;
cultural factors refer to values, beliefs, identities, and systems of meaning.

Combining these dimensions produces four clusters: (1) endogenous-structural factors,
(2) endogenous-cultural factors, (3) exogenous-structural factors, and (4) exogenous-cultural
factors. The following sections examine each cluster in detail.

Endogenous-structural factors

Endogenous-structural factors concern the forms of social organization within the Roma
community and their relationship to Spanish society. The literature identifies four main
mechanisms.

a. Highly endogamous extended families can function as mechanisms of self-
segregation across social domains, including education (Garcia, 2006; Jakoubek &
Budilova, 2006; Leeson, 2013; Olivera, 2012).

b. Patrilocality and patriarchal role and status systems help explain gender inequalities
in educational attainment. Within these systems, marriage and motherhood occupy
central positions and can encourage early marriage, early motherhood, and women’s
domestic roles. Fathers may also perceive secondary school as a threat to their
daughters’ reputations, which they often construct around the value of virginity
(Alvarez-Roldan et al, 2018; Aubert & Valls, 2003; Colectivo 10é, 2015; FSG, 2023;
Levinson & Sparkes, 2006).

¢. Marginal labor-market integration, especially through unskilled and informal work,
can involve the cooperative labor of the entire family, including older children,
adolescents, and young adults, through reciprocal obligations (Alvarez-Roldan et al.,
2018; FSG, 2019; Gamella, 2011).

d. Nomadic or highly mobile lifestyles among some Roma groups, particularly
those of Eastern European origin in Spain, can severely hinder schooling and the
implementation of social welfare programs (Gamella, 2007; Piemontese, 2017).

Together, these factors depict the Roma population as a society within society, with
clearly defined boundaries and historically rooted structural features: intensive kinship,
early marriage, gender inequality, and economic informality. Recent multidisciplinary work
in social anthropology and psychology links intensive-kinship institutions to psychological
orientations that shape educational achievement, including motivation, perception, and
self-concept (Enke, 2019; Heinrich, 2022). In these settings, individuals operate within dense
networks of interdependence and high social control. Social success depends on group
conformity, deference to traditional authority, sensitivity to shame, and collective orientation.
Mutual and internal forms of social control strengthen solidarity within a restricted circle
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while fostering distrust of outsiders (Heinrich, 2022, p. 300). By contrast, societies without
dense kinship structures require individuals to build relationships with strangers and
therefore tend to cultivate independence, lower deference to family authority, guilt-based
motivation, and concern for personal achievement.

Endogenous-cultural factors

Endogenous-cultural factors concern a Roma habitus shaped by the community’s
centuries-long history as an outsider group in Western societies. The literature highlights
seven mechanisms.

a. Many Roma families possess very low levels of cultural capital (Fernandez Enguita,
1996; Levinson, 2007). Severe educational deficits limit their capacity to support their
children’s academic trajectories. These deficits include functional illiteracy, limited
knowledge of school bureaucracy and rules, limited sociocultural competencies for
interacting with the educational community, and insufficient pedagogical resources.

b. Roma communities often lack successful academic role models, including Roma
teachers, intellectuals, and professionals (Alvarez-Roldan et al., 2018; Fernandez
Enguita, 1999). Conversely, the presence of such role models can play a critical role in
educational achievement (Padilla et al., 2017).

c. Some authors identify a historical ethos that resists highly abstract cognitive tasks,
especially those required in the final years of compulsory and post-compulsory
curricula (Fernandez Enguita, 1999).

d. Some Roma families undervalue schooling and question its function as a mechanism
of upward mobility (Fernandez Enguita, 1999; Gkofa, 2017b; Powell, 2016). Mulcahy et
al. (2017) interpret this attitude as a logical and adaptive response to an educational
system that has repeatedly failed to protect and educate Roma students, contributing
to absenteeism and family disengagement from schooling (Martinez & Alfageme, 2004).

e. Roma students may experience cognitive dissonance between the individualistic
goals that mainstream society promotes through schooling and the collectivist goals
of the traditional Roma family.

f.  Anomie can emerge when acculturation creates new life expectations among Roma
youth while their position of social marginalization limits the structural possibilities
for achieving those expectations (Bereményi & Carrasco, 2015).

To explain these processes, scholars have applied theoretical frameworks originally
developed to analyze educational underperformance among other minority groups, including
the African American sub-proletariat. Two frameworks stand out: cultural deprivation theory
(Hunt, 1966; Lahire, 1995; Martin Criado et al., 2000) and oppositional culture theory (Ogbu,
2008), which applies Willis's (2017) resistance theory. Cultural deprivation theory argues
that school failure and dropout result from family and community environments that do
not provide the linguistic, cognitive, and socialization stimuli that traditional educational
systems, designed around middle-class standards, demand and value. From this perspective,
Roma students enter the classroom with accumulated experiential “deficits” that produce a
structural mismatch between their psychosocial development and institutional expectations.
Oppositional culture theory interprets rejection of schooling, absenteeism, and low
performance as survival strategies that allow students to avoid the anomie and low self-
esteem generated by educational goals and values they perceive as unattainable.
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Roma distrust of schooling does not always stem from values associated with
social marginalization. Some research identifies strong Roma cultural identity as an
additional explanatory factor: some Roma families view school as an institution of
acculturation and therefore fear social and cultural assimilation (Fernandez Enguita,
1999; Padilla et al., 2017). This fear resembles the fear of “whitening” that Picower
(2009) describes among African American students.

Exogenous-structural factors

Exogenous-structural factors concern the social division of labor, the distribution of
wealth, and the institutional architecture of welfare and education systems. The literature
identifies the following mechanisms.

a.

Many Roma families experience precariousness, poverty, material deprivation, and
inequality associated with the marginalized sub-proletariat, either at risk of social
exclusion or already located within it (Lahire, 2019; Martin Criado et al., 2000).

Affirmative action policies at all levels of government have had limited reach and
impact (FSG, 2019, 2023, 2025a; Ministerio de Derechos Sociales y Agenda 2030,
2021). The FSG has launched the Programa Promociona, a school-support program
for Roma students that reports an 86% graduation rate in Year 4 of compulsory
secondary education and Year 2 of vocational training. However, it remains a pilot
project involving only 1,707 students across Spain, distributed among 100 Aulas
Promociona (FSG, 2025a).

Roma organizations have historically shown limited political effectiveness and
lobbying capacity in relation to educational governance bodies, including ministries
and regional governments (Jiménez, 2012), although recent developments point to
growing influence (Jurado, 2025; Roma Civil Monitoring, 2025).

High residential segregation has concentrated Roma students in so-called “ghetto
schools” through enrollment schemes based on school zoning (Padilla et al., 2017,
Parra et al., 2017; Pastor & Castillo, 2024).

Many Roma students attend low-quality “ghetto schools” (Briiggemann, 2014; Kende,
2007; Mulcahy et al., 2017; Pastor & Castillo, 2024).

Educational systems lack programs or strategies designed for nomadic or highly
mobile Roma populations (Mulcahy et al., 2017; Piemontese, 2017).

Many teachers lack training in intercultural pedagogical tools (Herrero et al., 2017,
Lozano-Mulet & Neut, 2025; Luciak & Liegl, 2009; Mulcahy et al., 2017).

Educational systems have failed to prevent chronic absenteeism among Roma
students (Bereményi, 2007; Ovejas, 2025).

Governments have often addressed Roma educational deficits by placing Roma
students in less demanding curricular tracks, such as compensatory education
classrooms and remedial education classes, rather than improving educational
quality (Abajo, 2024; Mulcahy et al., 2017).

Assimilationist school models often exclude Roma cultural references. Combined
with the absence of affirmative action programs for training and hiring Roma
teachers, this approach can produce cultural alienation among Roma students and
families (Calvo Buezas, 1989, 2012; Casa-Nova, 2010; Montanuy, 2022; Parra et al., 2017).
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Exogenous-cultural factors

Exogenous-cultural factors concern ethnic prestige systems, stereotypes, prejudices,
and patterns of interethnic relations. Surveys on racism, xenophobia, and ethnic prejudice
consistently identify Roma people as the most stigmatized and discriminated-against ethnic
minority in Spain (Calvo Buezas, 1989, 1990b, 1995; Cea D’Ancona & Valles Martinez, 2018;
Colectivo 10é & Fundacion Secretariado Gitano, 2003; FSG, 2025b). Laparra (2008) describes
them as “the most segregated ethnic group in Spanish society.” Entrenched racism enters the
educational system in ways similar to those described for other discriminated groups, such
as Black students in Anglo-Saxon countries (Gillborn & Kirton, 2000; Kohli et al.,, 2017). These
effects operate through prejudices and stereotypes among teachers (FSG, 2025a; Mulcahy et
al., 2017; PeCek et al,, 2014), students (Calvo Buezas, 1990a; FSG, 2025a; Mulcahy et al., 2017),
curricula (Calvo Buezas, 1989; Jiménez, 2017), and society at large (Calvo Buezas, 2012). Their
consequences include self-fulfilling prophecies (Calvo Buezas, 1990a, 1990b, 2012) and more
explicit forms of racism (Fekete, 2014; Flecha & Oliver, 2004; Hancock, 2010).

METHODS
Research design and methodological rationale

This study draws on in-depth interviews designed to reconstruct the educational
trajectories of 35 Roma university students. We developed the interview guide from the prior
literature and combined open-ended questions with a small number of closed questions used
only to organize biographical and contextual information. This technique provided the most
appropriate tool for capturing, through participants’ own accounts, the identity tensions,
family negotiations, and resilience strategies through which Roma students navigate and
challenge the structural and cultural barriers associated with the Roma educational anomaly.
Consistent with this qualitative design, the sampling strategy did not seek statistical
representativeness. Instead, it aimed to achieve discursive saturation, analytical relevance,
and depth in the trajectories examined.

Sampling

Although recent initiatives have attempted to establish a Roma census in Spain, no
official census data currently exist for this ethnic group. The Fundacion Secretariado Gitano
(FSG) estimates that Roma university students represent between 1% and 2% of the total
Roma population (FSG, 2023), but the absence of official data prevents calculation of the
margin of error for this estimate.

Sampling this small and statistically “hidden” population posed a major challenge. The
search focused on the five public universities in the Valencian Community, which together
enroll approximately 100,000 students per academic year. Data collection began in the 2018-
2019 academic year and ended in 2019-2020. We limited the search to public universities
because their state-subsidized tuition makes them considerably more accessible than private
institutions. We therefore assumed that Roma students who reached university would enroll
primarily in public institutions.
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To identify potential participants, we used a multi-strategy sampling design:

1. University faculty: we contacted all departments at the five public universities in the
Valencian Community by email and telephone.

2. Pre-university teachers: we contacted all secondary schools in the Valencian
Community by telephone.

3. Roma rights nongovernmental organizations: we contacted organizations working in
defense of Roma rights and asked them to serve as intermediaries.

When intermediaries agreed to collaborate, we contacted candidates directly if they had
provided their contact details and consent. In other cases, we provided the study information
to the intermediary, who then forwarded it to potential participants and allowed them
to decide whether to contact the research team. We subsequently expanded the sample
through snowball sampling from the initial contacts. Table 1 presents the sociodemographic
profile of the participants.

Table 1. Sociodemographic profile of the study sample (N=35)

Group N Mean age Age range
Women 22 30 years 19-58
Men 13 37 years 22-64
TOTAL 35 32.6 years 19-64

Souce: authors' elaboration

Qualitative interviews

The interview guide included 124 questions designed to identify the factors shaping Roma
students’ educational trajectories, both in terms of success and failure. All questions were
open-ended except for 10 Likert-scale items.

The interview began with questions about participants’ personal and academic
background, including age, sex, degree program, marital status, children, and work
experience. A second block addressed the nuclear family, including ethnicity in mixed-
heritage families, educational level, parental occupation, income, and family academic
background. A third block examined the extended family and social environment, including
occupation, education, income, and geographic proximity of extended family members.

The educational block explored participants’ prior schooling, including type of school,
secondary school grades, presence of Roma peers, and degree choice. The guide also
addressed academic difficulties, support received, motivations, career expectations, and
perceived obstacles, including experiences of ethnic discrimination, the contexts in which
discrimination occurred, and its possible effects on educational trajectories.

The final block focused on acculturation and sociocultural values. It gathered information
on religious practices, marriage, family, geographic mobility, participation in Roma
associations, adherence to traditional norms such as Roma customary law, and other aspects
of daily life, including hobbies, cultural consumption, political interests, and occupational
aspirations. By combining objective and subjective dimensions, the guide enabled a
comprehensive analysis of students’ life trajectories.
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We conducted most interviews in person. Only two interviews took place via Skype.
For currently enrolled students, we held interviews in different university campus spaces,
including cafeterias. For graduates, we conducted interviews in cafeterias in their cities of
residence. Participants selected or approved the interview location, and we prioritized their
comfort throughout the process. Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes.

Ethical considerations

The Research Ethics Committee at the University of Alicante approved the study, which
followed the ethical protocols required for research involving human participants.

Analysis

The analysis followed a qualitative and interpretive approach. We sought to identify,
compare, and relate the factors that appeared in participants’ narrated trajectories, paying
attention both to their recurrence and to their articulation within specific biographical contexts.

We identified factors through a systematic analysis of responses to the 124 interview
questions. Because of the length of the interviews and the dynamic nature of qualitative
discourse, the relationship among the factor under examination, the question asked, and
the information obtained did not always follow a linear pattern. Information relevant to a
specific factor often emerged transversally or spontaneously at other points in the interview,
in response to questions focused on other issues. Consequently, operationalization required
an integrated reading of each participant’s complete narrative rather than reliance on the
thematic segmentation of the interview guide alone.

For example, we could operationalize factors such as “postponing marriage and
parenthood” or “discrimination” from responses to one or more direct questions. By contrast,
factors such as “individualistic values” or “rejection of traditional marriage” required a more
cross-cutting analysis of the biographies.

To systematize and organize the data, we created an analysis matrix in Microsoft Excel.
Each row corresponded to one of the 35 participants, and the columns recorded information
on the factors identified in the theoretical framework, limited to those for which participants’
biographies provided relevant evidence. We strengthened analytical rigor through inter-
researcher discussion and constant comparison with the raw interview transcripts.

After establishing the hierarchy of factors, we deepened the analysis by examining the
nuances of participants’ narrated experiences. This second analytical layer allowed us to
move beyond aggregate patterns and examine the underlying dynamics, causal complexity,
and interactions among factors through participants’ personal accounts.

RESULTS

The findings identify the factors that, according to the biographies of Roma university
students, most strongly shaped their academic success. Table 2 ranks the 14 factors analyzed
according to their relative presence in the narratives of the 35 participants.
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Table 2. Ranked factors of influence on the educational trajectory of Roma university

students

Success Factor % Description and Interpretive Key

Postponing marriage and 85.7 Prioritizing academic career over family

parenthood formation.

Family support 80 Explicit and active support from the nuclear
family (parents) as the driving force behind the
educational trajectory.

Absence of ghetto-school 771 Schooling in integrated institutions, avoiding

attendance segregation and high ethnic concentration.

Presence of non-Roma family 71  Existence of non-Roma relatives (mixed heritage)

members in the nuclear or extended family environment.

Individualistic values 71 Adoption of personal development goals over
traditional collective expectations.

Distancing from the extended 68.6 Physical and social distancing from the extended

family family and its influence.

Rejection of traditional 68.6 Break with gender norms, betrothal practices, and

marriage rituals associated with early marriage.

Absence of discrimination 68.6 Educational trajectory characterized by the
absence of serious episodes of rejection or racism.

Influence of NGOs 65.7 Socialization and support through Roma
associations that promote modernization.

University role models 62.8 Existence of close role models (family members or
external figures) with higher education.

Evangelical religion 48.6 Presence of Evangelical religion in the extended
family, considered a transformative force vis-a-vis
traditional Roma norms.

Weak Roma identity 457 Self-perceived identity that is less pronounced or
distanced from traditional norms.

Qualified employment inthe 171 From families in which at least one parent holds

formal economy (Parents) qualified employment in the formal economy.

Educational level (Parents) 14.3 Parents with post-compulsory education.

Note. Percentages are used solely as descriptive support to synthesize the relative presence
of each factor in the sample; they are not intended to establish statistical inferences or
generalizable causal relationships.

Souce: authors' elaboration
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The weight of tradition: the “cage of intensive kinship” as the primary
barrier

The analysis shows that, although Roma students face important external barriers,
the most decisive obstacles to university access and persistence emerge from within the
community itself. These endogenous barriers combine traditional cultural norms with a dense
social structure that Henrich (2022) defines as “intensive kinship”: a system organized around
endogamy, collectivism, and strict social control that constrains individual aspirations. Our
findings suggest that academic success requires students to confront this structure directly
and, in many cases, painfully.

The testimony of one participant who entered university at age 27 illustrates what it means
to remain trapped in this structure. If students who enter university at age 18 represent an
early escape from the “cage of intensive kinship,” this woman'’s trajectory shows how the
cage operates and how delayed liberation can occur. Her youthful desire to avoid a life she
experienced as an “unbearable constraint” collided with collective pressure:

“Esas cosas las hablabamos entre primas. [...] deciamos ‘cuando cumplamos los 18
nos escapamos’, porque no queriamos esa vida para nosotras. [...] Tenia que tomar la
decision y al final opté por la que todos esperaban. Lo asumiy dije ‘venga vale, tengo
que ser asi’. Renuncié a todas mis amigas payas [...] Pues me pedi con 18 y con 19 ya
me habia casado.” (Participant 1)

[“We used to talk about those things among cousins. [...] We would say, ‘when we turn
18, we'll escape, because we did not want that life for ourselves. [...] | had to make
a decision, and in the end | chose what everyone expected. | accepted it and told
myself, ‘Okay, fine, this is how | have to be. | gave up all my non-Roma friends [...] | got
engaged at 18, and by 19 | was already married.” (Participant 1)]

The phrase “in the end I chose what everyone expected” captures the control mechanism
Henrich (2022) describes. “Everyone” represents the community, whose expectations override
individual desire. Her early trajectory (engagement at 18, marriage at 19, and motherhood
at 21) materializes the traditional script that successful students manage to interrupt. Her
biography illustrates why “postponing marriage and parenthood” (85.7%) and “rejection
of traditional marriage values” (68.6%) appear among the strongest success factors. When
students do not postpone these expectations, the university project can become delayed or
impossible.

Another participant describes the opposite trajectory: she deliberately prioritizes
education over marriage.

“Me gustaria casarme a los 26 o 27 anos, porque en esa edad puedo tener una
experiencia académica suficiente que me proporcione una estabilidad econémica. Y
tener independencia econémica frente a mi pareja (gitano) y que no me pueda echar
en cara que es él quien me da de comer.” (Participant 3)

[“I would like to get married at 26 or 27, because by that age | can have enough
academic experience to provide me with economic stability. And | want economic
independence from my partner, a Roma man, so he cannot throw in my face that he is
the one who puts food on the table.” (Participant 3)]

1
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For this participant, university represents a calculated investment. The ages she
identifies (26 or 27) mark the time she considers necessary to complete an academic path,
achieve economic stability, and secure personal independence. Her account expresses an
instrumental and modern view of education: university is not an end in itself but a means of
gaining autonomy. This reflects the individualistic orientation that appears as a key success
factor in the analysis (“individualistic values,” 71%).

The second part of the quotation connects directly to the patriarchal logic of the cage. Her
aim is not abstract independence but economic independence from a future Roma husband.
This distinction matters. She does not reject marriage to a Roma man; instead, she anticipates
and seeks to neutralize one of the main sources of power in traditional patriarchy: economic
dependence. The phrase “so he cannot throw in my face that he is the one who puts food on
the table” reveals her awareness of the power relations and gendered submission that can
emerge from women’s economic dependence in the traditional sexual division of labor. Her
strategy does not seek to avoid Roma marriage but to enter it from a position of equality and
thereby transform it from within.

The cage also relies on active social surveillance. The community monitors and pressures
those who deviate from the norm, and exogamy—marriage to a non-Roma person—often
appears as the supreme taboo.

“En mi instituto éramos 4 o 5 gitanas. No era lo normal. Eramos de las que teniamos
una mentalidad mucho mas abierta, que teniamos claro lo que queriamosy lo que no
y todas las demas se quedaban en casa, claro. Eramos las raras y la familia siempre
estaba alerta porque a mi padre le decian ‘tu hija al final se va a enamorar de un
payo’, porque eso era el pecado mortal.” (Participant 1)

[“In my secondary school, there were four or five of us Roma girls. That was not normal.
We were the ones with a much more open mindset, who knew what we wanted and
what we did not want, and all the others stayed home, of course. We were the odd
ones out, and the family was always on alert because people would tell my father,
‘Your daughter is going to end up falling in love with a payo, because that was the
mortal sin.” (Participant 1)]

This account illustrates how the cage functions as a concrete network of social surveillance
rather than an abstract cultural structure. The phrase “the family was always on alert” shows
that the community does not merely disapprove passively; it monitors, judges, and pressures
those who depart from expected behavior. The fear is specific: “your daughter is going to end
up falling in love with a payo.” By describing exogamy as “the mortal sin,” the participant shows
how the community transforms endogamy from a cultural norm into a quasi-religious obligation.
Exogamy becomes not only a break with custom but also an offense against group continuity.

The warning also targets the father rather than the young woman: “people would tell
my father.” This detail reveals the pressure borne by nuclear families that support their
children’s educational aspirations. It also confirms that “family support” (80%) does not
operate as passive consent. In many cases, it requires active resistance against the suspicion
and criticism of the extended family and the broader community.

To comply with the traditional mandate, the participant had to make the very move that
works against academic success. Instead of building bridges to the non-Roma world, she had
to sever them: “| gave up all my non-Roma friends.” This act of self-segregation, which she
experienced with shame, demonstrates the high cost of submission to the cage. It also shows
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how the cage demands closure to the outside world, precisely the closure that factors such
as “having non-Roma family members” can help weaken.

The first quotation captures the psychological moment in which the collective temporarily
defeats the individual self: “I accepted it and told myself, ‘Okay, fine, this is how I have to be.”
Yet her story does not end there. Her description of having been born with “that different
something” is central. That “something” represents the seed of individual aspiration, which
our analysis identifies as a key component of educational success (“individualistic values,”
71%). In her case, this seed did not disappear; it remained dormant. Her entry into university
at age 27, already married and with a child, represents a delayed act of identity resignification.
She entered a non-Roma institution after fulfilling what her community understood as her
obligations. For this reason, her biography serves as the negative image of the successful
trajectories analyzed in the rest of the sample.

Non-Roma family members and distancing from the extended family

One of the most powerful cracks in the cage comes from the “presence of non-Roma
family members” (71%). This factor carries an important causal implication: a mixed-heritage
family has already broken the fundamental rule of endogamy. For young people raised in
intercultural households, modernity and the non-Roma world do not represent external
threats but everyday affective realities. This family context weakens the cage’s central control
mechanism: the fear of assimilation.

However, this structural advantage also carries costs. The same crack that facilitates
academic mobility can generate stigma and discrimination within the Roma community. One
participant of mixed origin explains:

“He sentido discriminacion en la familia gitana, por ser hijo de paya. [...] Porque les
gusta lo endémico, les parece que diversificar es perder [...] piensan que por mezclarse
se pierden las tradiciones.” (Participant 26)

[“I have experienced discrimination from the Roma side of my family because | am the
son of a non-Roma woman. [...] Because they like what is endemic to them; they feel
that diversifying means losing [...] they think that mixing means traditions are lost.”
(Participant 26)]

The participant’s wording defines the principles of endogamy and social closure with
precision. “They like what is endemic” expresses a principle of purity: the community values
what remains exclusively internal and rejects what comes from outside. “Diversifying means
losing” captures the fear that sustains the cage: openness appears not as enrichment but as
subtraction. Finally, “mixing means traditions are lost” provides the explicit justification for
this fear, casting mixed-heritage children as agents of cultural dilution.

By his mere existence, the participant embodies “diversification” and therefore becomes
a perceived threat to tradition. The “presence of non-Roma family members” thus operates
paradoxically. It can promote educational success by facilitating access to non-Roma cultural
capital and reducing the fear of assimilation, but it can also produce conflict, stigma, and
questioning within the community. This helps explain why “distancing or rupture from the
extended family” (68.6%) appears as a major factor. For students of mixed origin, distance
from the extended family may function not only as a strategic choice to protect an educational
project but also as an emotional necessity.
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The next quotation shows how a fully Roma participant encounters similar fears. Her
family background does not place her Roma identity in question. Yet her decision to attend
university is interpreted as the first step toward cultural betrayal.

“Toda mi familia gitana, excepto mis dos hermanos, rechazé que fuera a la universidad
porque estaba entrando en el mundo payo, me iba a relacionar mas con payos. Iba
a acabar con un payo. Y a despreciarlos a ellos porque ya no iba a vivir como viven
ellos... ‘no sigues mis principios, no sigues mi cultura, pues ya no te acepto’. Me
dejaron de hablar” (Participant 35)

[“My entire Roma family, except my two brothers, rejected my going to university
because | was entering the non-Roma world; | was going to spend more time with non-
Roma people. | was going to end up with a payo. And | would come to despise them
because | would no longer live the way they live... ‘You do not follow my principles;
you do not follow my culture, so | no longer accept you. They stopped talking to me.”
(Participant 35)]

The family articulates a sequence of fears: attending university means entering the non-
Roma world; entering that world means spending more time with non-Roma people; that
contact leads to exogamy; and exogamy results in cultural abandonment and contempt for
the family’s way of life. This account adds nuance to the factor “distancing from the extended
family” (68.6%). The student does not always initiate the rupture. In some cases, the family
imposes it. The student does not leave; the family expels her. Under these conditions, rupture
becomes the only available path for continuing the chosen educational project.

Patriarchal contradiction and exogamy as a liberation strategy

Several testimonies require us to nuance the idea that Roma families uniformly defend
endogamy. Some accounts reveal a more contradictory and pragmatic family logic, especially
regarding gender.

“Mi abuela principalmente y mi padre me dicen casate con un payo. Quieren que un
gitano se case con una gitana y que una gitana se case con un payo, para que al gitano
le sigan sus costumbres machistas y para que la gitana se ‘libere’ de las mismas.”
(Participant 14)

[“My grandmother, mainly, and my father tell me to marry a payo. They want a Roma
man to marry a Roma woman and a Roma woman to marry a payo, so that the Roma
man can keep his sexist customs and the Roma woman can ‘free herself’ from those
same customs.” (Participant 14)]

“Mi abuela me dice que las ninas se casen con payos y los gitanos con gitanas. Porque
va a ser mas facil para unos y otros por los diferentes grados de tolerancia machista.”
(Participant 15)

[“My grandmother tells me that girls should marry payos and Roma men should
marry Roma women, because it will be easier for both, given the different degrees of
tolerance for sexism.” (Participant 15)]
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These testimonies reveal a deep paradox within traditional Roma culture in transition.
They do not express a unified defense of tradition. Instead, they describe a pragmatic family
strategy that assigns different futures to men and women. The quotation functions as both
an internal critique of patriarchy and a practical roadmap for escaping it.

The most striking element is that the speakers do not deny or justify “sexist customs.” They
acknowledge them as a structural reality that endogamous marriage helps preserve for Roma
men. In this logic, marriage between a Roma man and a Roma woman allows the man to continue
exercising a traditional gender role that the grandmother herself describes as sexist. The
argument assumes that a Roma wife will accept, or at least know how to navigate, this system.

By contrast, the family locates women's liberation outside the community. Exogamous
marriage to a non-Roma man appears as the viable escape route. This finding strongly
confirms that modernity, and especially the gender equality associated with it, can appear
in participants’ accounts as intrinsically non-Roma. Women seek freedom not by reforming
custom from within but by exiting the marital structure that sustains it.

The fact that this logic comes mainly from the grandmother is crucial. A guardian
of tradition, not a young rebel, articulates this strategy. Having lived within the cage of
intensive kinship, the grandmother knows its costs for women. Her advice reveals a double
consciousness: she recognizes the system'’s unwillingness to change for male descendants,
yet she wants her granddaughter to avoid its burdens. Faced with this dilemma, she sacrifices
the ideal of endogamy for her granddaughter’s well-being.

This strategy contrasts with Participant 3's approach. Participant 3 seeks liberation
through individual empowerment: she wants economic stability before marriage so that she
can negotiate equality within a future union, preferably with a Roma man. Her strategy aims
at internal transformation. By contrast, the grandmothers cited above propose exogamy as a
pragmatic exit from patriarchal constraint. Together, these testimonies reveal the complexity
of cultural change. Families do not always act as monolithic traditionalist blocs. They may
operate through contradictory but pragmatic logics, recognizing sexism as a structure that
persists for men while seeking ways to free women from its consequences.

Identity negotiation: being Roma in the university world

Given these tensions, one might assume that university access requires assimilation
or a weakening of Roma identity. The data do not support that conclusion. The relatively
low presence of the factor “weak Roma identity” (45.7%) is revealing: more than half of the
successful students did not perceive their Roma identity as weakened. This finding suggests
that success does not require students to stop being Roma. Rather, it requires them to
renegotiate what being Roma means.

Because identity constitutes a subjective construction, students do not simply abandon
it. They transform and adapt it. Successful students do not “whiten” themselves; they become
pioneers of a new form of Roma identity compatible with the university world.

This negotiation takes the form of selective cultural transformation. The key distinction
is between ethnic identity, understood as a sense of belonging, and the traditional cultural
practices associated with that identity. Students maintain the former while modifying the
latter. They reject or shed those elements of tradition that prove structurally incompatible
with an academic career: patriarchal gender roles, the primacy of the collective over the
individual, and early marriage. The strong presence of “rejection of traditional marriage
values” (68.6%) and “individualistic values” (71%) supports this interpretation.
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Two conditions facilitate this process. First, some students begin from a hybrid identity.
In mixed-heritage families (71%), the synthesis between the Roma and non-Roma worlds
already forms part of everyday life. Students in these households do not need to renegotiate
identity as conflictually because they have inhabited hybridity from birth. This background can
substantially reduce the anxiety associated with acculturation. Second, university role models
matter. The presence of “university role models” (62.8%) provides evidence that students
can combine “being Roma” with “being modern.” These figures legitimate the possibility of a
negotiated identity and offer students an anchor for imagining their own trajectories.

Overall, the students’ accounts show that they can leave certain traditions behind
without renouncing Roma identity. In this context, Roma associations and nongovernmental
organizations (65.7%) can act as agents that validate and promote a resignified Roma identity.
They create cultural spaces where educational commitment no longer appears as “going
payo” but as a legitimate expression of contemporary Roma identity.

The bidirectional connection between endogenous and exogenous factors

The analysis should not treat the endogenous world as isolated from the broader social
and institutional environment. Roma students’ trajectories emerge through the constant
interaction of internal community factors and external educational and social structures.

First, endogenous dispositions often condition decisions that appear exogenous.
The “absence of schooling in a ghetto school” (771%) provides a clear example. A family’s
decision to enroll children in a nonsegregated school does not represent a neutral choice.
It reflects a family orientation that has already distanced itself from the most traditional
norms and identifies segregation as an educational disadvantage. One participant captures
this distinction:

“Me gustaria vivir cerca de gitanos porque quiero tanto yo como mis hijos y mi pareja
relacionarnos con gitanos, pero no quiero vivir en zona norte porque es un gueto.”
(Participant 2)

[“I would like to live near Roma people because | want my children, my partner, and
myself to have contact with Roma people, but | do not want to live in the northern
area because it is a ghetto.” (Participant 2)]

This account shows that the participant seeks proximity to the Roma community without
accepting the disadvantages associated with residential segregation. The exogenous factor—
school quality—therefore also reflects an endogenous factor: the family’s disposition toward
education, mobility, and selective distance from the most segregated community environments.

Second, endogenous characteristics mediate the experience of exogenous factors such
as racism. The fact that 68.6% of the successful sample reported no school discrimination
does not necessarily mean that schools consistently provide tolerant environments. The
testimonies suggest that discrimination often depends on visible markers associated with
Roma stereotypes.
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“No, depende del tipo de gitano. Nosotras somos gitanas mas modernas. Las gitanas
mas tradicionales son las mas discriminadas.” (Participant 3)

[“No, it depends on the type of Roma person. We are more modern Roma women. The
more traditional Roma women experience the most discrimination.” (Participant 3)]

“Considero que la discriminacion esta relacionada con parecer mas o menos gitano y
también con la condicion socioecondmica.” (Participant 30)

[“I think discrimination is related to appearing more or less Roma, and also to
socioeconomic status.” (Participant 30)]

These accounts indicate that students who succeed academically often command non-
Roma cultural codes and may not display the markers that trigger overt prejudice. In this
sense, not experiencing discrimination functions as a mixed factor. It reflects both the
external environment and the student’s internal profile. Importantly, participants do not
present this as forced concealment of identity or ethnic invisibility. Rather, they describe it
as a natural outcome of selective acculturation.

Finally, endogenous practices and exogenous prejudices can reinforce each other and
produce isolation. One participant explains that her socialisolation at school did not result from
direct rejection by classmates, but from the intimidation created by her brother’s surveillance:

“El caso mas concreto que vivi fue en el instituto. Los chicos payos no se acercaban a
mi porque mi hermano me sobreprotegia y tenian miedo de éL” (Participant 5)

[“The clearest case | experienced was in secondary school. The non-Roma boys would
not approach me because my brother overprotected me, and they were afraid of him.”
(Participant 5)]

This testimony reveals a “double wall.” An endogenous practice, patriarchal control
extended into the school setting, activates an exogenous prejudice: the stereotype of the
violent Roma man. Internal tradition and external racism thus reinforce one another and
construct a barrier of segregation. These trajectories therefore require students to navigate
both the limits imposed by their own community and the obstacles produced by the broader
social and educational system.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our analysis locates the central condition of Roma university achievement in students’
confrontation with an internal sociocultural structure: the “cage of intensive kinship.’
University access does not depend only on overcoming external barriers. It also requires a
profound and often painful process of rupture, negotiation, and identity resignification.

This interpretation gains strength from the limited explanatory weight that our data
assign to the socioeconomic and educational-capital barriers that the literature has
traditionally emphasized. Our findings qualify research that identifies family educational
capital as a central condition of educational achievement (Fernandez Enguita, 1996; Levinson,
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2007). In our sample, very few students who reached university had parents with high levels
of education: only 14.3% had parents with post-compulsory schooling. This pattern suggests
that low parental education, although relevant, does not operate as the primary barrier to
university access in these trajectories. This finding aligns with Kende's (2007) study.

Similarly, our findings qualify the theoretical importance attributed to the “marginal
mode of labor market integration” (Alvarez-Roldan et al,, 2018; FSG, 2019; Gamella, 2011).
This model, based on informal work, should theoretically discourage investment in higher
education. However, only a small proportion of families in our sample had formal and qualified
employment (171%). The marginal mode of labor-market integration therefore does not appear
to constitute a decisive barrier to university access among the students analyzed here.

Success as rupture with the traditional “cage”

The principal finding is that Roma university achievement depends closely on students’
confrontation with, and partial liberation from, the control mechanisms of the most traditional
Roma culture and social structure: the “cage” of intensive kinship. The testimonies show
that this cage, organized around endogamy, collectivism, and strict patriarchy, imposes a
life script that proves especially restrictive for women and structurally incompatible with a
prolonged academic trajectory.

Success therefore requires acts of conscious resistance. These acts draw on individualistic
values and depend heavily on support from the nuclear family. They include postponing
marriage, rejecting traditional gender roles, and distancing oneself from the extended family.
The biographical analysis shows that Roma university students tend to be people who have
substantially dismantled the structural and cultural barriers associated with tradition.

Existing research on Roma university students offers findings consistent with this
interpretation. Padilla et al. (2017) and Goenechea et al. (2020), in Spain, identify the same
tension between supportive nuclear families and extended families that fear assimilation
into non-Roma culture. Similarly, Gkofa (2018), in Greece, links educational success to “non-
traditional families” and to students’ need to distance themselves from dominant cultural
norms, especially gender roles. Although these studies do not use the language of the “cage,”
they confirm that educational success requires cracks in the traditional structure. Pantea
(2015), in Romania, reaches a similar conclusion by documenting the sanction mechanism
through which the community preserves cohesion: students who attend university, a non-
Roma institution, risk being perceived by their own community as “less Roma.”

Identity resignification

These findings connect directly to the academic debate over whether Roma culture is
incompatible with educational achievement, both in compulsory education (Fernandez
Enguita, 1999; Ogbu, 2008) and at the university level (Briiggemann, 2014; Kende, 2007; Padilla
etal., 2017; Vargas del Amo, 2018). Identifying the traditional cage as the primary barrier might
seem, at first glance, to support the argument that university access requires assimilation or
the weakening of Roma culture. Our evidence suggests a more nuanced interpretation, which
requires distinguishing between the practical and identity dimensions of culture.
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As the analysis shows, participants move away from certain traditional practices and
values, but their self-ascribed Roma identity does not necessarily weaken. In fact, 54.3%
of participants maintain a strong Roma identity. These students become pioneers of a
new, selectively traditional identity. They preserve ethnic belonging while rejecting cultural
practices that restrict their development.

This synthesis becomes possible through cracks in the cage, especially mixed-heritage
families, as well as through the support of role models and nongovernmental organizations.
Cultural distancing is therefore real and substantial at the level of practices, but not
necessarily at the level of identity. Students do not experience this shedding of practices
as total cultural loss. Rather, they frame it as adaptation, transformation, or rejection of
oppressive constraints.

The analytical distinction between identity and practices is central to this argument. It
allows usto showthatstudents can be both Romaand modern. Inthis process of resignification,
the absence of visible ethnic markers does not appear, in participants’ accounts, as a forced
strategy of ethnic invisibility to avoid racism. In this respect, our findings differ from the
concealment dynamics described in other studies (Padilla et al., 2017). Participants instead
describe their command of majority, non-Roma cultural codes as an organic part of their
identity trajectory. This selective acculturation appears as a natural evolution of the self,
often facilitated by mixed heritage, and allows students to neutralize external prejudice
without experiencing that adaptation as assimilation or renunciation of group belonging.

Implications for educational policy

These findings suggest two strategic lines of action for educational policy. First,
interventions should protect and support transformative nuclear families. Because the
community environment can exert strong pressure toward conformity, institutions should
identify and assist nuclear family units that have chosen educational change. To prevent
community pressure from suppressing this openness, public institutions should provide
these families with tangible social capital. Guidance programs could equip families with tools
for managing social pressure and help them become active agents of school retention. Public
institutions could also create mutual support networks that connect dispersed family units
with similar educational aspirations. Such networks could generate a critical mass, reduce
family isolation, and validate these decisions before the broader community.

Second, public policies should help deactivate the fear of assimilation by promoting a
new Roma identity. These policies should present academic success not as “going payo” or as
cultural loss, but as a path compatible with ethnic pride. Strategies of this kind should make
academic success visible through role models from within the Roma community itself. By
doing so, they can help redefine education as a legitimate expression of contemporary Roma
identity rather than as a departure from it.

Methodological limitations

This study has methodological limitations that affect both the representativeness of the
sample and the scope of the conclusions, especially regarding social class.

The first limitation stems from an insurmountable structural barrier: Spain does not have
an official Roma census. This absence makes it impossible to determine the total population
of Roma university students. Because we could not construct a sampling frame for random
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selection, we adopted a nonprobabilistic sampling strategy. To diversify the initial sources, we
systematically contacted university and secondary school faculty throughout the Valencian
Community, as well as Roma nongovernmental organizations. Despite this effort, readers
should interpret the results with caution. The qualitative findings and trends identified
here provide valuable insight into the dynamics of educational success, but they cannot be
generalized to the Roma student population as a whole. Rather, they offer a detailed portrait
of the sample analyzed.

The second limitation reflects a broader gap in the existing literature: the absence of
studies on middle- and upper-class Roma students, a group that the FSG estimates at
approximately 10% of the total Roma population. Although our sampling strategy did not
focus on community enclaves but on educational level, the resulting sample resembles those
of previous studies: most participants come from lower- or lower-middle-class backgrounds.
This characteristic matters for interpretation. The high degree of de-traditionalization
observed in the sample does not reflect an already consolidated middle-class habitus.
Instead, it shows the scale of cultural change that these pioneers have had to actively
undertake to achieve educational and social mobility.

Future research should therefore examine middle-class Roma populations. Such
research would make it possible to compare whether the path to educational achievement
documented here, based on a conscious break with tradition, represents a constant feature of
Roma university trajectories or whether middle-class Roma students follow a different model
of success based on already hybridized cultural capital transmitted across generations.

This comparison would clarify several key questions. Does Roma educational success
always require struggle and painful rupture, or can it become a more natural and less
conflictive process? Does the structural and cultural cage affect the Roma population as a
whole, or does it primarily shape the trajectories of the most impoverished and traditional
communities? Comparing the pioneers in this study with potential middle-class heirs would
offer a more complete understanding of Roma educational achievement. It would help
determine whether success remains an exception achieved by struggling against culture and
structure, or whether it has begun to emerge as a new norm transmitted within them.
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