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mentoring leadership

A Roma success story

by Sasa Milic

Editar’s Note: This article is the story of an dmportant mentoring relationship thal developed in spite of many obstacles. Thi imprelus was o

effort fo triin assistan! teachers who, by sharing language aned cilture with familics in the progrive, condd help childven overcome barriers to

Hieir education, D Hie process u_f||rm|£rrr'r'ng il Being wienlored, each person fearmed abail .f{fjif sited otfiers, o aboul the Fortanee qf':ﬁu:‘?.‘

a mertaring relationshiy for creating and supporting wew leachers. I i stong witliomanyy iustghts for os iill: itong the lessins s the stery

of @ mn el wanited o gork with yoweg clildren ageinst ol e,

lamuary 2006, 2 cold winter day, After
my lectures in college, I decided to take
a stroll around the centre of the twn af
Niksic b get some Tresh aiv [n high
street, right next to Onogost Hotel, |
came across Sokolj who was doing his
job — sweeping dry leaves and dirt off
the streets. He was a second-vear
student at the University of Monlenegro
ab the time, 1 came closer o bim only Lo
see, Loy greal surprise, that he was
pretty embarrassed that | stopped for
chat. Hesoon interrupled me saving,
“Professon please do not stand here and
Ealk b0 e, a Roma, as this will tarnish
vaur reputalion as a university
professor” | was lotally surprised to
hear his reaction and his idea that he
could do harm in this way,

[ soon pulled myself together and said.
“Drear Sokol], my reputation can never
be tarnished by my talking o a Roma, a
street sweeper, @ you are my student,
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and street sweeping is a decent job. My
repuiation as a person and protessor
would have been tarnished had 1 gone
past you without saving hello”” He
was shill embarrassed as we walked
down the street for soane 150 m
topether; me and Sokolj in his streel
sweeper s orange vest.

A major improvement in Roma
inclusion in Montenegro’s education
system wis the result of the Open
Society Institute Budapest regional
project, the Koma Bducation [nitiative,
implemented in Monlenegro from 2002
Liv 2005, Ak a resull of the project, there
wias a greater public awareness of the
challenge of Boma education, the need
ey inchude Roma children in schools, as
well as the noed fo preserve Rema
culture, tradilion, and customs: In
addition, the number of BAE children
ot of schools dropped and the
achivities of Roma NOOs improved,

And yet, maybe one af This project’s

major contributivns was inbroducing

the pasition af a Boma teaching
assistant, a person who assisted
preschnal and primary schoal teachers
in their work helping them better
understand the specific features and
needs of Roma children and overcome
the language barrier,

Acserious challenge in educating FRarma
children is that few of them speak
Montenegrin, Most Roma children
speak Albanian, some speak Roma,
and teachers in our schools are
proficient in neither of the two
languages, Roma teaching assistants
ate selecled upon proposal of the Roma
NGO, the key requirement being thal
thev are high schoal graduates. The
first group af infermal Roma teaching
assistants was formed: among them
way Sokol] Beganaj, a slreel sweeper
e Milsic.

Winrking simultaneously as a streel
sweeper and a Rema teaching assistant
ina Wiksic kindergarten, Sokelj soon
shosved a lol of interest and dedicalion




I his wark with children. After
working in the kindergarten for almost
two vears, bokolj enrolled at the teacher
mining college. In the meantime |
completed my master and doctoral
studies in pedagogy and started
wirking as a professor at Universily of
Muontenegro. There we were, Sakolj and
me, logether again after our cooperation
under the Kema Education Initialive,
this time me taking the role of his
prafeszor and mentor,

It was rewarding to know that we had
arensed in him the desire b stiive for
knowledge, and vet 1 knew that the
tied before us was nol easy for a
number of reasons. Sokolj had to
conline v-.-'-:‘-rking A a shreet sweepor 1o
support his Fammily (wilie, a daughter,
and a sond; he was nal received well by
anumber of studenls and seme
professors; he had toowark hard Lo meet
the requirements of the program of
sudies, and there was also the language
barrier a5 he communicated mainly in
Albanian while his Montenegrin was
ot standard or grammatically correct.
There was another problem posed
betore me as his mentor. Namely,
mentorship is defined as: an edication
process elnere o peesann hasing e skills
did expevience sertes o8 @ wodel g
leschies, chconirayes, eavises, and elps g
peraon it fewoer stille wnd dess expeticace,
Pwas supposed 1o be a mentor (oa
gerson who had muoch more life
eiperience than me and was somewhat
older than me,

hevertheless, right from the start |
selieved in success and knew that pne
ol the fivst sleps to be taken was paving
the way towards students’ acceptance of
tokolj, | devoted a lol of our Bime in
wrly lectures on preschool pedagogy to
ntracucing Sokolj into the group,
focusing not on his Roma erigin but on
lhe benefit of having some male
stuclents with 1ot of life and work
ipericnee ina J00%: female student
popalation. | alse told them about the

Roma Education Initiative and Sokolj's
experience of working ina kindergarten
for two vears, As | came to realize soon
this proved to be a very good stralegy of
‘introducing” him into the group, Mang
students were around him, spending
time with him and working closely
tagether, helping one another, working
together on their essays and project
assignments. [ was relieved as [ ealized
that in addilion fo myself there were at
least ten students to offer support and
assistance (o Sokolj as well as prevent
lim from giving up his studies. Indeed,
the first exams and grades showed
Sokolj was AImumg the top 20% of
studenls in our departiment,

Being an cducationist and adult-
education specialiat, [ know that (he
tearning process af adults is based an
the assumption that learning develops
in stages ay the learmer o eEses
towards new opinions. This is exactly
what was noticeable with Sokolj — any
news success led tooa beller foundation in
knowledge, and an ever greater
cornmibment o successiolly completing
his studies. Mentorship also required
full eommitment en my part over a lomg
periad of fime and setting common
targets, the driving larces being
cooperation and joinl success,

[lelt it was best to rely in my
mentarship on his strengths and abilities
while at intervals touching upon the
issue of education of the entire Roma
population in Montenegro and the ssue
of leadership in this demanding task. |
feared that burdening Sokolj with this
izsue o0 Lop of his owr education would
be: too much for him and would lead to
burnout syndrome and his giving up his
Mture studies. In technical lilerature |
came across ancther definition of
mentorship where mentor is defined as:
i perse helping ws in fhe process of
caploring different piatls i 1, o person
iisRing s all Hie best, 1 believe thal in
iy work with Sokol) 1 have met af least
some ol the listed expectations and
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fulfillet the purpose of mentorship.

My next major mentoring assignment
involved work with my colleagues
among university professors. Luckily,
many of them were fully aware of the
sipnificance of Sokolis educalion, were
willing to help, and adjusted their work
lo his circumstances, Unloriunately, it
must be noted here that there was a
small number of colleagues whi were
pretty cpen in shewing their resentment
by such words as “There we are,
teaching even Cvpsies,” and were
prejudiced against [he Roma
population. Same showed no
understanding that Montenegrin was
el Sokolis mother tongue and that he
was not always able to express what he
knew ina good and grammatically
cowrect language. The only todl with
which i fight these obstacles was
discussion. | had many of them with
such colleagues of mine. At times these
discussions were exhausting, but T was
guided by an idea that | was to help
them overcome their own prejudice as
well as help Sokolj have his work
abjectively assessed by those professars,

My menloring relationship with Sokolj
also had a positive effect on me. T iruly
believe that in adedilion to an emotional
and professional personal benefil, this
experience improved my knowledge
and mentoring skills. 1 realized that in
mentoring the key goal was to prromale
the professional and personal develop-
ment of my protégée and that it
developed in a context of a permanent
and caring relationship belween a
mentor and his protéede, |alse learned
that the best results of mentoring could
be achieved provided we developed
Sokolij's capacity in the arca of indepen-
dent decision making, expanding his
knowledge, sharpening his skills, and
improving self-confidence, Being a very
independent person myvself, | fell il was
imparlant to guide, proanpt; and
encourage him Lo express his ideas
freely, o take the questions and assign-
ments as probloms that he would dweel]
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Lpan himself and find a response,
rather than expecting 1o gel these from
his mentor. Our work together for three
vears ard our eventual swecess were
[illed with utmost commibment,
abzolute Lrust, and active participation
al both sides,

Heee we are today with Sokolj Beganaj
working successtully as a preschon|
teacher in “"Dragan Kovacevic”
preschoal institution in Niksic, leaching,
among others, tens of Roma
preschoolers and also supervising the
wirtle of elder Roma children attending
ane of 1he primary schoals in their
homelawn, In additivn, he is o soon
enter into effice as the executive director
of the coalition of MGOs called “Eoma
Circle,” officially established in 2006
and networking 22 Homa NGOs in
bontenegro,

[ hawe the pleasune of welcoming
another futire educatar, Sokal's
daughier Falima, who has been my
student in the Preschool Education
Program since the beginning of this
academic year, Sokaolj's education hasn't
ended either. He decided to take a
paslgraduate specialist course in
preschool education and is still my
student, The twa of us continue
pondering upon many challenges of
preschoal education ina course on

Experimental Early Fducation
Programs. Mavhe the best message al
the end af this article may be sent by the
words of a renmwned Nabel Prize
winner Mother Theresa;

“The biggest disease today is not
leprosy ar bubercubosts, bul rather the
feeling of being unwanted, uneared o
and abandoned by all”
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