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Introduction: Roma students often face challenges such as discrimination and social exclusion that hinder their school engagement. However, little is known about how their engagement changes over time and how this affects future life opportunities.

Methods: This qualitative, longitudinal study followed 13 Roma students (ages 10–14) during a critical school transition (5th to 6th grade). Semi-structured interviews were conducted at the beginning and end of the school year and analyzed thematically.

Results: Findings revealed that students maintained strong connections with peers and the school environment but showed weaker engagement in classroom learning. Over time, declining teacher relationships, reduced attendance, and limited academic support at home further diminished engagement. These patterns were linked to a low perceived value of formal education and restricted aspirations shaped by cultural norms.

Discussion: The study highlights how social, familial, and cultural factors intersect to influence Roma students’ engagement trajectories. Interventions are needed that both build on cultural strengths and address motivational beliefs and structural barriers to enhance long-term educational opportunities.
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Introduction

Roma is the most significant ethnic minority in Europe and one of the most deprived ethnic groups, encountering similar challenges in all European countries, such as poverty, inadequate housing, underemployment, and underperformance in education (Council of Europe, 2020a). Education has been targeted as a critical hub for addressing poverty and ensuring equal opportunities in vital areas like employment and healthcare (Council of Europe, 2020b; Hamilton, 2018; Rosário et al., 2020). Nonetheless, students from Roma groups often face additional challenges that may hinder their access to and success in formal education (Moreira et al., 2022a, 2023a). Despite some improvements in literacy rates (Rutigliano, 2020), children from Roma communities still lag far behind their non-Roma counterparts in developmental tasks such as school engagement and achievement (Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência [DGEEC], 2019; Council of Europe, 2020b; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), 2021; Frazer and Marlier, 2011). Within the national context, data for Roma groups indicate a considerable increase in overall school achievement between the 2016/17 and 2018/19 school years, with elementary school rates rising from 56 to 76.4% and high school rates increasing from 64 to 75.4% (Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência [DGEEC], 2019). However, this progress is juxtaposed against an alarming rise in dropout rates. In elementary schools, the national dropout rate increased from 5.9% (2016/17) to 8% (2018/19), while in high schools, it went up from 5.6% (2016/17) to 11.9% (2018/19) (Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência [DGEEC], 2019). Notably, just approximately 3% of young people from Roma groups attend high school (Direção-Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência [DGEEC], 2019; Moreira et al., 2023a), and 6% of the youth from Roma groups aged between 16 and 24 are not enrolled in any education, employment, or training.

To tackle these educational disparities, research should address the mechanisms underlying the school (dis)engagement and integration of students from Roma groups. School Engagement (SE) is well documented as a crucial predictor of students’ school achievement (Chase et al., 2014), reduced instances of behavioral problems (Hirschfield and Gasper, 2010; Li and Lerner, 2011), and decreased risk of dropping out of school (Fall and Roberts, 2012). However, children from Roma groups navigating between their heritage and mainstream cultural references face unique challenges likely to impact their sense of belonging and success (Kraus, 2012; Wilding, 2008). The literature presents conflicting reasons for the disengagement among Roma students. Some authors (e.g., Lauritzen and Nodeland, 2018) stress cultural dissonance and lack of interest as primary causes of this disengagement, while others (e.g., Hamilton, 2018; Želinský et al., 2021) find these reasons overly simplistic and a pivotal hub to perpetuate exclusion (Caetano et al., 2024; Lauritzen and Nodeland, 2018). Moreover, these explanations fail to reflect the dynamic and context-dependent nature of (dis)engagement. Despite the predictive power of school engagement to academic success and future life opportunities, existing research has largely overlooked how (dis)engagement unfolds for students from Roma groups (Rosário et al., 2016, 2017). Few studies have examined (dis)engagement within Roma communities from a longitudinal perspective to investigate how these developmental tasks fluctuate as students move from the beginning to the end of the school year, influenced by their relational environment in school. Moreover, the voices of students from Roma groups regarding their own educational experiences and perceptions remain largely underrepresented in the literature (Caetano et al., 2024). To fill this literature gap, the current study followed a two-wave qualitative approach to investigate the (dis)engagement trajectories of 5th and 6th-grade students from Roma groups over a school year. We aim to gain insights into the underlying reasons for the persistent underachievement and school dropout among students of Roma backgrounds while also contributing to reforming policies and initiatives to enhance the educational engagement of Roma communities.



Theoretical framework


Acculturation and school engagement

Schools are privileged contexts for the developmental and acculturation processes for marginalized ethnic groups such as Roma (Makarova, 2019; Mendes et al., 2023; Ward and Geeraert, 2016). Acculturation is a dynamic process unfolding in the continuous contact between two or more cultural groups, influencing behaviors, values, and identities (Berry, 1997; Berry, 2005; Makarova and Birman, 2015). Within educational settings, this process is shaped by both micro-level interactions (e.g., peer and teacher relationships) and macro-level structures (e.g., systemic discrimination, curriculum relevance; Ward and Geeraert, 2016). School engagement is both an outcome, a driver of acculturation, and a predictor of future life prospects and adaptation (Fredricks et al., 2016; Schachner et al., 2017; Motti-Stefanidi, 2023). Conversely, disengagement is related to underachievement, poor health and psychological outcomes, low opportunities in the labor market, and increased risk of deviant behaviors (e.g., delinquency and substance use) (e.g., Hancock and Zubrick, 2015; Wang and Fredricks, 2013; Wang et al., 2019). Despite lacking consensus in the literature, engagement and disengagement can be described as opposite states of the same continuum, with disengagement reflecting a lack of engagement (Fredricks et al., 2016, 2019; Wang and Degol, 2014).

School engagement refers to students’ active participation and involvement in school activities, including classes, projects, and extracurricular activities. It is a complex construct that seeks to understand how students feel, act, and think (Azevedo et al., 2023). According to Fredricks et al. (2004), school engagement encompasses three interrelated dimensions: emotional, behavioral, and cognitive. The emotional dimension refers to students’ positive feelings toward people in the school community, as well as students’ emotional bond with the school, including the sense of belonging and enjoyment. The behavioral dimension includes the active participation of students in school activities, such as attending classes, doing homework, and participating in extracurricular activities. Finally, the cognitive dimension refers to the student’s attention, interest, and effort in learning, encompassing a set of cognitive strategies used to improve their learning processes.

From a social-cognitive perspective, school engagement is shaped by students’ perceptions of value, belonging, and the cultural relevance of their educational experiences. According to expectancy-value theory (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), students are more likely to engage when they perceive school as valuable and attainable. Research shows that emphasizing the utility value of school can enhance motivation and academic outcomes, especially among underrepresented students (Harackiewicz et al., 2016). When students recognize the relevance of education to their future goals, they are more likely to persist and aspire to higher education (Guo et al., 2015). However, students from Roma groups frequently face systemic barriers (e.g., low teacher expectations, pressure to assimilate, and limited access to high-quality education) that undermine both their expectancy of success and the perceived utility of education, leading to disengagement and reduced participation in mainstream educational and social systems (Caetano et al., 2024; Motti-Stefanidi, 2018; Rosário et al., 2013a,b; Mendes et al., 2023; Ward and Geeraert, 2016). Moreover, the lack of cultural capital within families can further hinder engagement by limiting parental support and reinforcing feelings of exclusion. Despite increasingly supporting education, mothers from Roma groups often aspire to secure basic needs for their children rather than pursue upward class mobility (Berki et al., 2025; Moreira et al., 2022b, 2023b).

While school engagement is widely recognized as a key predictor of academic success and long-term life opportunities (Fredricks et al., 2004; Schachner et al., 2017), there is a significant gap in understanding how engagement unfolds over time for Roma students, particularly during critical educational transitions. Most existing studies offer cross-sectional snapshots or focus on structural barriers without capturing the dynamic, context-sensitive nature of engagement and disengagement processes. Therefore, by uncovering the mechanisms that sustain or erode engagement over time, this study contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of educational pathways of students from Roma groups. It also provides actionable insights to design culturally responsive interventions that foster inclusion and long-term success for youth from minoritized communities.



The present study

Despite the considerable efforts made by European policies and research to favor successful school transitions of students with Roma backgrounds beyond compulsory education, the outcomes are modest (e.g., high early dropout and absenteeism rates and persistent high underachievement) (Caetano et al., 2024; Mendes and Magano, 2021). Addressing students’ engagement in education is crucial for young individuals to fully benefit from the educational experience and develop the necessary skills to thrive in today’s competitive world (Azevedo et al., 2023). For example, Stenroos and Helakorpi (2021) state that exploring the motivational drivers for students with Roma backgrounds to attend and pursue school beyond elementary education is crucial. Grounded in acculturation and school engagement frameworks, and employing a multiple-case study design, this study examines the (dis)engagement patterns of 5th- and 6th-grade students with Roma backgrounds over a school year. The 5th and 6th grades were selected because they represent crucial school transitions in the Portuguese educational system (from elementary to middle school). During this transition, students face changes related to the teaching methods, curriculum content, academic expectations, and social dynamics, which are likely to influence their (dis)engagement and achievement.

Furthermore, at this stage, students from Roma communities have already acquired fundamental literacy and numeracy skills that are highly valued within the Roma community for their practical utility (e.g., getting a driving license, preparing to marry, or working in a fair selling clothing). Consequently, this foundational achievement may diminish their perceived need for further education, undermining their motivation to pursue additional learning opportunities. Altogether, findings are expected to build a more nuanced portrait of the developmental tasks (i.e., school engagement) and provide insights into the underlying mechanisms supporting the three dimensions of engagement at the end of elementary and transition to middle school. Moreover, data can help to identify potential barriers and challenges these students face, which is helpful in the development of targeted interventions and support systems to enhance their school experiences.



Context

To help capture different school environments and students’ cultural dissimilarities, this study was conducted in two purposefully selected public schools located in underprivileged areas within two cities in northern Portugal. These schools were chosen because of the large and diverse population of students from Roma groups. Despite being perceived as homogeneous, Roma groups in Portugal differ in their cultural traditions and values, economic activities, and housing. The two selected schools include families from three main Roma communities: the first group comprises people living in social housing, who generally sell clothes at fairs; the second group includes individuals also settled in social housing who typically sell toys and balloons at traditional and popular fairs; while the third group comprises individuals living in tents with even more limited resources than those of the first two groups. Individuals in the third group engage in economic activities related to subsistence agriculture and selling scrap metal.




Method


Sample

To ensure diversity within the target population, participants were recruited using an intentional sampling strategy (Robinson, 2014), guided by the following inclusion criteria: (a) school identification as belonging to a Roma ethnic group, (b) enrollment in the 5th or 6th grade in one of two selected public schools, and (c) availability for participation in both waves of data collection. The sample was drawn from two public schools in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas with a high concentration of Roma students. The sample included students from three distinct Roma subgroups, each with different socioeconomic and cultural characteristics (i) families living in social housing and primarily engaged in clothing sales at fairs; (ii) families also in social housing but involved in selling toys and balloons at traditional fairs; and (iii) families living in tents or informal settlements, often engaged in subsistence agriculture or scrap metal collection. Seventeen students participated in the first wave of interviews. Four were lost to follow-up due to relocation or health issues. For the present study, only those participants who completed interviews in both waves were considered for the analysis. The final sample consisted of 13 students (8 in 5th grade, 5 in 6th grade), aged 10–14 years, with five identifying as female. Approximately 69% had experienced grade retention during their trajectory.



Procedures

The research was conducted upon approval by the Scientific Ethics Committee of the University of Minho and the Portuguese Ministry of Education. Recruitment was facilitated through school directors, teachers, and social workers, who helped establish trust with families. Parents or legal guardians were invited to an individual in-person meeting at school, where the study was explained in accessible language. Written informed consent and student assent were obtained. It was emphasized that their involvement was completely voluntary and confidential, and they had the right to withdraw from the study at any point without any consequences. No incentives or financial compensation were provided to the participants. Two experienced investigators conducted the interviews in both groups. To minimize power imbalances and cultural misunderstandings, interviews were conducted by two experienced researchers with prior familiarity with Roma communities.



Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted at two time points of the school year (At the beginning, M1 -September, and at the end of the same school year, M2 – June). Interviews were held in quiet, familiar school settings and began with rapport-building conversation to reduce cultural and linguistic barriers (Lyberg et al., 2014). Open-ended questions explored emotional, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions of school engagement. Sample questions include: “What do you like the most at school? What do you like the least?,” “How often do you come to school?, What are the reasons for being absent from school?,” “How important is the school in your life? How can the school help you in your future?.” The second-wave interviews included reflective prompts to capture perceived changes over the year. For example, “Another school year has come to an end. How was this school year for you? [How were your grades? Your behavior?]”; “During this year, have you thought about something you would like to do when you grow up a little more? How do you think your life will be?”; “Until when do you think you will continue to be enrolled in school? Why?.” All participants were proficient in Portuguese, the language of instruction in their schools. However, recognizing the potential for linguistic nuances and expression gaps, interviewers deliberately tried to ensure comprehension. This included rephrasing questions, using culturally familiar terms, and checking for understanding throughout the conversation. Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 min and was recorded in audio and transcribed verbatim, guaranteeing anonymity and confidentiality.



Data analysis

The analysis sought to identify themes and patterns of school engagement trajectories and the inner workings of those trajectories over a school year. Thematic content analysis was helped by the NVivo software, following the recursive process by Braun and Clarke (2012). A hybrid coding strategy was used in the codebook development. Deductive codes were derived from the theoretical framework (e.g., emotional, behavioral, cognitive engagement), while inductive codes emerged from the data. Intra- and cross-case analyzes were performed, using a constant comparative method to map possible relationships across perspectives and time points. Demographic characteristics (e.g., subgroup affiliation, gender, grade level) were considered in the analysis to capture potential influences on school engagement trajectories. However, due to sample size limitations, some variables (e.g., subgroup affiliation) were not used as a primary axis of comparison. To enhance analytic rigor and mitigate bias, two authors have coded more than 20% of the data (n = 6) independently to ensure coding consistency. Cohen’s kappa ranged from 0.80 to 0.99, suggesting almost perfect consistency between coders. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus, and the codebook was refined accordingly. Regular peer debriefing sessions were held to challenge interpretations and ensure alignment with participants’ narratives. Theme frequencies were reported using the scheme proposed by Cooper and Rodgers (2006). The term “all” is used to describe 100% of participants, “nearly all” to refer to 100% − 2 participants, “most” to describe a range between 50% + 1 to 100% − 2, “around half” to describe 50% + 1 participants, “some” to refer to a range between 3 and 50% + 1 participants, “a couple” to indicate 2 participants, and “one” to describe one participant (see Table 1). Supporting quotes were included to illustrate themes and subthemes, provide a detailed description of participants’ representations and experiences, and add validity to the findings (Smith, 2017).


TABLE 1 Frequency of responses.


	Frequency
	Score scheme
	Number of participants (N = 13)

 

 	All 	100% 	12–13


 	Nearly all 	100% − 2 	11


 	Most 	50% + 1 to 100% − 2 	8–10


 	Around half 	50% + 1 	6–7


 	Some 	3 to 50% + 1 	3–5


 	A couple 	2 	2


 	One 	1 	1




 



Findings

Results are presented in two sections: (I) school engagement trajectories and (II) Motivational Drivers of School Engagement.


Section I: school engagement trajectories

Indicators of school engagement were assessed regarding its three dimensions: (a) emotional, (b) behavioral, and (c) cognitive engagement. Data were compared across timepoints (M1 and M2) and school grades to examine whether findings changed over time and across school grades. Differences between the two waves will be reported when they exist. No meaningful differences were found in the comparisons across school grades, even when accounting for gender or age.


Trajectories of emotional engagement

The emotional dimension encompasses feelings toward school, such as enjoyment or a sense of belonging, which are shaped by the school environment and interactions with classmates and teachers. Overall, students showed mixed feelings about school. There was a slight increase in positive emotions reported toward the school environment during non-curricular activities (e.g., school breaks) from M1 to M2. In contrast, participants consistently expressed negative emotions toward structured learning activities (i.e., classroom environment) at both timepoints.

Ah, [I like the school] when there are breaks, when I do not have classes, when the teacher is absent and gets substituted (SL01).I like the school, but I do not like the classes…I do not like to study or do the homework. I do not like it when the teacher is explaining and I must listen to her… I do not like it (DL02).


This dual trajectory of engagement seems to be linked to the relationships and interactions established in each context. Participants primarily enjoyed non-academic activities within their Roma peer groups. Participants primarily enjoyed non-academic activities within their Roma peer groups. All participants reported positive relationships with their Roma peers, identifying them as the primary source of social support and belongingness. Conversely, classroom settings more often involved interactions with non-Roma peers. A consistent lack of positive cross-cultural peer relationships was observed. Instances of inter-ethnic conflicts, such as name-calling and physical aggression, were frequent at the beginning of the year. By the end of the year, there was a slight decrease in the reported conflicts, but they were still present for almost half of the students.

Yes, I like the playgrounds and hanging out with my friends. Most of the time, I am with the other Roma [LR01].
[Who are the people at school with whom you get along better?] My cousins. [Who are your cousins?] The Roma. [Are they all your cousins?] Yes (MR02).


Regarding classroom learning, the number of participants reporting positive teacher-student relationships decreased over time. While half the participants reported positive relationships with specific teachers at both time points, this was not a generalized experience across all teachers.


[And how about the teachers?] I like the English teacher. [Why?] She helps me get better grades. [How does she help you?] She pushes me. (…) Sometimes, I’m distracted, and the teacher helps me focus more. I am now more concentrated in class. But there are others… The Math one. (…) She always scolds. (…) Everyone in class. (…) We go in, and she’s already there, and she says, “All right! All right, you bunch of idiots”. (…) She says things like that. [And what do you think of that?] It’s bad. [And does that always happen?] Yes (JN01).We are over there (…) and she’s already fidgeting and calling us names. “I don’t want donkeys, I don’t want dummies here, I don’t want a pile of straw here, donkeys, what are they for here” she says something that scares me. That’s why I don’t like her and sometimes I’m like, “Yeah? What am I going to work for? It’s not worth it”. I turn away, she speaks and I ignore her. That’s why I don’t make an effort in math because of the teacher, she doesn’t explain anything (MA02).




Trajectories of behavioral engagement

The behavioral dimension reflects the idea of participation and involvement in academic and social or extracurricular activities. At the beginning of the year, most participants reported regular attendance. However, by the end of the year, most participants reported irregular attendance. The reasons for frequent absences ranged from attending cultural obligations (e.g., visiting relatives at the hospital or helping parents at fairs) to low motivation. This downward trend in attendance and punctuality is consistent with decreased commitment to academic tasks (e.g., completing homework) and a rise in maladaptive behaviors.


[skip school] I use to skip some classes…because I’m sick, (…) or because I fall asleep or don’t feel like it or because I made things up (LR01).I have around 104 absences… Most of them in the beginning… Many things happened, like my grandma broke her arm and I stayed at home… [Why?] I don’t know… I stay there playing, playing on the tablet (LR02).
[Do you usually study outside of school?] I study at the Study Center [activities developed by an NGO]. [And do you only do homework or study too?] We do homework and study. Then, in the end, we go to the computers. [When you don’t go to the study center, do you usually study at home or do homework at home?] Yes (ID01).
[What about homework?] I never did. [Why] Because I was playing instead (ID02).


Despite this disengagement from learning aspects, participation in non-curricular activities (e.g., playing soccer, playing on computers) followed a stable and positive trajectory throughout the school year. All participants reported behavioral engagement in social and recreational activities.

I play soccer, or I play on computers with them (ID01).I’m always playing with my peers (DL02).




Trajectories of cognitive engagement

The cognitive dimension encompasses the notion of commitment, involving reflection and willingness to exert effort in understanding intricate concepts and developing challenging skills. Overall, data suggest a surface-level cognitive engagement among participants. There was a downward trend in their efforts to seek help, plan and organize, and self-evaluate. Over the school year, the number of participants who reported having support in their learning tasks decreased from most in M1 to one in M2. The predominant explanation cited by participants related to family members’ low literacy, which hindered their ability and openness to provide support. Seeking help from teachers was mentioned by some participants at the beginning of the school year, decreasing to one by the end of the school year.

Because I sometimes ask my mother, and my mother doesn’t know [not able to explain the school content] because she only studied until the sixth grade (DL01).


Regarding other cognitive strategies, some participants demonstrated an awareness of steps needed for academic tasks. However, the occurrence of these strategies was limited.

Oh, I put the book and the notebook, I put a sheet next to it. And I see what’s in the book and the notebook, I go to previous classes… And I see what’s written there. Then I take a sheet and write what’s there (SL01).I go to the notebook to see what I have [timetable]: math. Sometimes, I have a test, and I have to study a little more. I study for an hour, an hour and a half, make revisions, close the book, check if it’s right, do the exercises, and that’s it. I save it, do my homework, and put it in the book. Then I wake up in the morning, my mother makes me a snack, and I put it in my backpack. And I go to school (MA02).


All participants engaged in judgments related to their functioning and behaviors regarding learning processes at both time points. This awareness covered recognizing issues like talking too much in class or neglecting homework and acknowledging their abilities and weaknesses. However, despite being stable over time, this awareness seems not to have translated into adaptive strategies to improve. As illustrated by the following quotes, there is a potential gap between students’ recognition of what they should change and their ability to enact behavioral strategies likely to help them overcome difficulties or limitations.

Because I don’t study. (…) I’m talking a lot in class. I never do homework. I never study (ID02).Why is it important to be smart? (…) To always get 100% on the tests, I wish. There’s a girl who always does it; she’s always in the nineties [percentage] or in the hundred [percentage]. [She is] Smarter. Intelligent. [What do you need to be more intelligent and smarter like that?] Study, pay attention (AM02).





Section II: motivational drivers of school engagement trajectories

For this group, perceptions of the utility value of education emerged as an underlying driver of their engagement trajectories in school and classroom environments. Utility value beliefs refer to education’s perceived importance and practical benefits to students’ lives. These beliefs are coded into four key codes: (1) mastering literacy and numeracy skills as gateways to independence; (2) opening future life opportunities in the labor market; (3) improving social and cultural capital; and (4) avoiding adverse outcomes.

Across the school year, all participants acknowledged the immediate value of education for mastering basic skills, such as literacy and numeracy, portrayed as gateways to independence in daily tasks such as reading official documents, signing contracts, managing finances, and getting a driver’s license.

In a few years, I learned how to read and how to explain things to my children. Knowing how to read. Because I started reading at school, I started writing at school, I think that’s it (NZ01).Know how to read and write to get a driver’s license. To teach my parents (ID01).


Additionally, a slight upward trend was noticed in the long-term benefits of education, with students portraying education as a tool to secure future life opportunities, such as paid jobs. By the end of the year, nearly all participants viewed education as a pathway to job opportunities and financial stability.

It is for us to study, then to have a job. A future. Because it helps us to have a future (DL01).


This contrasts with a downward trend in viewing school as a source of social and cultural capital development. At the beginning of the school year, half of the participants referred to education as a tool to acquire social skills, but by the end of the school year, only some students mentioned this. Moreover, at the end of the school year, most participants focused their motivations to attend school on avoiding governmental sanctions, such as losing social allowances or being placed in residential care institutions.

To learn to read, and to know how to be. [How to be? With other people?] Yes. With friends. Learn to speak too. [Do you think the school teaches how to speak?] Not to speak… but to talk to people (SL01).
[How long do you think you’ll be in school for?] I don’t know. If I behave well, I’ll stay until the end. [And when does school end?] I don’t know. [You must go to school until when?] Seventeen, right? [It’s mandatory until you’re eighteen] Eighteen. [Will you go to school until you’re required to?] Yes. [Why do you think they make you go to school?] Because it’s the law (NZ02).


Overall, findings suggest that students’ perceived utility value of education relies on instrumental purposes (e.g., getting a paid job, avoiding family disruption, or fulfilling legal requirements) rather than valuing learning for its intrinsic benefits (e.g., personal growth). This instrumental lens may contribute to decreased emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement with learning activities over time.





Discussion

This study was grounded on the theoretical connection between school engagement, achievement, and future long-term adaptation (e.g., access to the labor market and well-being) of marginalized ethnic groups (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2014). Among Roma students, previous research has shown that engagement tends to decline significantly after the acquisition of basic literacy and numeracy skills (e.g., Rosário et al., 2017; Moreira et al., 2022a,b, 2023a,b), contributing to low attendance in secondary education and elevated dropout rates around the age of 16 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2022). Consistent with previous studies (e.g., Martin et al., 2022; Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012, 2014), our findings reveal a progressive decline in emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement among Roma students in the 5th and 6th grades. This disengagement trajectory is particularly concerning given its association with early school leaving and limited educational attainment (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2022).

Notably, the results underscore that school engagement among Roma students is highly context-dependent, shaped by the quality of relationships across school, family, and community domains.

Our findings demonstrated that students in this study showed greater involvement in informal and recreational school spaces, where intra-ethnic peer interactions were more prevalent, while simultaneously expressing negative emotions toward structured learning activities and showing reduced attendance in classrooms. These peer relationships, while fostering psychological well-being and a sense of belonging (Ladd et al., 1996; Liu et al., 2024; Wang and Eccles, 2012), may also inadvertently limit opportunities for inter-ethnic contact and engagement in formal academic settings. This pattern aligns with Méreiné-Berki et al. (2021), who argue that bonding social capital within Roma communities, though protective, can constrain the development of bridging ties with mainstream institutions, thereby reinforcing separation strategies over integrative ones (Moreira et al., 2022b, 2023a,b; Ward and Geeraert, 2016). In line, Berry’s (1997) acculturation framework posits that when integration is not supported by the host society, separation becomes a more viable strategy.

The observed decline in the perceived quality of teacher-student relationships further exacerbates this disengagement, fueling emotional barriers that hinder their engagement with formal learning. As highlighted by Makarova et al. (2023), the quality of these relationships is a critical determinant of school success, particularly for minoritized students. Supportive interactions with teachers and non-Roma peers are essential for facilitating positive acculturation processes and enhancing the perceived utility value of school (Bereményi and Carrasco, 2017; Teuscher and Makarova, 2018). Our findings suggest that disengagement among Roma students is a compounding process involving negative feelings about schoolwork (emotional disengagement), increased maladjustment in behaviors and expectations (behavioral disengagement), and poor self-regulation strategies (cognitive disengagement). As evidenced in the literature (e.g., Appleton et al., 2008), these dimensions are interrelated and mutually influence each other over time, underscoring the need for early and sustained intervention.

Furthermore, the observed engagement patterns with school space and disengagement with the classroom are closely tied to students’ perceptions of the value of education. In line with expectancy-value theory (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), students from Roma groups often assign instrumental value to schooling, perceiving it as a tool to secure employment or avoid adverse outcomes (Moreira et al., 2022a,b, 2023a,b; Mendes et al., 2023). While these motivations may encourage attendance, students may benefit from the intrinsic task value needed for sustained interest and engagement in learning (e.g., Cai et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2016), especially when facing acculturation hassles (e.g., discrimination experiences, lack of cultural capital). The limited development of intrinsic value may hinder the formation of long-term academic goals (Durik et al., 2006), thereby constraining students’ educational aspirations and reinforcing short-term, pragmatic orientations (Kasser, 2016; Wigfield et al., 2015). For students from Roma groups, aspirations emerge from the complex navigation between cultural belonging and the demands of mainstream institutions (Berki et al., 2025; Méreiné-Berki et al., 2021; Dimitrova et al., 2018). As demonstrated in previous studies (e.g., Caetano et al., 2024; Obrovská et al., 2023), the structural features of schools and the quality of teacher-student relationships can significantly influence family engagement and students’ educational trajectories.

Altogether, the results of this study have important implications for educational policy and practice. The identified patterns of disengagement reflect structural and cultural tensions that disproportionately affect Roma students (Li et al., 2014; Wylie and Hodgen, 2012). The erosion of bonding capital without bridging and linking ties can undermine well-being and social mobility (Berki et al., 2025; Méreiné-Berki et al., 2021). Yet, underachievement among Roma students continues to be interpreted through a deficit-based lens that places responsibility on students and families, while neglecting the institutional role of schools in fostering engagement (e.g., Caetano et al., 2024). To address these challenges, our findings and previous literature (e.g., Salgado-Orellana et al., 2019) claim the need to promote intercultural education in schools (e.g., teacher training in intercultural education, involving cultural mediators) to create spaces where Roma students can thrive academically and socially.


Limitations and further research

This study benefits from a culturally sensitive and longitudinal qualitative design, allowing for a nuanced understanding of school engagement trajectories among Roma students. The use of two interview waves enabled the capture of developmental changes and reflections over time, while the involvement of researchers familiar with Roma communities helped foster trust and minimize cultural misunderstandings. However, the study also presents limitations.

First, findings rely on a single data source and data collection method. Although rich in depth, it limits triangulation and makes it challenging to learn the influence of context-related mechanisms on (dis)engagement trajectories of students from Roma backgrounds. Further multi-source data and longitudinal research are needed to examine the school (dis)engagement trajectories and educational beliefs and trace the directions of effects between context-related factors and school engagement over time. Moreover, future quantitative studies could consider approaching students’ engagement trajectories in learning, as current data provide evidence that engagement patterns are different in school and learning.

Second, although all participants were proficient in Portuguese, the open-ended nature of the questions and the cognitive demands of reflection may have posed challenges for some students, particularly those with learning difficulties or limited expressive skills. While interviewers made efforts to ensure comprehension and adapted language accordingly, this may have influenced the depth and accuracy of responses.

Third, the small sample in this study limits generalizability and the ability to compare across Roma subgroups systematically. Therefore, findings are not necessarily illustrative of other groups, even within the Roma community or educational contexts. Future studies with larger and more balanced samples could explore how subgroup affiliation intersects with engagement trajectories, educational beliefs, and acculturation experiences.

Fourth, researcher positionality may have shaped both data collection and interpretation. Although researchers’ familiarity with Roma communities facilitated rapport and cultural understanding, differences in ethnicity, educational background, and institutional affiliation may still have influenced participants’ responses. From a post-positivist perspective, we acknowledge that complete objectivity is unattainable and therefore implement strategies to minimize bias, including the use of semi-structured interviews, reflexive practices, and peer debriefing with colleagues not involved in data collection. We also prioritized participants’ autonomy by encouraging clarification or correction of interpretations during the interviews. Future work would benefit from incorporating collaborative analysis with community members to further enhance cultural relevance and validity.




Conclusion and implications

Despite the educational investments in Roma education, the overall impact on improving the school outcomes of students from Roma backgrounds has been limited. This study makes important theoretical contributions while contributing to the growing body of research that emphasizes the centrality of school engagement in shaping positive educational trajectories and long-term adaptation, including labor market integration (Dotterer and Lowe, 2011; Rosário et al., 2016). Moreover, this work underscores the importance of considering cultural and ecological factors in student engagement and motivation theories (Roundfield et al., 2018). Examining engagement trajectories among 5th and 6th-grade students from Roma backgrounds reveals a nuanced pattern of (dis)engagement that operates across multiple dimensions of school life. While experiencing a positive engagement trend with non-curricular activities (e.g., playing with friends in the yard and going to the cafeteria), these students exhibit significant symptoms of disengagement with the learning process. This disengagement is compounded by a reliance on intra-ethnic peer networks for social support and belonging, with limited evidence of positive relationships with non-Roma peers or teachers. Such patterns suggest that Roma students may experience school as a socially fragmented space, where cultural dissonance and perceived exclusion hinder their academic integration. These findings underscore the critical need to address both the structural and relational barriers that constrain the engagement of these students. Factors such as systemic discrimination, lack of intercultural competence among educators, and a misalignment between students’ needs and institutional responses contribute to a school climate that may inadvertently reinforce marginalization. In this context, disengagement from mainstream educational culture may be a protective strategy, reinforcing ethnic identity while limiting access to broader academic and social opportunities. To counter these dynamics, educational policies and practices should actively address the academic and social needs of students in Roma groups. To counter these dynamics, educational policies and practices should address the academic and social needs of students in Roma groups. Based on the study’s results and previous studies (e.g., Mendes et al., 2023; Obrovská et al., 2023), targeted school interventions are needed to facilitate positive inter-ethnic interactions and build supportive relationships with teachers and non-Roma peers. As evidenced in prior studies (e.g., Nishina et al., 2019), peer-mentoring programs have demonstrated effectiveness in enhancing academic motivation, social integration, and intergroup understanding among minoritized students. These programs can also serve as platforms for fulfilling students’ basic psychological needs (e.g., by creating an environment where Roma students feel included and valued), promoting school engagement.

Moreover, early and sustained interventions may be needed to help these students develop an intrinsic value of learning and education, preventing hidden disengagement and dropout. Given the crucial role of teachers in supporting students’ developmental tasks (i.e., aspirations, school engagement, and achievement), especially for minoritized students, educators would benefit from professional development in culturally responsive teaching and practices. Caetano et al. (2024) highlight that such training can enhance educators’ capacity to create inclusive learning environments, mitigate implicit bias, and affirm the cultural identities of the Roma community. Other culturally responsive interventions such as the integration of Roma cultural mediators to bridge communication between schools and families, the adaptation of curricular content to reflect Roma students lived experiences and cultural references, and the creation of structured spaces for dialog and collaboration between Roma families and school staff could aim to reduce cultural dissonance and foster a sense of belonging within the school environment. Finally, interventions should focus on developing critical psychological resources, including hope and self-regulated learning strategies (Núñez et al., 2013). These skills are essential for helping Roma students navigate acculturation-related stressors and adapt to the demands of the school context.
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