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One child, one teacher, one book, and one pen can 
change the world
     Malala Yousafzai

Alex from Stráne pod Tatrami
The hot Slovak August of 2015. Taking the Dragov express 
train, packed tightly with passengers, on the Bratisla-
va-Košice line, I arrive, late in the afternoon, in Poprad. 28 
year-old Alex, who looks more like a film star than a teach-
er, is waiting for me at the station; he is the winner of the 
2014 Golden Amos, awarded in Slovakia to the best teacher, 
chosen from a group of contenders nominated by their own 
students. Alexander Jakubčo was one of 14 people (out of 
220 applicants, aged 21-311) who successfully completed the 
long, intense process of recruitment for the inaugural year 

1 On 29 June 2016, 10 young graduates of the TfS program received honors and gratitude for 
their two years of work on behalf of education for Roma children and youth. 
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of the program Teach for Slovakia and who, since Septem-
ber 2014, have been able to work as teachers in one of the el-
ementary schools for Roma (“gypsy”) children. TfS became 
operational in Slovakia in 2014, but is part of a larger orga-
nization founded in the US in 2007, the non-profit Teach 
For All. The purpose of TfS is to provide visible, active edu-
cation for Roma children and financial support for schools 
(buying books, notebooks, and sets of school supplies) while 
modernizing existing elementary schools and building new 
ones, but its highest priority is the creation of cadres of 
young teachers who are both responsible and aware of the 
difficulties they will face; as the organization’s recruitment 
film underscores, these people must be “positively crazy,”2 
because such individuals are sorely lacking in the Slovakian 
education system. They do not have to pass all the prereq-
uisites in terms of pedagogical training, but are required to 
go through a complex “introductory training prorgam,” af-
ter graduating from which they work as full-time educators 
in partner elementary or junior high schools, both “purely” 
Roma schools and mixed ones. TfS has support from many 
important people, including Slovak president Andrej Kiska 
and the Škoda Auto company, made some dozen automo-
biles available for teachers to drive to work; the organiza-
tion also provides young people with various other oppor-
tunities encompassing a wider range of personal or career 
development choices– they may continue to work as teach-
ers, or may leave the education system and work in organi-
zations that deliver aid to Roma populations and other mi-
norities. Plavecký Štvrtok, Huncovce, Stráne pod Tatrami, 

2 While the TfS program was being launched in Slovakia, the future teachers meeting with 
President Kiska wore t-shirts that read “Som dosť blázon,” meaning “I’m Crazy Enough.”
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Dobšiná, Nálepkovo, Levocza, Poprad are just a few of the 
villages and towns to which such organizations bring help. 
Anna Maarová, who was in charge of the initial training, 
remarked that the schools were chosen according to crite-
ria that included: whether the children attending them are 
socially marginalized, and whether principals and teachers 
there were eager to support the project. Remuneration for 
teachers comes out of the budget for schools and the proect 
itself covers all the costs of accommodation, commuting to 
work, further pedagogical development (courses, intensive 
training sessions, group integration trips, etc.), as well as 
the purchase of all items needed for school and textbooks 
for the children. 

It’s boiling hot. I’m sitting with Alex in the garden of one 
of Poprad’s cafes. During our converation, which lasts al-
most two hours, Alex, as he tells me about working in an 
elementary school created specially for Roma children, in 
a village situated not far from the city of Kežmarok, Stráne 
pod Tatrami, never refers to his pupils otherwise than as 
“our” or “my kids,” and calls his job “a mission that I have 
to carry out to the best of my ability.” But before Alex ar-
rived in this village of just over two thousand inhabitants, 
of whom nearly half are Roma, he worked for three years 
in a school for gifted children in Bratislava. The conditions 
in that institution in the capital were much more advanced 
than in other Slovak schools, and it should be added that 
the differences between schools in the east and west of 
Slovakia are unimaginably large. For many teachers, the 
school where Alex worked represents the workplace of their 
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dreams, though getting a job there requires first passing 
a series of exams and psychological tests. After three years 
of teaching in Bratislava, Alexander was convinced that 
Slovak teachers do not yet have remotely adequate condi-
tions for completing their job. For that reason, he decided 
to join TfS, whose vision involves a commitment to ensur-
ing an equal start in life for every child. 

His decision to leave behind such a prestigious school was 
a big surprise, if not a shock, for most people he knew. Alex 
grew up in a family of teachers and recalls: “I was born into 
an environment in which my parents and grandparents de-
voted all of their time and energy to me, inculcated a sense 
of responsibility for my actions and decisions– that’s a great 
gift that I got from fate. Everything in my life came to me 
without any problem, so that’s also why I decided to give 
back two years of my life to children who had a completely 
different start in life than I did, who already from birth are 
condemned to misfortune.” At the same time, Alexander 
is well aware that the childcare and education system in 
Slovakia leaves much to be desired, and in joining the pro-
gram, he sought to show, to demonstrate, that there are 
other, better, more creative ways of teaching. He tells me 
there are two schools in Stráne pod Tatrami: one located in 
the center, the other a kilometer away in the “Roma part.” 
The one for Roma children is built from a few containers3, 

3 Alex and I agreed that I would come to Stráne pod Tatrami in early September to “see how  
a Roma container school functions,” but on 1 September 2015, after the official inauguration 
of the school year, the school burned down in the late afternoon. The reason for the fire 
was determined to have been an electrical short-circuit during final repair works, and at the 
same time Slovak television presented the whole situation in such a way as to suggest that 
the “gypsies themselves were to blame.” 
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and the teachers work two shifts there, because the pupils 
are so numerous; there is no cafeteria or gym, and each chair 
in the little teachers’ room belongs to two (or more) teach-
ers, while the room itself has a handful of tiny cupboards, 
a microwave and a single electricity outlet, into which the 
bell that rings between classes is plugged. Of the 10 teach-
ers who work here,none is of Roma origin, though there 
are a few Roma assistants, mostly in the preschool section, 
which is attached to the elementary school. Alexander used 
to say that a teacher here explores the full depths of his men-
tal and physical potential, because each day is spent utterly 
differently from the previous one; time spent here is “a kind 
of world championship.” Alexander recalls that his first days 
at the school in Stráne were a powerful life experience for 
him– here he was all of a sudden standing in front of a group 
of nearly forty children entrusted to his care. Most of the 
pupils did not have a backpack of their own at the beginning 
of the schoolyear, to say nothing of textbooks, notebooks or 
even a single pen or pencil; they wore the same clothes to 
school every day, often without suitable shoes for the time of 
year. Many children only knew their first names, which they 
did not know how to write. Alexander tells how he placed 
a cabinet in the small classroom in which he kept notebooks, 
books, sets of school supplies, eveything a pupil would need 
during the lesson. The children were not allowed to take 
anything home with them, because probably none of them 
would bring them back to school the following day. 

The only thing that set the school apart from every other 
was the stench, which at the beginning was unbearable, as 
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Alexander recalls. It was like stepping into a train full of 
people returning from the Woodstock festival– the musty 
stench of human bodies that have not showered for sever-
al days. After the first few or dozen hours of observing the 
children it became clear that one could quickly get used 
to the unpleasant odor (though one’s clothes definitely 
needed a good washing at the end of the day), and the rest 
was nothing but stereotypes and prejudice. Like the mat-
ter of pregnant Roma children, for example. It turns out 
that in the last several years, only one girl who attends 
the school became pregnant. There were situations that 
Alexander found difficult or that took him aback almost 
every day, such as the following two that he recounted to 
me: “What do you do when you see during a lesson you’re 
teaching that a child has chewing gum in his mouth? Do 
you tell him to throw it out, knowing that it’s probably the 
only meal he’ll eat all day?”; or: “How do you react when 
you see that a little Roma girl just wants to hug you, and 
you notice something moving in her hair?”

Alexander pointed out that the Roma children he taught 
need more than anything to be trusted rather than 
judged, because they’ve encountered enough of that in 
their lives. “If they stumble a hundred times, you have 
to help them up a hundred times. These kids had no idea 
that there was any life other than what they saw in that 
village, which is why the excursions to Košice for con-
certs and to Bratislava, to the parliament and to meet 
with the president of their country were a pretty big 
shock for them.” The pupils from Stráne met in Bratislava 
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with children who attend the school where Alexander was 
teaching before. The Bratislava children prepared a set of 
school supplies for them and the two groups played foot-
ball together and had lunch together in the school cafete-
ria. “That helped to at least partly break down the mostly 
erroneous preconceptions,” Alex added. 

Alexander underscored that the urgent problem is the fact 
that 27% of Roma children who finish elementary school 
do not know basic mathematics or how to read, and there-
fore lack the minimal competencies they need for further 
education– “it’s a worrisome number, which keeps grow-
ing and which public opinion is not aware of, and which 
keeps me awake at night. It’s a reflection of the times we’re 
living in.” Alexander, after completing his assignment in 
the TfS program, is continuing to work as a teacher; he 
also writes a blog, wherein he documents the further lives 
of the Roma children he was teaching in Stráne. 

Igor from Nálepkovo
At 7:50 AM, a bus leaves the small, dilapidated rail-
way station in Spišska Nova Ves heading for Nálepkov, 
a village located in the southern region of Spiš. It pass-
es through Ferčekovce, Novoveská Huta, Hnilčík, Ráz-
toky, finally reaching Nálepkovo. The towns are tight-
ly packed on this asphalt cordon spaced with mountain 
crevasses. It is late October, and the landscape through 
the window is constantly changing, the wooded moun-
tain slopes blaze in the dazzling morning sun with vivid 
hues of yellow and orange. The mists slowly lift, reveal-
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ing wooden village huts, among which are some built 
literally from everything and nothing simultaneously– 
gypsy houses. I reach Nálepkovo punctually at 8:30; the 
bus driver carefully explains to me the location of the 
elementary school I am planning to visit. He seems a bit 
surprised; after all, what can a Polish woman be look-
ing for this village “at the end of the world”? The bus 
stops at a point from which I will have only a short walk 
to the school. When I get out at the small square in the 
middle of the village, my gaze is caught by a small group 
of Roma adults cleaning leaves in the small local park 
still shrouded in fog. Their dark profiles move among the 
great wooden sculptures with a certain slowness, leaving 
the impression that they are enacting some kind of the-
atrical scene. It is shortly before 9:00; I stand before the 
big, renovated school building, and Igor, whom I met in 
Poprad two months earlier to talk about the path that led 
him to the TfS program, opens the door. Igor André, 30, 
a political scientist by training, describes himself as be-
ing on a road where several worlds intersect. Since 2011 
he has been trying to bring tiogether the world of the 
Roma and that of the non-Roma, for example by working 
as a coordinator for the education system in the office of 
the Slovak government’s plenipotentiary for Roma com-
munity issues, then later working for a non-governmen-
tal organization that deals with problems of desegrega-
tion of Roma students in the school system. Igor, having 
seen the feeble state of education structures for Roma 
children and youth in Slovakia, and, at the same time, 
the passing along of responsibility for these problems 
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from one government ministry to another, resolved to 
get involved in the TfS program. He has defined his par-
ticipation in it as a classic departure from one’s comfort 
zone, but above all as the fulfillment of a dream and si-
multaneous conclusion of a certain atypical trajectory– 
from working as a government clerk to standing in front 
of rows of school desks. 

It is still quiet inside the school; classes are in session, 
but in a few minutes the deafening roar of students rush-
ing from their classrooms, Slovak and Roma, laughing 
and talking, will reverberate in the halls. My presence 
stirs the curiosity of the Roma children, who surround 
me from all sides, touching me, accosting me, welcoming 
me, offering me their hands, often dirty, asking about 
where I am from, why I have come here and whether I am 
not perhaps Igor’s girlfriend. Their behaviour reminds 
me of pictures from trips of travelers to Africa, where 
you see a white person suddenly appearing in an African 
village—the level of interest is identical. Igor takes me 
into the large teachers’ room and a moment later we are 
heading upstairs to the state-of-the-art language class-
room, in which a small group of Roma third-graders is 
waiting. The children are neither from the very poorest 
Roma families, nor from the most well-off (differences 
among particular groups of Roma are clearly noticeable 
when teaching them; usually the children from wealthier 
homes are disciplined, heed the teacher’s instructions, 
are able to remember a great deal of the material covered, 
and work conscientiously during class, which absolutely 
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cannot be said about lessons with Roma children from 
the poorest households, during which the pupils are of-
ten aggressive and rude to each other and the teacher, 
and unable to concentrate for even 5 minutes at a time). 
Igor teaches these children English. He realizes that my 
presence in class will “break up” the lesson, so I sit dis-
creetly at the back of the room, though all eyes in any 
case are turned toward me. Igor explains to the children 
who I am and why I am here, but one girl with visible fear 
in her brown, characteristically Roma eyes still asks me 
whether I am a lady from social services who is planning 
to take her away from her parents. I immediately sense 
that the sight of those eyes and the girl’s question in 
my ears will remain with me for a long time. The begin-
ning of the English lesson reminds me of all the stories 
that Igor told me earlier about his first days working in 
this school. Igor has been teaching here since Septem-
ber 2014, and he remembers his first days and months 
on the job in great detail. He arrived full of energy and 
with a concrete goal – to teach Roma children English 
and gradually develop their ability to use it. The reality 
turend out to be a lot more complicated than that. Af-
ter one month, Igor’s only dream was for the children to 
concentrate on learning for twenty minutes. After two 
months, his heart longed for the most disruptive pupils 
to stay home or at least desist from plunging the already 
“wrecked” hour into chaos. And after three months, he 
was focusing his pedagogical attention exclusively on 
the 2 or 3 pupils who displayed any kind of interest in 
the subjects that were supposed to be discussed at the 
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third-grade level. Then, as he recounts it, came THAT 
class. He walked into the classroom with minimal ex-
pectations. He knew that the first 10 minutes were going 
to be a loss anyway– it would be a bitter struggle to get 
the pupils to sit down at their computers. The strangely 
high level of energy and activity on the part of the chil-
dren was growing, and Igor’s unease grew in proportion 
to it. He at first tried calmly explaining, then fervent-
ly arguing, that there would come a time in their lives 
when they would remember his words. After 15 minutes 
he was yelling at the top of his lungs, but even that did 
not help. In fact Roma children get yelled at here all the 
time. At the time it seemed to Igor that they had resolved 
to punish him for falling short of their expectations and 
to not only ruin the lesson but destroy him as well. Igor 
defined it as a “perfectly synchronized concert of jeering 
and invective against me.” At the moment when the chil-
dren began talking amongst themselves about whether 
the teacher had found his shoes in a garbage dump or 
perhaps been given them by some charity, Igor sat down 
in an empty seat and “switched off,” refusing to teach 
the class any further. He felt powerless. From a giant who 
had come to teach and put that world into some kind of 
order, he had been transformed into a miserable dwarf. 
His head swirled with visions of all the most hateful ste-
reotypes. He felt a desire to hurl abuse at the children, 
to call them names and humiliate them, but he was too 
physically exhausted to do so. At the moment when he 
had given up completely, when he was utterly exhausted 
and devoid of good faith, a boy came running to the cen-
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ter of the room– Patrik, who always “behaved like a ba-
boon,” and had never been able to stand calmly in front 
of the blackboard. Now the same Patrik stood there in 
the middle and shouted at the others. “Listen,” he began, 
“school and teachers are there to help us learn, teachers 
only want us to do well, so we’ve got to respect them, and 
English will help us to find work, all of this will raise our 
chances for a better life.” Igor was taken completely by 
surprise; at first he didn’t even know how to react. This 
boy, who had shown scarce promise so far, had taken Ig-
or’s side and focused the whole class’s attention on the 
case for doing the right thing. That allowed the teacher 
to reclaim his self-confidence and, above all, his belief 
that the struggle for these children’s welfare must not 
end in defeat. For the last 15 minutes of class, the chil-
dren tried to give their maximal level of concentration to 
the planned topic and some short written assignments. 
Igor adds: “I still don’t know how that desire to take 
the teacher’s side appeared in Patrik, but since that day 
I started looking at him in a completely different way. 
I observed his fondness for rhythmic drumming, for ex-
ample on the surface of the desk, while simultaneously 
humming, and I thought about what I could do to help 
him with this passion of his. My way of looking at this kid 
changed, and therefore my way of looking at the whole 
class. I tore down what turned out to be a false impres-
sion of the class as a group, and began to perceive their 
individuality, with talents that needed to be developed, 
though the passion that was there might not always be 
for English language.” Igor cites one more example of 
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his erroneous views about how to teach Roma children: 
“More than anything, it’s very hard to understand what 
environment each of these pupils comes from, their way 
of thinking, how they assimilate knowledge and what 
their attitude to school is, and it’s something they’re 
bringing straight from home. If from the very beginning 
someone takes the approach that they’re going to ‘prop-
erly’ go through the material with the children every 
time, who are going to undersyand everything and learn 
systematically, that attitude is going to lead very quickly 
to great disappointment. Often I had to spend a whole 
week going over and over what seemed like the simplest 
thing with the pupils, and they would come in after the 
weekend and not remember any of it. Often they didn’t 
even have a place in their homes where they could work 
on their homework, study English words, because in a lot 
of homes they don’t even have a single table.” 

Igor tells a few other stories from his life with that class, 
for example about Józefina, who never greeted Igor in 
the school corridor otherwise than with the words “bare 
vušta” (big mouth) or “baro nak” (big nose) and gave him 
a Valentine card with her own handwritten wishes, or 
Ivan, who wanted to carry teachers’ books and supplies 
for them.

After two years working as a teacher in Nálepkovo, Igor 
began working in the office of the plenipotentiary for the 
least developed regions in Slovakia. His work there in-
volves creating projects for new places to live and found-
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ing social institutions or companies specifically for Roma 
groups in the vicinity of Kežmarek. Igor, Alex, and the 
other participants in the TfS program often visit their 
former pupils and keep in contact with them, supporting 
their continued education. 

translated by Timothy Williams
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