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Introduction

At the University of Pécs (PTE, Pécsi Tudomanyegyetem), the Wlislocki Henrik Student
College (WHSZ, Wlislocki Henrik Szakkollégium) has been administering a complex
supporting system between 2013 and 2015, from financial resources of a tender pro-
moting the academic and professional progress of students of mainly Gypsy/Roma ori-
gin, studying at the faculties of PTE. One of the main goals of the student college’s
program is to involve the students in activities, which contribute to the development of
the competences needed in the academic world. This was, among others, also the aim
of that complex research in which the students of the college, each fulfilling different
tasks, examined the period of the Amrita Orientation Alumni Affairs Association (Am-
rita OBK, Amrita Orientacios Barati Kor Egyesulet), founded in 1994, before the turn of
the millennium. The examined community was chosen because its former students —
similarly to the students of the student college performing the research — as socially
underprivileged, in its majority Gypsy students were striving to compensate for their
social disadvantages by acquiring a higher qualification. The research group examined
the influence of the — supposedly accepting — Amrita society from various aspects by
exploring the life path of the former students. The research also presented an opportu-
nity for the students of the student college to meet adults who were, as students
twenty years ago, also members of a similar community of the WHSZ, which had an
impact on their life. The working method of both Amrita and the Student College is
based on self-help peer community and provides complex and diverse services to pro-
mote individual progress.

"This is a unique initiative, where the students participating in the research and
their helpers examined a community with scientific methods that is similar to theirs
and can serve as a real example or showcase to them. The research equipped the
participating students with methods to examine social processes, community sys-
tems and personal life paths at an academic level and at the same time it gave
them examples for their own, personal life which, if understood and valued, can
become influential.” (Varga, 2015)
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In my essay, | would like to present this complex analysis, called “Amrita research” by
the research group. The process of the research is important because it served as a
“pedagogical tool” in the development of the students of the student college who were
involved in the research in an ever growing number. Consequently, the research can also
be considered an “action research” as during the 10 months of conducting the study, the
appearance of the examined organization and persons, their relations and the research-
ers’ interests and needs shaped the whole research program. Besides, | will briefly dis-
cuss the results of the research until now, anticipating and raising interest for the up-
coming edition, which will include descriptions of various parts of the research in a
unified volume.*

The Conditions of the Research

The research examined the early years, the organizational operation and the effect on
mobility of the first community of an after-school program in Hungary, the Amrita Ori-
entation Alumni Affairs Association. The research group set as an aim to explore the
operation of Alumni Affairs by consulting the founding members, analyzing the avail-
able documentation and examining the effectiveness of the organization through ana-
lyzing the life path of the former students. Supposedly, the two decades since the
foundation of the Association is a long enough time to receive relevant and valid data
when examining the effectiveness of the organization. Even in our days, several com-
plex educational programs are beginning in Hungary, which partly focus on supporting
the underprivileged children and adolescents. The extra-curricular projects — for exam-
ple after-school programs — usually give support for a short period of time (1-2 years) to
the applying organizations or institutions which, as a consequence of the short and of-
ten interrupted functioning, do not have indicators of project effectiveness on the long
run (Fejes, 2014; Németh, 2013). The study of the Student College fills this gap by ana-
lyzing the efficiency of Amrita as an accepting community, which can prove the neces-
sity of the extra-curricular, non-governmental initiatives. Moreover, the organization’s
practice that is in the focus of this research can serve as a good example to organizers
and participants of the complex equal opportunity programs, such as after-school pro-
grams or Roma student colleges.

The sample of examination included the former participants and organizers of Am-
rita Association. The research group could not collect representative data, and conse-
quently the qualitative examination’s goal is not generalizability, but rather a profound
understanding of individual cases.

The starting assumption of the research group was that the operation and activity
of Amrita Association, as a non-governmental organization, did not only provide a tem-
porary support but also created the possibility to found a community in which the inter-
group relationships of the members lasted over twenty years. In other words, the sup-

1 The research group firstly presented the academic results of the examination at a spring con-
ference, “Horizons and Dialogues International Series of Conferences PTE” in the framework
of a symposium. The results are summarized in the essay collection “Amrita at the turn of the
millennium” published by Wlislocki Henrik College, which describes, among others, the op-

eration of the examined organization from various aspects.
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port and services of Amrita not only offered immediate help to its former members but
also played major role in their later life.

The research group explored the examined field from many different aspects and
with various research methods, in order to have a nuanced understanding of the topic.
Analysis of the documents served to describe and display the events of the past; in par-
ticular, the realization of the direct and indirect goals could be inferred from the publica-
tions of the association (newspapers, other publications) and photos. With the help of
in-depth, life-story interviews, the implicit thinking and attitude of the interviewees
could be researched, focusing on Amrita as a support organization that influences suc-
cessful school performance, and “Amrita identity” (N=10). Moreover, during the re-
search, a semi-structured questionnaire was filled out, containing questions which did
not require explanation and showed quantifiable data (N=35). The questionnaire
touched on the data regarding the participants’ mobility (social, geographical), opinion
about the services of the examined organization, and connections within the commu-
nity. The surveying (including in-depth interviews and the filling out most of the ques-
tionnaires) took place at the "Amrita Nostalgia Reunion” in January 2015. The question-
naire was prepared and filled out with the help of eight students of the Wlislocki Henrik
Student College.

The Process of the Research

The surveying was preceded by four month of active preparations consisting of several
different phases. As the research progressed, the number of the research group mem-
bers was continuously increasing, which consisted of leading professors, colleagues,
students and PhD students of the Wlislocki Henrik Student College. As the first step, the
research group set the main focuses of the examination and prepared the 10-month
schedule of the research apt for the methodology. At the same time, the researchers
began to seek out those who were Amrita-members before the turn of the millennium
—former students, volunteers and colleagues — and invited them to the “Amrita Nostal-
gia Reunion” in January. Nearly 100 addresses were found in the documentation, which
were complemented with new contact information. The Facebook group called “Amrita
OBK before the millennium” largely contributed to this process as more and more people
joined this group due to the ‘snowball’ effect (N=100). Meanwhile, three students of the
student college began to explore, digitalize and order thematically the documents (writ-
ten documents and photos) in connection with the examined organization.

At the next phase, the members of the constantly growing research group took a
share in the preparation of the surveying. At that point, a professor and former Amrita-
student joined the examination, and he began a methodological training of the students
of the student college participating in the questionnaire surveying in order to execute the
research. Simultaneously, a group was formed including PhD students, which was re-
sponsible for preparing the in-depth interviews. Members of this group together decided
on the steps and drafted the questions of surveying, while paying attention to the indi-
vidual aspects of examinations. The researchers worked in micro groups (of 2-3 people)
exploring the examined area from different aspects, with periodical coordination of re-
sults and progress. Surveying took place after research preparations, towards the end of
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January 2015, in Pécs, during the two-day “Amrita Nostalgia Reunion,” which was the
shared event for the former leaders, colleagues and students of the organization as well
as the college researchers. During the weekend, all college students got involved in re-
search as they prepared together for the reception of the Amrita-members by processing
the previously collected information and displaying it as an exhibition. The arriving
guests were greeted with this exhibition, which simultaneously helped them to revive
their memories. The “content” of the interactive poster exhibition — which presented the
functioning, everyday life and members of Amrita OBK Association — made by the stu-
dent college students could be completed during the meeting by the Amrita-guests as
well. It enabled the research group to collect the new information written on posters in
addition to the filled out questionnaires and in-depth interviews during the weekend
spent together. On the second day of the event, a roundtable discussion was organized
where ten former Amrita-members shared personal stories in connection with the com-
munity of the examined organization and their personal lives, the content of which was
used as a focus-group interview by the research group. Besides, this was the moment of
the research when the community of the student college could closely and personally
experience the stories of the previous generation.

During the next phase, small groups of researchers assessed and analyzed the re-
search data based on different aspects, cooperating with each other while working in-
dependently. The consultations helped with tracking the progress of the groups and
focusing on the goals of the research. The multifaceted approach of the topic is indica-
tive of the complexity of the research, which can be shown by enumerating the fields
examined by the micro groups:

— The history and complex scope of activities of Amrita OBK Association was
examined by a PhD student with the help of analyzing documents and conduct-
ing interviews with organizers.

—The research group considered important to elaborate on the socio-geograph-
ical aspect of Amrita-students’ lives. This was prepared by five students of the
student college with the help of various databases. Among other topics, they
explored the school career of the former students.

—The effect of Amrita OBK Association as a support organization was examined
by three PhD students while analyzing the life-story and focus-group interviews.
—Analysis of the questionnaire was done by a professor (former Amrita student)
and eight students of the student college, focusing on features of mobility and
attitude.

—The pedagogical exploration of a project-based reading camp organized by the
Association was fulfilled by a PhD student and two students of the student col-
lege (BA and MA education major student).

—Qualitative analysis of the student newspaper “Csodaldmpa” [Magic Lamp] was
done by a PhD student and a student of the student college. The analysis showed
the multifunctional role (career orientation, contact maintenance) of this publi-
cation.

—Iconographic analysis of the thousands of photos of Amrita OBK Association’s
community programs were prepared by the social coordinator of the student

college and two students of the college.
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Some Research Results

In the following section, | am going to present the results of three sub-studies of the
above mentioned research in a nutshell. During research, as the first step the relevant
literature and available written documents in connection with the topic were examined.
Based on these, it can be claimed that in Hungary, the first complex extra-curricular
supporting communities started after the fall of communism and were initiated by
NGOs, responding to local needs. There are researches who draw attention to the ten-
dency that adolescents of Gypsy/Roma origin, especially those from small villages, who
get into secondary institutions drop out of school in a high proportion during the first
year of their education (Forray, 2003; Liskd, 2002). The Amrita OBK Association began
its work at Pécs in the early ‘gos in order to reduce the dropout rate. Among the funda-
mental goals of the organization was to create a supporting environment by means of
which the students, together with their peers, would be able to obtain a higher qualifi-
cation. Amrita-students studied in the secondary or higher educational institutions near
Pécs, or were preparing for secondary or high schools from the primary schools in small
towns of southwestern Hungary (Dél-Dunantul). Those students who were already in
Pécs spent a significant part of their time out of school, at the inclusive and family-like
spaces of the organization, while those who were still preparing to come could meet
their older peers on the weekends or during summer camps. Amrita Orientation Alumni
Affairs considered the formation of a “self-help”? peer community important, which
highly contributed to diminishing the dropout rate and to nurturing talent (Varga,
1999). In the everyday life of the Association, developing a sense of belonging to a new
and contemporary community, as well as forming a sense of community played an im-
portant role beside shaping the talent, knowledge and identity of individuals, all of
which in turn strengthened the social relationship (web of relations) of the students.
Adolescents studying away from their family thus belonged to a protective and moti-
vating community where they could make friends with their peers who had similar ex-
periences, substituting the family milieu. The organizers of the Association strove to
create a family atmosphere and to fulfill the individual needs of the students. Amrita
students had the opportunity to participate in weekly organized programs (student
clubs, cultural programs, language lessons, career orientation sessions) besides study-
ing, which further strengthened the community. The Association started a school news-
paper, called “Csodaldmpa,” which was edited by the students and was published bi-
monthly in an ever-growing number. Besides career orientation purposes, this newspa-
per also served as an important tool to keep in contact with the seventh- and eighth-
grader students living in the villages (Derdak, Keczer and Varga, 1995).

The activity of Amrita OBK exceeded the limits of a student association. The orga-
nizers of Alumni Affaires started Galilei Foundation, which coordinated the work of

2 Both international and Hungarian specialized literature about ‘self-help’ groups played an
important role in the formation of the professional concept of Alumni Affaires. These writings
defined self-help groups as communities facing the same problems, offering mutual help and
taking responsibility (Gerevich, 1983). The members of self-help groups can experience help
and support of those who struggle with the same problems so the community provides an
opportunity to leave the individual life scenes and roles; moreover, sharing the problems with
the community strengthens the feeling of belonging (Racz, 2008).
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various professionals (language programs and Gypsy national programs in numerous
schools and kindergartens), selected talented students and published research, profes-
sional documents and books (Varga, 1999). Besides, Amrita was one of the founders
and organizers of Collegium Martineum, a Gypsy high school dormitory in Manfa, which
lasted for 13 years.

During the examined period between 1993 and 2000, Amrita Association worked on
the complex support and empowerment of more than a hundred underprivileged ado-
lescents with the financial help of Soros Foundations. The first results of Amrita re-
search showed that the inclusive approach of the community of the Association to-
gether with the practical tools used were able to create real prospects for the under-
privileged adolescents.

The questionnaires and in-depth interviews provided empirical data for the research.
One micro-group of the research team analyzed the interviews focusing on the role of
Amrita Association as a support organization (with the help of Atlas.ti software). Data
analysis revealed the kinds of disadvantages that were mentioned most often in the inter-
views with regard to the life of the interviewees (emotional, financial, pragmatic), and the
kinds of support they have received to successfully overcome the mentioned disadvan-
tages and failures. The most substantial disadvantages that emerged from the interviews
were emotional disadvantages (deriving from the socio-economic status related to family
background), followed by financial disadvantages. Similarly, regarding support, emo-
tional help was the most important, in which the role of the support organization was
outstanding. The analysis of the aggregated codes showed that the support organization,
as the agent influencing the life path of its members, had the most significant role accord-
ing to the narratives of the interviewees. The support organization — based on the results
—responded and reflected effectively to the individual needs of the interviewees, inter-
vened and encouraged them exactly where it was necessary (Csigi-SerdiltTrendl, 2015).

The questionnaire complemented well the results of the in-depth interviews. By
analyzing the questionnaires, features of respondents’ mobility, and their connection to
and opinion of Amrita community was revealed. More than 60% of the respondents
have obtained a higher education degree and 30% grammar school or vocational school
qualification; so in the case of the majority of the respondents, the goal of the organiza-

tion to promote education of the students was achieved (Boros, 2015).
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The work of the Alumni Affaires was highly influenced by the formation of the self-help
community. That is why the research group was eager to know, based on the question-
naire, how strong were the bonds and friendships made in the Association. 77% of the
respondents made a closer friendship within the analyzed community and 71% is still in
contact with another Amrita-member, which — from a perspective of two decades —
clearly shows the power of Alumni Affaires to create a community. The importance of
community was also highlighted by the replies to the question regarding aspects where
the examined organization provided the most support for the respondents. Most re-
spondents considered camping opportunities the most significant form of support,
which was an important occasion to build a community. It is also interesting that follow-
ing camping, the majority of respondents chose different aspects of emotional support,
which correlates with the results of the in-depth interviews (categories: “they believed
in me”; “they listened to me”; “it was a circle of friends in my life”) (Boros, 2015).

The results of empirical analysis show so far that Amrita Association contributed sig-
nificantly to the life of many underprivileged people of Gypsy/Roma origin. A significant
proportion of former Amrita-students have obtained a good profession or a post-sec-
ondary school qualification, they work in various scopes of activities or fields, and they
have been effectively integrated into society achieving success both in professional and
in private life.

Outlook

In the 21° century, thanks to the European Union’s financial resources for tenders, more
and more extracurricular programs support the socially underprivileged adolescents in
Hungary. Such initiatives are the extra-curricular communities and after-school pro-
grams, which concentrate on the multiply disadvantaged and/or Gypsy/Roma students
studying in public education; the Roma student colleges working in the frameworks of
post-secondary education can be regarded as a continuation of this initiative. The con-
nection between the above mentioned organizations can appear in various forms, and
it strengthens the relationship of the two fields. Student colleges are not only important
for the students who attend the after-school programs, but it also provides an opportu-
nity for the current student-members to benefit from peer counseling. The communi-
ties of after-school programs provide an opportunity to college students to act as
model-mediators or “translator” (transzlétor),? in which role the college students are
able to provide a trustworthy model or give advice to the younger students.

In sum, this is why it is so important that the after-school programs and student col-
leges today adopt an attitude which promotes the social acceptance and retains the
supporting methods to promote real social mobility. The analysis and impact assess-
ment of the organizational operation of Amrita OBK Association contributed to the
presentation of another successful inclusive practice, which can serve as a good exam-
ple to the various educational initiatives.

3 People who belong to a minority community but are able to “translate” between the different
cultures as they have been successfully integrated to the majority culture—trans. note.



WIND ROSE

References

Boros Julianna (2015): Kérddives vizsgalat az Amrita OBK Egyesulet tagjaival — tapasz-
talatok és eredmények. [Questionnaire examination with the members of Amrita
OBK Association] In: Varga Aranka (ed.): Amrita az ezredfordulo el6tt. [Amrita be-
fore the turn of the millennium] PTE BTK NTI, Romoldgia és Nevelésszocioldgia
Tanszék, Wlislocki Henrik Szakkollégium, Pécs.

Csigi Julia - Serdult Sara -Trend| Fanni (2015): Amrita OBK EgyesUlet a mélyinterjuk
tUkrében. Rendszer- és életUtvizsgalat tapasztalatai. In: Varga Aranka (ed.): Amrita
az ezredfordulé elétt. [Amrita before the turn of the millennium] PTE BTK NTI,
Romoldgia és Nevelésszocioldgia Tanszék, Wlislocki Henrik Szakkollégium, Pécs.
(before publication)

Derdak Tibor —Keczer Zoltan -Varga Aranka (1995): Tehetséggondozé kollégium itt és
most. [Talent-nurturing college here and now] Csaldd, Gyermek, Ifjusdg, 8. 93-101.

Fejes Jozsef Baldzs (2014): Mire jo a tanoda? [What are after-school programs good
for?] Esély, 26. 4. sz. 29-56.

Forray R. Katalin - HegedUs T. Andras (2003): Ciganyok, iskola, oktatdspolitika. [Gypsies,
school, education policy] Oktataskutatd Intézet, Uj Mandatum Kiadd, Budapest.

Gerevich Jozsef (1983): Terdpidk tdrsadalma - tdrsadalmak terdpidja. Valtozatok a
"kakukkfészekre”. [Societies of therapy — therapy of societies. Versions for “cuck-
00's nest”] Magvetd Kiado, Budapest.

Liskd llona (2002): Cigany tanulok a kézépfoku iskoldkban. [Gypsy students in secondary
school] Kutatas Kozben sorozat, 234. sz. Oktataskutato Intézet, Budapest.

Németh Szilvia (2013, szerk.): Tanoda-kutatds és fejlesztés 2012/2013. [Research and
development of after-school programs] Final report. Discussion paper. T-TUDOK,
Budapest.

Racz Jozsef (2008): Az esélyteremtés Uj Utjai: kortdrs és sorstdrs segitéssel szerzett tapasz-
talataink. [New ways of empowerment: experiences of peer councelling] Szakmai
Forras Sorozat. Nemzeti Drogmegel6zési Intézet - L'Harmattan Kiado, Budapest.

Varga Aranka (1999): Amrita — egy didk-tarsadalmi szervezet. [Amrita — a student-so-
cial/society organisation] Tani-tani, 9. sz. 56-64.

Varga Aranka (szerk., 2015): Amrita az ezredfordulo el6tt. [Amrita before the turn of the
millennium] PTE BTK NTI, Romoldgia és Nevelésszocioldgia Tanszék, Wlislocki
Henrik Szakkollégium, Pécs. (before publication)




