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Introduction 
 

 

"The teachers said that my children improved a lot.  

Whoever invented this Toycar must have been a very clever person."  

(extract from a parent's response) 

 

Millions of people have been displaced since the Russian army invaded Ukraine in February 
2022. Many of them, especially those with spare resources or an extensive social safety net, 
just transited Hungary; those who stayed were the Hungarian-speaking Roma from 
Transcarpathia. Without official statistics, we can only rely on estimates based on data from 
NGOs and refugee shelters, which suggest that there may be thousands of Roma refugees in 
Hungary. Their numbers may vary daily since the government amended the decree on the care 
of refugees1 on the 1st of June, and thus, their stay acquired an even more transitory character 
as their housing became endangered by the ongoing evictions. Ethnic discrimination and 
racism present in Hungarian society further exacerbate their marginalized situation. In today's 
Hungary, it is primarily the task of the civil sector, churches, and local authorities to welcome 
the families and individuals and integrate them into the local community, as well as provide 
help in incorporating them into the labour market as soon as possible2 using international 
humanitarian funding.  

One of the most difficult challenges for the families with young children is their integration 
into the educational institutions. According to Hungarian legislation, parents are obliged to 
send their children to kindergarten from the age of 3 and to school from the age of 6. This 
obligation also applies to asylum seekers, refugees, and families with dual nationality3 . 
However, complying with the law is a major challenge for most families who are facing a set 
of underlying problems. In many cases, in order for the children to be succesful in their 
learning and integration strong support is required from professionals of the educational 
institutions but from outside of it. This support requires funding and professional skills. The 
Mobile Playhub service uses the Toy for Inclusion approach, a tool for the inclusion of children 
in vulnerable situations. In our case study, we will examine how the Mobile Playhub helps the 
Transcarpathian Hungarian-speaking Roma refugee children and their parents living in refugee 
shelters.   

 

  

                                                           
1 Government Decree No 104/2022 (12.III.) on support for the accommodation of persons arriving in a neighboring country 
during an emergency in view of a humanitarian disaster and other related measures 
2 Romaversitas Foundation, 2023 
3 https://safeinhungary.gov.hu/hu/stay/education/ 

https://safeinhungary.gov.hu/hu/stay/education/
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Context 
 

 

The situation of refugees in Hungary 
Supporting the social integration of Hungarian-speaking Roma from Transcarpathia requires 

special attention and procedures due to their special situation. In order to interpret the 

method, process, and results of the study, it is necessary to briefly outline the characteristics 

of the refugee’s past and present life situation, focusing specifically on the everyday life of 

young children. 

 

The "home" they come from 

According to the accounts of NGO workers working with refugees, also confirmed by the 
research conducted by Romaversitas comprising 161 interviews4 , Roma refugee families that 
arrived in Hungary used to live in settlements in Transcarpathia, mainly on the outskirts of 
towns, in so-called "gypsy camps", which in many cases, for example, in Berehovo, are walled 
off from the rest of the city – "creating an enclave-like social vacuum, largely outside the 
jurisdiction of the Ukrainian state"5. In many cases, in these slums, where the population 
reaches up to 6-7.000, there is no running water, gas, sewage system, or asphalt roads, and 
the housing conditions are inadequate. The settlements are far from kindergartens, schools, 
or doctor’s offices, meaning that they are almost completely excluded from the local 
institutional infrastructure. The Roma in Transcarpathia lived as a minority within a minority: 
as a Hungarian minority among Ukrainians and as a Roma minority among Hungarians (Rész, 
2023).  

The underdeveloped infrastructure and high unemployment rate in Transcarpathia make the 
Roma families even more vulnerable; their vulnerability is aggravated by segregation and 
tensions between ethnic groups6. Roma people are excluded from the labour market, and 
many men have already been working as unskilled workers in the industrial and construction 
sectors in Hungary before the outbreak of the war7.  

In the Transcarpathia Region, a significant number of children were enrolled in segregated 
schools, where they received a lower-quality education. The families reported that actual 
school attendance was not monitored nor sanctioned, and parents and children were not 
exoected to report on school attendance. The lack of expectation often coincided with the 
lack of required primary conditions for school attendance (such as inappropriate clothing or 
lack of chaperones). As children grew, school attendance clashed with the needs and lifestyle 
of the family (e.g., boys had to work, and girls often had children at a young age).  

 

                                                           
4 Romaversitas, 2022 
5 Rész, 2023, p. 5 
6 Braun et al., 2010 
7 Karácsony, Kincses, 2010 
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The "home" where they live now 

Roma families arriving in Hungary are mostly housed in institutional settings (former college 
dormitories, homeless shelters, retirement homes, etc.) and, compared to their previous 
homes, are currently living in more comfortable settings: in brick buildings with heating, 
running water, a kitchen, and a bathroom. Usually, all family members, comprising several 
generations, live in a single room, a small space with rules that are new to them. For parents 
as well as children, everything is new, unknown, and somewhat frightening, and they feel 
anxious because of those family members who remained in Ukraine. The basis for inclusion is 
establishing real contact, but this is challenging for both sides, as revealed in the shelter 
workers' accounts: ”We saw that we were largely unfamiliar with the lifestyle, culture, 
strategies, and motivations of the group we were caring for despite the shared language, 
traditional Roma culture or our experience with the specificities of living in poverty”'8 .    

The first challenge for pre-schoolers/schoolgoers is enrolling in the institution. The parents' 
attitude and mental state significantly impact the children's everyday life and their enrolment 
and behavior in pre-school/kindergarten and school. Roma people faced exclusion in 
Transcarpathia from the majority Hungarian population, and their distrust of institutions is 
also a core experience. The trauma of forced flight is aggravated by their experience as 
foreigners and the sadness caused by it, and often, the humiliation for being "taken 
in/tolerated".  

Parents, especially mothers, who spend most of their time with their children, are trying to 
offer protection to them, thus they prefer to keep the kindergarten-aged younger children 
close to them. Parents have ambivalent feelings towards educational institutions due to their 
unpleasant experiences, which is why they feel the need to protect their children from that. 
Children also feel their parents' anxiety9, so making them attend kindergarten/school is a 
stressful, and burdensome emotional process for all.  

Attending the Hungarian educational system is compulsory for children between 3 and 16. 
However, complying with the law is often difficult, and the administrative process of 
enrolment is already burdensome. On the one hand, parents with low levels of education, 
often illiterate, face insurmountable obstacles when it comes to the complex administrative 
task of enrolment. They need assistance from social workers or other helpers, and their 
cooperation is affected by the trust or mistrust that families might feel toward them. Neither 
parents nor institutions are aware of their rights and obligations, so kindergartens or schools 
within the same district often refuse to admit children, saying that they lack documents, which 
eventually proves to not even be necessary (e.g., an address card). Another difficulty is that 
many families have to move or return to Ukraine for extended periods of time, which further 
complicates the administrative process and can make families fall off of the radar of the 
authorities. Seeing no other option, social workers working at the shelters pressure parents 
to allow/send their children to school and threaten them with sanctions such as taking 
children into state protection or sending them away from the shelter. While these threats are 
supposedly motivated by goodwill and concern towards the families, many parents complain 
about the non-empathetic workers and their paternalistic attitude, which is also shown in 
other cases, not just in education-related issues. Even though that the provisions of the 

                                                           
8 Rész, 2023 
9 Forray, 1997, 2020 
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educational law are compulsory also for Ukrainian refugee children residing legally in Hungary, 
NGO workers say that the child protection authority turns a blind eye to their absence from 
the educational system.  

The successful integration into kindergarten/school is made difficult by the educational, 
administrative, and social issues. Incorporation into the Hungarian educational system is made 
difficult by the differences in the curricula and the subjects that are taught. Additionally, the 
subject knowledge of the Roma children from Transcarpathia enrolled in the local schools is 
significantly lower than that of the local children enrolled in the Hungarian system. These 
differences are due to two factors: the children from Transcarpathia were taught an entirely 
different curriculum, and many children could not participate in online education during the 
Covid-19 pandemic due a to lack of technical equipment. Their situation was made even more 
severe as significant time (from a couple of months up to one or one and a half years) passed 
since their arrival up until they managed to attend school. (According to the research carried 
out by Romaversitas, only 41% of the respondent’s children were attending kindergarten or 
school in 2022). According to the research conducted at the Gyáli Street shelter, "the children's 
skills level was generally below the average characteristic for their actual age. The level of 
literacy or numeracy of an eighth-grader is equivalent to a second- or third-grader’s level,  and 
this phenomenon is quite common."10 As an outcome, institutions place refugee children in 
lower grades as a common practice or keep school-aged children in kindergarten. Children 
not attending the same grade/group/class as their peers of the same age is often perceived as 
traumatic by parents and children alike and this situation hinders their integration. According 
to a 2023 survey and research report, 61% of refugee children in primary school were placed 
in a lower grade.11 

For the above-mentioned reasons, the Transcarpathian Roma children were not used to 
attending school at home, nor did the parents demand it of them, not in Ukraine nor in 
Hungary. In their eyes, attending school brought no added value. Most Transcarpathian Roma 
families that lived in segregation hadn’t seen cases when education brought advantages for 
them, nor did it help them in incorporating into the labour market, nor did it bring advantages 
for social mobility. The Transcarpathian Roma families had no role models to look up to, and 
it was unfathomable for them to imagine that their children could grow up in different living 
conditions. Parents want to protect their children from the exclusion they experienced in 
Transcarpathia; thus, for them, it is more important that the children stay happy and stay away 
from situations when they could suffer harm12. 

The children’s success in their everyday kindergarten and school life depends on their school 
results, learning process, and integration into their peer’s community. However, it also 
depends on other factors beyond their control. The experience shows that in the case of 
Hungarian-speaking Ukrainian refugee children, the Hungarian educational system does not 
consider the well-documented linguistic differences between Hungarian spoken in 
Transcarpathia and Hungary. These differences between the Hungarian language spoken in 
Hungary and Transcarpathia can lead to situations where the children (families) are 

                                                           
10 Rész, 2023, p.11 
11 Édua, 2023 
12 Édua, 2023 
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stigmatized for their language use, and the stigmatization can hinder mutual understanding 
or make it impossible. 13 

Creating a learning environment which accommodates the diversity of children would be the 
task of the teachers. But these teachers are already overburdened, and for them, satisfying 
the needs of the Hungarian-speaking Ukrainian Roma children means new and unfamiliar 
challenges. According to the 2023 survey of the Édua Project, 76% of institutions have no 
experience in hosting refugee children, while the institutions only receive some financial 
support for satisfying this goal, but 66% of kindergartens and 31% of primary schools received 
even no financial support. The percentage of the received practical support, such as support 
materials, interpretation services, professional training, or assistance, did not even reach 6% 
separately. In light of all of the above, it is not difficult to understand that the unique needs 
and problems of children who are coming from traumatizing or difficult life circumstances are 
not (sufficiently) addressed at school. Most teachers who participated in the survey did not 
apply any differentiation. The responses coming from parents who participated in the survey 
paint an even more grim picture: 54% of the parents have not met an accepting or open 
teacher, and this percentage is even more alarming in the case of younger children: only 25% 
of parents with children aged between 6-9 met an accepting and open teacher. 12% of all 
respondents said that they have not met open teachers at all, and 39% said that the needs of 
refugee children were met to a limited extent. Supporting the children in their learning 
process and in doing their homework is a difficult task for illiterate parents or parents with 
low educational levels. The task of helping children do their homework became the task of the 
social workers, NGO workers, and professionals working at the shelters. 

Attending school and experiencing learning success depends on the children's motivation. 
However, the children’s motivation is influenced by how the parents raise them and the 
children’s social interactions and sense of worth. The attitudes and expectations towards the 
school of poorly educated parents significantly impact how the children experience enrolment 
and success at school. Also, the children’s low self-esteem determines their social 
interactions, and even if they are successful at school, it does not prevent their exclusion, as 
the social context determines exclusion14.  According to the data collected from parents who 
participated in the Édua project, two-thirds (64%) of the children are integrated into the 
groups of their peers/classmates, a fifth (21%) has not integrated at all, while around one-
seventh of the parents (14%) were not sure about how their children felt at school.  

 

The Mobile Playhub 
Partners Hungary Foundation has launched a Mobile Playhub service using the TOY for 
Inclusion method developed by ICDI (International Child Development Initiatives) with EPIM’s 
(European Programme for Integration and Migration) support. The Mobile Playhub is the 
mobile version of the Play and Learning Hubs using the TOY for Inclusion method15 . The 
Playhubs are safe, informal, inclusive spaces where high-quality early childhood development 

                                                           
13 Csernicsko, Gazdag, 2023 
14 Cséke, Fónai, 2018 
15 Partners Hungary Foundation has established 13 permanent Play and Learning Hubs in Hungary in cooperation with local 
organizations. See https://partnershungary.hu/hu_hu/jatekkozpontok/  
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activities occur an children (0-10 years old) from different backgrounds can spend time with 
their families. In these inclusive spaces:  

 children can meet adults of different ages and spend quality time together and play 
together (providing intergenerational learning); 

 children can borrow and take toys home; 
 parents, grandparents, and professionals can talk freely and share information about 

how the children are developing, can talk about their health and learning. 

The method promotes inclusive, community-based early childhood education and care and 
brings the most needed services to the children and their families. The ICDI developed the 
method in the Netherlands in collaboration with NGOs and municipalities in eight countries16. 
The method is based on the collaboration of relevant sectors, institutions, and the community 
and aims to develop flexible and specific responses and solutions to the needs of children 
between 0-10 years and their families17 (ICDI, 2020). The most essential elements of the 
Playhubs are: 

 Children in vulnerable situations will receive more support in order to attend 

kindergarten or school: the Playhubs function as a bridge between the home and 

formal education. Children enjoy facilitated and quality free play in safe spaces, as 

playing is young children’s most critical learning environment. 

 Strengthens cooperation between sectors: services are brought closer to families and 

the families feel better supported.  

 Families from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds start trusting each other: 

people belonging to different generations and backgrounds feel at home and safe.  

 Develops local community cohesion, especially in smaller communities, and 

strengthens local communities (Urban et al., 2020). 

The Mobile Playhub started operating in May 2023 by visiting regularly two refugee shelters 
twice a week. The van, equipped with shelves and storage, is loaded with toys.  A competent 
coordinator arrives at the shelters, where he plays with Hungarian-speaking Roma refugee 
children. The van has a variety of equipment for arts and crafts, games that develop fine motor 
and gross motor skills, and other quality toys for free play: board games, storybooks, card 
games, puzzles, and games that enhance social skills and cooperation. 

The characteristics and operating conditions were developed jointly by the staff at the shelters 
and the Partners Hungary Foundation. They agreed on the dates of the visits, decided together 
what toys should be purchased, and agreed on how to proceed. During the adaptation to the 
local context, special attention was paid to the main objectives of ICDI's TOY for Inclusion 
program in order to have an optimal approach, while the Hungarian refugee policy, the social 
and cultural background, and the current needs of the Roma refugees from Transcarpathia 
unavoidably influenced the way it played out. The Mobile Playhub also organizes external 
programs to create memorable experiences for refugee children. In these settings kids can 
play with children from the majority community in inclusive situations. During the summer 
holidays, full-day programs were provided for children living in the shelters to diversify the 

                                                           
16 Croatia, Italy, Latvia, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Slovakia, Slovenia, Turkey 
17 https://www.reyn.eu/toy4inclusion/ 

https://www.reyn.eu/toy4inclusion/
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offer of the Playhub. Refugee children had the opportunity to participate in events with 
children from the majority community in a supportive environment. They could acquire new 
experiences they would not have had access to otherwise (circus shows, rides on the funicular 
and the children's train, playing in an escape room, playing at the trampoline park).  
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The research 
 

 

The aim of the exploratory research 
The present research focuses on exploring how the Mobile Playhub could implement the TOY for 

Inclusion method and what type and level of support it could provide to vulnerable refugee children. 

With the uniqueness of the service and its adaptability to local specificities (Mobile Playhub is only 

available in Slovakia and Italy), the results of an exploratory study could provide valuable information 

for the ICDI, the methodology developer, and other countries that use Playhub. In order to develop 

the service further, it is unavoidable to carry out an impact assessment that provides insight into 

bringing effective and adequate support to the target group.   

 

Research questions 
(1) What were children's experiences related to playing in Ukraine? 

(2) What and how do children play in the Mobile Playhub sessions? 

(3) What do children, parents, and professionals like about the Mobile Playhub? 

(4) To what extent is parental involvement achieved? 

(5) What changes could make the service even better? 

(6) Why is the regular arrival of the Mobile Playhub important? 

 

Research methods and the research process 
Data collection started in July 2024 and ended in October. Data collection was carried out by 

two people via a set of interview questions and observation criteria developed by the research 

leaders. One data collector conducted semi-structured interviews, the other data collector 

recorded participatory observations during the activities. A total of 23 semi-structured 

interviews and five participatory observations were conducted. 

Research method Quantity Sample 

semi-structured interview 12 refugee mothers, in three cases with the presence of a child 

semi-structured interview 4 social worker 

semi-structured interview 2 head of institution 

semi-structured interview 1 Mobile Playhub coordinator 

semi-structured interview 1 social worker in youth programs 

semi-structured interview 3 young refugee children 

participatory observation 
during the activities 

5 children 
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Three sets of questions were prepared for the interviews, with partly different questions for 

the families, the professionals involved, and the heads of institutions. The questions prepared 

for the families covered three major topics: a) fleeing from Ukraine and the events that 

preceded it, b) presentation of an average day and a holiday spent at home and in Hungary, 

and c) experiences, feedback, and evaluations related to play and play activities. The questions 

directed at the professionals and heads of institutions also covered three topics: a) What is 

their experience supporting Hungarian-speaking Roma refugees from Ukraine? b) How can 

they support parent-child relationships and children's development at the refugee shelter? c) 

What is their professional opinion about the Mobile Playhub service?  

In this report, we will focus specifically on the Mobile Playhub services and the attitudes 

towards child-rearing and play, while data on refugees’ fleeing and their current situation will 

be the focus of another upcoming publication. 

The observations collected data on the following aspects of the play activities: participants,  

use of equipment, interactions, children's attitudes towards play.  

The data collected via different tools will be analyzed with the research questions kept in 

mind. The research leaders carried out data analysis. 

All respondents gave their consent to the data collection. In our analysis, we aimed to maintain 

anonymity; thus, we do not name the shelters or mention from which shelter we have 

received the feedback. In the case of the responses coming from social workers in different 

fields, we use the general term "professionals", regardless of the person's position, in order 

to protect them from being identifiable. The names that come up several times in the 

responses have been changed (the name of Tóni or Uncle Tóni refers to the Playhub 

Coordinator).   

 

The research sample 
The play activities occur twice weekly in each shelter for 2 hours in the afternoon. 

 

Shelter 1.  

Formerly, the smaller institution used to be a home for the elderly, which was made fit for 

receiving families with young children with donations coming from the City of Budapest and 

the Evangelical Church. The two-storey villa building houses 37 people of 8 families. The 

families are accommodated in separate rooms; everybody can access a shared kitchen, 

bathroom, and washing machine. A large garden surrounds the building, which has been 

gradually equipped with more and more outdoor toy facilities (such as trampoline and 

sandpit).  

Skilled social workers, under the guidance of a committed leader, try to use all possible means 

to help families integrate as effectively as possible into their new environment. The head of 

the institution provides the women with cleaning or cooking jobs, who are extremely grateful 
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because these jobs are steps forward compared to the opportunities in Transcarpathia, where 

Roma women had no chance to work. "... I can go to work here, but I couldn't at home..." (a 

parent).  

The social workers accompany children to kindergarten and school, attend parents’ meetings, 

consult teachers, and help families solve issues with the educational institutions. They 

continuously hire professionals to support children's skill development and learning 

processes, with funding received from the Budapest municipality and different grants. They 

value the Mobile Playhub service, explicitly request it to be used in the future, and are willing 

to support it with their own resources. The playhub activities occur in the courtyard or a 

playroom in the building.  

All children received a special educational needs certificate from the Regional Pedagogical 

Service. All children have been placed in a class below the one adequate for their age, and 

kindergarten children have been retained from starting school. By now, parents understand 

that it is a duty to educate their children and that there is value in that, but by being illiterate, 

they cannot support them in their learning processes. However, due to the intensive work of 

the shelter leader and the social workers, some of the refugee Roma mothers slowly came to 

believe that the children have a better chance of leaving their marginalized situation through 

education. 

"There was a conversation with mothers while smoking outside in the yard where I caught 

them talking about their children. XY mentioned that her daughter would soon turn 13, and 

she had to get married. I was shocked to hear as she is a competent child. I knew I had to do 

something about it, but not then and there in front of everyone. I was in the shelter until the 

evening, waiting for the right moment to have a chance to talk to the mother. I invited her into 

my office. There, a very deep conversation began. I talked to her about how many options there 

are for her daughter and where I could see her in 3 years... I told her how much I trusted her 

because I could see how good of a mother she was and how important her children were to 

her. I asked her to think about what I could do to support her. After about two weeks, I 

overheard her say that her daughter would definitely not get married at 13 because she was 

worth so much more. I shed tears." (a professional). 

The Mobile Playhub activities are usually attended by 8-11 children aged 2-14.   

 

Shelter 2. 

The larger facility was previously a homeless shelter and a workers' hostel. One part of the 

complex retains this function, but the other wing, a high-rise block of flats, hosts refugees. The 

shelter has a high turnover of residents; some return to Ukraine, others arrive due to the 

closure of another shelter, and in many cases, it is not known where the displaced residents 

end up. Currently 87 people are living there. Families live in separate rooms, and efforts are 

made to create isolated spaces within the rooms, providing some privacy for the sometimes 

multi-generational families. Shared bathrooms, washing machines and kitchen facilities 

provide comfort for everyday life. The building is located in an industrial environment with no 
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open playground; it is surrounded by concrete and parking lots. A playroom has gradually been 

created so that the Mobile Playhub can hold its activities there in case of bad weather. This is 

also the space where the toys of the shelter are stored, but these can only be used when the 

social workers are also present. Since the yard is not suitable for play, play activities are often 

held in the nearby park when the weather is nice. 

Due to the withdrawal of the NGOs that used to work at the shelter, a number of changes 

occurred in the shelter’s leadership and in the professionals who were working. Since June 

2023, a new leader has managed the shelter more comprehensively, and a new team of 

professionals has come to aid the residents.  

In the first year, there were severe difficulties in kindergarten/school attendance; families 

were afraid to let their children attend since they distrusted the institutions. The non-inclusive 

attitude experienced in schools aggravated their distrust. "In the previous year, children were 

admitted the district schools, attending non-age-appropriate classes. This created many 

conflicts, and eventually, children did not attend school. The old dynamic resurfaced, and 

children experienced exclusion and neglect again. There were also teenagers who had the war 

not broken out, would have become breadwinners or would have started their own family – 

but they certainly would not have been in school." (a professional). 

Of the 37 children living in the shelter, 10-20 children aged 1.5-15 years typically attend the 

activities of the Mobile Playhub. 
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Results 

 

 

(1) What were children's experiences regarding playing in Ukraine? 
A significant number of Roma families who are currently living in shelters fled from 

Transcarpathia with small or older children; some babies were born in Hungary. Depending on 

their age, refugee children have different memories about how they spent their free time in 

Ukraine, and their answers were consistent with the parents' accounts.  

It is clear from the responses that their need for freedom was most prominent in, sometimes, 

in contrast to their regulated life here. It was often said that it was not compulsory to attend 

school in Ukraine, and children often did not go because they had no clothes or no one to 

accompany them. Also, it was often mentioned that children worked around the house and 

helped with whatever was needed and they could do. 

"When they had clothes to wear, they went to school. They helped me a lot at home. The little 

boy came with me to sell baskets when I had no one to leave him with. Meanwhile the older 

ones did the work at home, washing, cooking, cleaning... (a parent) 

"They didn't really go to school at home, unlike here. In the summer we went to collect twigs 

to heat during the winter. They didn't do anything they do here, because there was no 

opportunity there. Everything was different there. They worked with me. I even took them with 

me to work as a day labourer. When we didn't have daycare, we'd take the kids to beg in town. 

The social workers here have no idea about that either. I'd be ashamed if they found out. My 

family has more opportunities here." (a parent) 

"We had a big yard, they played there. They helped me around the house when they came 

home from school, helped me with the animals, and kept the big yard and the garden tidy. 

While the boys were outside doing what they had to do, the girls were inside the house doing 

what they had to do." (a parent) 

When asked what the children were playing at home, the typical answer was that they played 

outside, on the streets and "down by the stream". The toys mentioned were balls, bicycles, 

dolls, and specific types of games, including soccer, playing on the mobile phone or with dolls, 

in the sand, and hitting the ball with a stick. 

"Like any Gypsy child, they went out in the morning to play on the street and down by the 

creek. They came back in when they were hungry." (a parent) 

"There were not too many opportunities for children at home; here there are many more 

options. If they wanted to play with the other children, they had to go down to the wetland. 

They would play there and then come home. There were always name days and birthdays 

celebrated in our street. There you didn't have to wait to be invited, you just went and danced 

with them in the street. We had events like that there." (a parent) 
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"There was a football and all the children played with it... you can play many things with a ball. 

The girls would use corn to make dolls of it. In the winter, they sewed rags together to make 

dolls for themselves." (a parent) 

In these activities, the value of freedom and its associated specific perception of time is 

mentioned ("...they came in when they were hungry", "...I had no hours set for what I was 

doing"), together with the value of creativity, this is most prominent, as well as the joy of the 

children being together, as all the women put it: "they played with each other". 

"When there was no school, I went to play in the streets every day. That's why I liked being at 

home, I didn't have any rules set about what I should do. We’ve built many bunkers with my 

friends at home." (a child) 

 "All they had at home were balls and jumping rope, and whatever they could find at home, 

they could play with..." (a parent) 

 

(2) What and how do children play in the Mobile Playhub? 
At the Playhub activities, children prefer to play with toys they are familiar with or are good 

at playing with, as experiencing success is very important to them; they are too shy to play 

with new toys. Most of the time, boys/girls play separately, in small groups, or in pairs, with 

various games traditionally considered specific to girls and boys. Younger children (2-4 years) 

often change toys; older children are more persistent and welcome the new toys the 

coordinator introduces. Occasionally, there are fights between younger and older children 

while playing together. The leading cause of conflicts is how the toys are played with and 

exchanged, but they are quickly solved when the coordinator requires it or intervenes. In one 

activity, the older children, waiting and asking for the coordinator's help, lost their patience 

and expressed the need to receive more help and support in playing with a specific toy.  

"I [like to play] with the ball when Uncle Tóni brings it. It's well known to me. This ball is much 

better than ours, this one is real. At home, we used to tie rags together and make it into a ball." 

(a child) 

"There was an archery game, I liked that. It was like in Robin Hood. The problem was I didn't 

know how to shoot with it. Uncle Tóni showed me how, but I'd have to practice to be as good 

as I am at football." (a child) 

Boys' favourite activities are football and stilts, while girls' favourite activities are beading and 

puzzles. 

"They're doing puzzles, playing board games and walking around on that long leg. They laugh 

a lot while at it." (a parent)  

"My kids love all games: puzzles, painting, lego. Tóni has all of them". (a parent) 

Families' attitudes towards toys differ from those of children and parents belonging to the 

majority Hungarian community, and both the children and parents have expressed this In most 

cases, refugee children do not have their own toys, and their parents prefer to maintain this 
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situation; their financial situation does not allow them to buy, and they consider that in this 

way, their situation is simpler and less conflictual (i.e., for the parents). One of the 

fundamental services of Playhubs, the toy rental service, has not yet been launched, mainly 

due to the request of the professionals working in the shelters. However, the Playhub leaves 

some toys at the shelter for the children until the next session.  

"At first, I didn't like going there because there was this rule. We couldn't take the toys with 

us. I wasn't interested in toys, I just wanted for some reason to have some for us as well, in our 

room, like the other kids do." (a child) 

"Well, they didn't really have any toys at home, but I wouldn't want to buy them anyway 

because they'd get hooked to them, and I know that I wouldn't be able to buy them other toys 

or new ones." (a parent) 

"They don't have their own toys because they play on their phones. I don't know what kind of 

toys they want; they don't talk about it, they don't say it. Well, I think it's because they think 

we can't afford to buy them anyway." (a parent) 

"The children don't have any toys, and I wouldn’t want  them to have either. They should play 

with each other, it's better." (a parent) 

For the children living in the shelter, the Mobile Playhub is the only opportunity to learn about 

toys and games and their safe use in a supportive environment and to benefit from learning 

through developmental play. 

 

(3) What do children, parents, and professionals like about the 

Mobile Playhub? 
The Mobile Playhub service is unanimously loved and valued by children, parents, and 

professionals alike. Two of the main appeals of the Playhub reflected in all parents' responses 

are that (1) children are happy when they play there and (2) the Playhub coordinator loves the 

children. Their past negative experiences of racism, exclusion, and ethnic stigma are so vivid 

that it is difficult to break through their protective walls against mistrust. This is why it is 

essential for them to feel that they are accepted together with their children and to see 

themselves as partners, as equals in their social relationships and personal interactions.  

"Uncle Tóni loves them very much" (a parent) 

 "The kids love it. They go there laughing and come back laughing." (a parent) 

"I like the way the kids come home from there. Their faces are happy." (a parent) 

"Here, we Ukrainians are no longer just Gypsies or Ukrainians, we are also people. This is a 

very good feeling." (a parent) 

The Playhub brings many toys that are new to children in the shelter. Some they have never 

encountered before, some they know already, but have never played with, and some they 

have encountered at kindergarten or school but need to learn how to use them correctly. In 
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learning to play with the new ones, the Playhub and its professionals play a critical role, as 

among peers, how familiar and knowledgeable the children are in a given environment and 

games could be crucial. This is emphasized in the responses from children, parents, and 

professionals alike.  

"Uncle Tóni always shows them how to play, what to play, explains the rules of the games to 

them. And that is actually really good because my kids are not used to playing with toys 

because they've always played by themselves 18." (a parent) 

"Yes, they learn how to use objects. A lot of times, they'll get a badminton racket, and even if 

they understand what they need to do with it, they can break it very easily, very quickly. 

Holding objects incorrectly can ruin the sense of achievement. That's why I think it's important 

to teach them how to use them." (a professional)  

"We had teenagers, maybe as young as 13 or 14, who were trying out certain sports equipment 

for the first time, and it was really good for them to try it out. They had the opportunity to be 

skillful at it, and there was positive feedback from the little ones and each other that they were 

skillful at something, they could show others that they could do it." (a professional) 

"The most amazing, the newest, was the long leg. I've never seen one in real life, I was too 

scared to try it. But once I put it on my leg, it was great. I was really tough with it, as if I were 

on TV. I'm looking forward to school starting so I can tell my classmates and be proud." (a 

child) 

During the interviews, the experts repeatedly stressed how regular Playhub activities have 

benefited children's development and how these improvements helped them in their learning 

processes in kindergarten and at school. In particular, they mentioned the skill development 

of the children.  

"The activities help in engaging the children creatively and also help in transmitting our values. 

They need to play together nicely and not damage the toys. It also helps with their mental and 

physical development. The children enjoy the activities, have new experiences, their horizons 

broaden..." (a professional) 

"It even helped us in speaking Hungarian, we speak Hungarian better." (a parent) 

"It was clear that it was testing his patience, but because he wanted to participate in this with 

other children, he had to adapt, and for him the time spent together was an important learning 

process." (a professional) 

Sharing common spaces and tasks, constantly adapting to new situations and each other, 
between strangers living together in confined spaces in refugee shelters creates much tension, 
so community building is a critical task and a central element of the TOY for Inclusion method 
used in the Playhubs. The responses also reveal that playing together helps children and 
parents in connect more and in a positive manner and helps build a community. Conflicts 

                                                           
18 without play equipment 
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between families sometimes appear in how the children play, but the joy of play and internal 
motivation to stay in the act of playing also help resolve conflicts peacefully. 

"It develops their own little community. Children of families in conflict can also play together 

there." (a professional) 

Social workers often mention the lack of rules (permissive style) in the child-rearing habits of 

Roma families in contrast to the more common parenting style in Hungarian society 

(authoritative). They believe that this is one of their most challenging tasks: teaching children 

and parents how to follow the rules. For this purpose, Playhub activities are seen as a good 

opportunity. 

"[In Ukraine] there were no rules, here we also hate it. We played football as long as we 

wanted". (a child) 

"Adapting to the rules of the game has also changed. In the beginning, the goal was to win, 

even if it meant breaking the rules. By now, many like to win by playing by the rules." (a 

professional) 

The Playhub programs are also important experiences that help professionals in their daily 

work. Through the external programs, they get to know children, themselves, and each other 

from another angle, which can help their daily activities and support their mental health. The 

adventures they share with families strengthen their relationships and increase trust in one 

another. Working in new situations and programs organized by others supports their 

professional development.  

"We also had the experience of a colleague teaching to walk on stilts to children aged 6-7 

struggling with balancing, and the professional experienced it as a success, too, as they had 

the  chance to take them through a process, support them, maintain them in it, develop their 

skills." (a professional) 

The thoughts shared by social workers on intercultural or social situations were also varied. 

Despite their helping attitude, they were part of typical conflicts, had attitude problems, lack 

of trust and aversion due to the interactions with culturally diverse groups; they also had 

difficulties in decyphering: they had stereotypical mentality; had communication problems: 

inaccurate understanding, misunderstanding, low efficiency; experienced stress (higher stress 

levels due to communication problems and lack of trust expressed in quarrels, apathy, 

stubbornness, preaching attitude); reduced efficiency (Heidrich, 2001, 133-134). Getting to 

know and accept others may require different amounts of time for individuals with different 

personalities and backgrounds. These differences transpire as ethnocentric superiority and 

judgemental behaviour are exposed by one of the respondents; these matters were also 

mentioned by parents.   

"...[Their child-rearing habits] are, in a way, a disaster. Yes, according to my own standards. 

That here, from my point of view, there's an unimaginable relaxedness in terms of, let's say, 

how the children come and go, they go about their business and are doing whatever they want. 

Yes, well, we disagree on these things, but at the same time, a lot of things that are necessary 
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for the functioning of the family are done with extra high commitment, even when it comes to 

taking care of the children..." (a professional) 

 

"Their parenting habits have improved a lot, but there are still frictions between their values 

and ours. The children pay attention as much as they can. Still, very often, they are left to their 

own devices. Thus, the kids team up and put their minds to more and more mischief. It's just a 

game to them, but if we're not paying attention, they can harm themselves and the 

institution." (a professional) 

"I live in anxiety, I am afraid they might take my children away. And here I can't talk about it 

with anyone because they talk behind my back. They say I'm a bad mother because I don't 

make my child attend school." (a parent) 

Working collaboratively with colleagues with a more inclusive attitude, analyzing the results 

together, and experiencing successful professional coordination is also an opportunity to 

reduce these difficulties and create effective cooperation.  

"I wouldn't call it a cultural gap at all, I can feel that there are cultural differences, sometimes 

different values. Initially, I could hardly relate to these differences, but maybe now I can 

understand them better. The most striking difference is the intensity with which people 

experience and express emotions here. I try to learn more of this from them." (a professional) 

"I think this cooperation was also useful for our colleagues; it gave us a kind of a crutch to hold 

on to when it comes to organizing, managing, and implementing a program." (a professional) 

  

(4) To what extent is parental involvement achieved? 
In the smaller institution, the parents proved to be less open to becoming involved in the 

activities; in the larger institution, the parents became more and more involved, especially 

when accompanying children aged 1-3 years, and then the parents became involved in playing 

with them.  

"We ask them to be present because that's how we can really focus on them, and we had 

indeed seen very good examples. It feels like parents experience it as a success as well, they 

often feel that it's a good thing to play with the children and watch how they develop." (a 

professional) 

 "The way we speak has changed a lot. We speak very good Hungarian now. Not as beautifully 

as you, but very well." (a parent)  

"Parents can also become amazed at how much they like to get involved and play, make 

bracelets, paint, play with frisbees." (a professional) 

The responses reflect a gap that may be a feature of families' lifestyles – shortened childhoods 

due to early childbearing or early employment. Parents often participate in the games for their 

own joy rather than to help the child. 
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"There are cases when parents become nostalgic and say, 'I used to jump rope, and I really 

enjoyed it’. Or it is also a challenge for them to play dodgeball. Or they get absorbed into 

beading because they want to create something beautiful." (a professional) 

Responses reveal that parents are truly grateful for the regular presence of the Mobile 

Playhub at the shelter. It means a lot to them to see that other adults are engaging with their 

children and offering experiences and learning opportunities for the children and the parents 

they had no access to in Ukraine. 

"They always come up with something. In Ukraine, they would never have had such 

experiences or teachers." (a parent) 

 

(5) How could the service be improved? 
The responses most strongly expressed two needs: the Mobile Playhub should have more 

frequent visits, and more helpers should assist during the activities. 

Parents and children enjoy the activities, they find them useful and fun. Being together is a 

unique and valuable experience that they enjoy, and they have little to no opportunity to have 

such experiences otherwise. Their everyday lives are filled with work, household chores, and 

worry about family members who are away. During the summer, the outdoor Playhub 

programs, the music and dance events, and the arts and crafts activities are experiences they 

cannot have otherwise. 

"If it came more often, I would take the children more often" (a parent) 

"It lasts way too short, and you need to wait for a long time. When I'm starting to feel good, it 

leaves." (a child)  

The problem that came up mainly in the professionals' feedback, but it also resulted from 

observing the activities, is that attention would be better directed with more helpers, 

professionals, or volunteers. With more professionals involved, the activities of play could be 

assisted and facilitated more easily, more effectively, and there would be more opportunities 

to play with and try out different toys.  

"Because parents often didn't learn how to play, nor did the children learn it, they have a very 

different culture or knowledge of toys and games objects. So many times we follow them very 

closely to help them successfully discover a new game; therefore, it would be a great help if 

we had the chance to do this with more people." (a professional) 

"It would work better with more volunteers – if there were more people there, we could give 

more focused attention to the individual." (a professional) 

"We need more balls, that's for sure. Even another set of arrows and a person who could teach 

us how to use them. If we learn it properly, we would be able to defend ourselves one day." (a 

child)  
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The responses also mentioned the need to organize activities for the parents. A key element 

of the TOY for Inclusion approach is organizing programs dedicated to parents, especially for 

families in vulnerable situations. Regretting not having such activities also came up in the 

interviews.   

"They could think of something for us. I don't know what, but I would also like to do 

something." (a parent)  

"Parents could have a tea party while the children are being looked after, where they could 

talk about their emotions or whatever else which is important in a parent's life." (a parent) 

The external programs that were organised during the summer confirmed that events 

organized at an external venue based on the Playhub which involved the children residing in 

the district, helped the integration of both children and their families. The professionals’ 

responses mention the need for these events to be repeated. 

"I would like to set up as many programs as possible where they would meet many Hungarian 

children. And then they'd really see how other people behave and how they should behave, 

and it wouldn’t be just us telling them all these things." (a professional) 

However, these programs require even stronger trust between professionals and families so 

that Roma parents who fear for their children are more willing to let them go to the programs 

or to take part together; daring to venture into unknown situations. And confidence-building 

requires time and conditions where program implementation is not exclusively the result of 

NGO projects of limited duration and with tied funding. 

"For them, a social worker is someone of a strange bubble, and because of their previous 

encounters with a similar person, they immediately have the impression that we are 

representing some kind of hostile agency or violent organization. (a professional) 

"There's a lot of protection towards children, they really want to know what's going to happen 

at a particular program, and even then there's a lot of worry and protection of the children. So 

the key to a successful program is building trust and understanding the fears that trigger 

parents so that later, on the kids could really be free to try themselves out in as many situations 

as possible." (a professional) 

"We would need longer implementation periods of a program because the circumstances are 

way more defining than we had expected. More consultation opportunities are needed to get 

to know each other and visit the families". (a professional) 

 

(6) Why is the regular arrival of the Mobile Playhub important? 
As we have repeatedly seen it expressed in the responses, the Playhub is a positive, uplifting, 

and enjoyable experience for families that brings light and hope in the context of limited 

opportunities, uncertainty, and vulnerability experienced at the shelter. 

"We all have a good time playing." (a parent) 
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"When Tóni comes to play with them, it takes them out of their everyday lives a little bit." (a 

professional) 

"When the kids just sat on a blanket with a toy, they would relax, talk, play a little. You could 

see that this kind of slowing down and being outside was very, very positive for their mental 

health. Many come from a context where many people live together in a small apartment or 

in a tiny space that they need to share with a lot of people, and this [Playhub] service is great 

for providing the opposite of that." (a professional) 
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Summary 

 

 

According to our research data, the Mobile Playhub implements a significant part of the 

principles and activities of Play and Learning Hubs. Thanks to the service, refugee children in 

difficult and vulnerable situations can enjoy playing activities in a safe space in informal 

situations and in the presence of supportive professionals. The outdoor sports equipment, 

board games, card games, beading, and craft activities help children to develop gross and fine 

motor skills and coordination. Playing games with their peers encourages cooperation, rule-

following, patience, and concentration. They have the opportunity to learn and try out new 

games and have new experiences, which broadens their horizons, deepens their self-

awareness, and stimulates new social and relational skills. Playfully learning about the society 

of the host country, its behavioural and communicative characteristics, its tools and functions 

in a safe environment increases their self-esteem and strengthens their intercultural 

competencies. Playing together develops their communication skills, language use, and 

emotional intelligence.   

The Mobile Playhub is present primarily at the shelters, where it regularly allows families to 

enjoy free play and thematic activities (music, dance, arts and crafts) that help and support 

diversity. During summer it organizes external activities, where the children have the 

opportunity to play and interact with other children in familiar settings and have experiences 

that were previously inaccessible to them.  

However, in its work with refugee families at the shelters, the Mobile Playhub has yet to be 

able to involve parents in the activities so far. There has been some progress, with more 

parents participating for short periods, but no real breakthrough. The scarcity of professional 

resources might be a reason for the difficulty, as the planning and delivery of the sessions in 

their current form is a significant drain on the professionals' capacity. According to the 

respondents, the involvement of more helpers and volunteers would also improve the quality 

of the play, and more resources would be needed for the activities planned for parents. On 

the other hand, based on the interviews with parents (mothers in our study), it is not an 

exaggeration to say that, as some of them also expressed the need for them (=mothers) to 

have opportunities, occasions and space for separate meetings and discussions, this could be 

a starting point for further planning by professionals. We (=professionals and researchers) 

hope these occasions could also be an intermediate step for further play activities with 

children.  

Another element that needs to be added is toy lending. Certain steps have been taken, but 

the system still needs to be developed. This aspect needs improvement since the interviews 

also showed the demand for it from the children. 

According to respondents, the main objective of the TOY for Inclusion method is community 

building and strengthening community cohesion. These goals were achieved. Closer 

relationships are built between children who play together, and play helps ease tensions 
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between families due to the challenge of adjusting and adapting to the cramped spaces of the 

shelter. Excursions, trips, and joint activities strengthen the trust between families and the 

professionals working with them. Professional collaboration and shared decision-making in 

planning stand at the core of the Playhub and are seen as valuable by all involved 

professionals. Collaboration between professionals brings professional development. Shared 

positive experiences help prevent burn-out and maintain the commitment of professionals in 

their work which is loaded with challenges.   
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Conclusion 

 

 

By collecting data on the field, the Mobile Playhub research aimed to explore how the play 

activities were received, the extent to which the principles and objectives of the TOY for 

Inclusion method were implemented, and what results could the Mobile Playhub service 

achieve for young children and their families living in the refugee shelters. Based on the data 

analysis of the semi-structured interviews and participatory observation, it can be concluded 

that the Playhub service plays a vital role in the integration and mental health of young 

children housed at the shelter. Playhub offers experiences and joy to children and families 

who otherwise wouldn't have access. The developmental play contributes significantly to their 

success in kindergarten and at school, and it provides an opportunity to get to know and learn 

to relate to the cultural differences experienced in the majority community in a safe 

environment.  
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