
Caietele Echinox, vol. 19, 2010: Communism – Negotiation of Boundaries 
45 

 

ABSTRACT 
In modern Romania, the idea of co-opting family 
in the school’s educational effort appeared with 
the first Organic Law of Education (1864), when 
elementary studies were decreed mandatory and 
free. Gradually, this pressure grew bigger under 
the ministers who insisted the most on the ex-
tension of the school impact upon the Romanian 
society (Spiru Haret, Constantin Angelescu). In 
the mid-‘40s, the communist regime adopted this 
institutional policy, on which it grafted new 
means of intervention – coercive ones, in most 
cases – and a new ideology, directly inspired by 
the Soviet model. Nevertheless, the relationship 
between school and family never reached the op-
timal degree the authorities were looking for. 
The students’ families managed to identify ways 
to negotiate their collaboration, obtain increased 
advantages, ignore the school demands or even 
oppose it, while remaining inside the framework 
of an authoritarian relational pattern. To identify 
the characteristic and evolution of this type of 
relationship between school and the students’ fa-
milies, we intend to investigate autobiographical 
writings referring to the period in question, as well 
as the educational literature of those years, con-
fronted with the accessible archive documents – 
such as accounts of the school meetings with 
parents or internal reports of school authorities. 
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A new idea of normality 
 

In the mid-‘40s, parents’ relation to 
school was still observing a long practiced 
pattern, which had successfully survived the 
war years and the changes it had brought 
forth. They were only expected to come to 
school occasionally, at festive moments at 
the beginning or the end of the school year1, 
possibly on the occasion of the major gra-
duation rites of the system (admission exa-
minations, baccalaureate) or the ceremonies 
expressly dedicated to the public. As for the 
rest, the duty to be aware of and support the 
needs of each school lay, by representation, 
with the local committee, where, every year 
were elected some respectable parents – as 
far as possible, well-to-do ones, holding 
good social positions. They were colla-
borating with the principal and, possibly, 
with other important members of the com-
munity, invited, them too, to participate in 
the school committee (the parish priest, the 
mayor, etc.). The general parents’ assembly, 
which periodically elected the new repre-
sentative team, was convoked with an ad-
vertisement, like any other public meeting at 
the time2. The parents would answer or not 
the school’s appeal, according to their will 
and possibilities. No further focus was 
placed on this aspect.  

The 1944-1945 academic year star-
ted with a big delay, because of the war, of 
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the sheltering of a big 
number of schools and 
of the Soviet troops’ 

presence in the country. Efforts were made 
however, to return to normal conditions. 
The teachers resumed their obligations, 
including that of paying particular attention 
to the fact that “the pupils’ enrolling was 
made in accordance to the parents’ decla-
rations”, which had to be verified by soli-
citing the “civil certificates they [families] 
have”, but also by means of home visits, 
“about which written reports will be sub-
mitted”. The teachers’ duty was to “collect 
information about the students’ social and 
material condition”, which is to be ex-
plained by both the needs of the school bu-
reaucratic machinery and the wish of the 
new “democratic” power to get a social 
classification of the inhabitants3. Yet, to get 
acquainted with the student’s private envi-
ronment seems not to have been a well es-
tablished and observed rule, as the principal 
repeated the appeal shortly afterwards: “the 
teachers [are] notified again to visit students 
home”4. 

In the immediately following years, 
at the start of the new school year, near the 
parents one could still see the parish priest, 
charged with blessing the place and the 
actions5. His discourse did not state special 
news, assuring the community of the perpe-
tuation of its traditional relationships and 
values. At a modest school in the outskirts 
of Iasi, the priest was still speaking, in 1947, 
about the “school life in relation to the 
Christian education and life, calling the pa-
rents’ attention upon the obligations they 
have in regard to the children’s breeding, 
education and cultivation” and asking for 
everybody’s “material and moral support in 
school seconding”6. We should also men-
tion the fact that in this school there was 
still a numerous Jewish population, for 
which special courses of Judaic religion and 
Yiddish had been provided7, a fact that did 

not impede the mimetic connection to the 
Romanian traditions, as teacher Lehrer Saul 
was to take care, for the winter holidays, of 
the staging of Christmas customs8. Nothing 
announced the radical exclusion of religion 
from schools, stipulated by the Education 
reform decree of august 1948. 

Usually, the families were indirectly 
solicited, through the students in the urgent, 
concrete and punctual solving of some crisis 
situations, by individual contributions in ob-
jects or money9. Gradually, the rhythm and 
colours of school life started changing. 
Thus, the “Romanian-Soviet friendship week” 
– a festival held in November 1947, in the 
same school of Iaşi – consisted in “confe-
rence, Royal Anthem, Soviet Anthem, the 
Internationale, readings from the Soviet 
peasant’s life, recitals and dances”. The 
second day, a “group of well dressed pupils 
[our emphasis, C.M.]” had to go, accom-
panied by a teacher, “to Circus Copou II, to 
participate in the unveiling of the ‘Soviet 
Hero’ monument”. The children were then 
supposed to go to look after the soviet 
soldiers’ graves, in the cemetery of Socola10 
– soldiers that were added to a long range of 
older or newer heroes, usually honoured by 
school. 

As one can see, the regime’s in-
trusions into the school life were, for the 
beginning, mere modifications of content or 
intensity of some well-known school prac-
tices. The prohibition of certain values, be-
haviours or identities was not quite visible 
in the beginning, though there were signals 
in this direction. On 23 February 1948, in 
the same school, the decision was made that 
“the students’ greetings to the teachers will 
be ‘Bună ziua’ [‘Good morning’] or ‘Bună 
seara’ [‘Good afternoon/ Good evening’], 
and no longer ‘Sărut mâna’ [Romanian gre-
eting addressed only to women or the el-
derly, to show respect]”11. 

A new education discourse was e-
merging and within it, the “relationship with 
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the family” of the student was becoming a 
priority. Practices that had been previously 
recommended, but not very much applied, 
like the teachers’ visits to the students’ pla-
ces, were more and more frequently invoked 
by the school authorities. We must remem-
ber here the fact that the teaching staff’s 
social status was, usually, quite different 
from the one of the students’ families, such 
“visits” being thus discouraged and only 
paid in extreme situations. If the student’s 
condition required it, then the parent was 
summoned to school and not the other way. 
A more visible presence inside the commu-
nity, including by occasional calls, was re-
commended particularly to the primary 
school teachers in the countryside, where 
they had to adopt the role of leaders of the 
rural life. In the city, where the social up-
heavals were deeper and more diverse, the 
didactic “apostolate” was practiced in the 
urban outskirts and under sensibly diluted 
forms. 

However, in a few years, the former 
“recommendations” transformed into new 
job requirements of the teaching staff. The 
“home visits” became a form of family pres-
sure and surveillance, but also an occasion 
to make propaganda for the regime, which 
was thus acquiring new field activists: 
employees depending on the State and thus 
at the new power’s disposal.  

The teachers were more and more 
involved in the propaganda actions, ex-
tended not only to the families of their own 
students. In a report of March 1949 on their 
public work, several primary school tea-
chers recorded their activity in the assigned 
area: “they did the explanatory work at the 
Ţesătura factory on the importance of the 
youth organization”, and in “Ţuţora street 
they convinced several Jewish families not 
to leave the P.R.R.”12. The principals insist: 
“comrade form teachers will write down in 
the attendance book under the home calls, 
how many families they will have visited 

that day and their 
names”13; there “will be 
at least 6 visits a week 
at the students’ homes”14. Moreover, not on-
ly the form teachers, but all teachers were 
supposed to pay visits to the students as, on 
principle, “children inform their parents in a 
subjective manner”15, thus blocking the 
whole disciplinarian approach of the school.  

The “visits” became an actual part of 
the teaching standard which teachers were 
paid for, that is “18 hours in class and 18 
hours of social work”. These were sepa-
rately evaluated, as “each secondary and 
primary school teacher [had] to have a note-
book where he/ she notes that: on this or that 
day he/ she worked in a Cultural House”, 
they had to write down the school meetings 
in which they had participated and detail the 
“visits to the children’s places”16. By self-
registering the activity, a certain evasion 
from the real world was also allowed, 
encouraging the exaggeration of one’s own 
activity or, at least, its adjusting to the 
time’s language. 

The resizing of this practice – at least 
at a discourse level – became flagrant, im-
mediately after 194817. From its initial pur-
pose, that of a rather exceptional inter-
vention in the student’s life, strictly aiming 
at the correction of his school situation, a 
clear step was made towards the intention to 
watch the whole family, all of which was 
liable to disobey the requests of the time. 
The suspicions were not completely new. 
They had manifested themselves in the pre-
communist period, in the form of almost 
ritualistic accusations – but less vehemently 
exposed – and reaching the same registers18. 
At that time, however, there still prevailed 
the common sense opinion that “school is an 
institution that endures due to the existence 
of the family, of the society, and it is not 
society which is the subordinate of school. 
If family did not exist, school would not 
exist”19. The possible defects or tensions fell 
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to the educator to solve, 
who had to fight on 
“two fronts: that of the 

school and that of the family”, to harmonize 
them and not to prove them guilty20. 

Now, however, the family had to be 
controlled regarding the way in which, in its 
turn, it controlled its children. The Soviet 
model was already a sanctioned reference 
mark, and the popularization writings ex-
plained that in the USSR “teachers visit stu-
dents home, to see if they have a good be-
haviour, if they take care of their books, 
notebooks and personal assets and if they 
study diligently”21. Culpabilities were de-
tailed and diversified. Disinterest in the 
school work and results was now aggra-
vated22 because of a Marxist commonplace, 
of the improper life conditions or inade-
quate labour relations in the family, directly 
injurious to the school’s immediate targets. 
With this perspective on things, teachers 
were somehow able to exculpate themselves 
for the students’ failures, considering that 
“parents contributed to the pupils’ igno-
rance, through the work they did at home”23 
or, to be more precise, that “the family pre-
vents them from school’s responsibilities: it 
sends them to fetch gas, cornflour, etc.”24; 
also “many mothers ask the schoolgirls to 
do domestic works, [so they have] no time 
to study and school results are weak, as they 
don’t have any time left. Others cannot do 
their homework because in the same room 
stay many other persons with different 
discussions [sic] or even parties with music 
and dances, etc.”25. 

The theory of the inadequate wor-
king conditions amplified in time and fi-
nally imposed itself through the peda-
gogues’ authorized voice, who asked the 
parents to actually organize a micro-school 
at their home, ignoring the families’ ef-
fective functioning and the low level of 
resources of most people. Moreover, the 
interfering with a family’s private life could 

occur under the pretext of the best intentions 
possible: “To learn, you first need a proper 
place […]. This is a well-known reality, 
written in all the books of hygiene and pe-
dagogical psychology, uttered in all the 
school meetings with parents and admitted 
by all parents and yet, the fact remains that 
you might still find a child writing his 
homework on a chair or on the corner of the 
kitchen table […], studying with his fingers 
in his ears, in a room where everybody else 
is listening to the radio or, on the contrary, 
reading or writing in bed […]. Unfortu-
nately, the child is often interrupted while 
studying, to go buy the father’s newspaper, 
to fetch firewood or something from the 
basement […] to help his younger brother 
solve a mathematics problem […] all these 
things take time and cause tiredness”26.  

Home visits to verify the way in 
which parents did their school-related task 
remained valid until the regime’s collapse – 
and even afterwards – especially for the 
primary school and first part of the se-
condary one. “Monthly visits were paid, as 
this was part of a primary school teacher’s 
attributions, to verify […] the ‘working 
rooms’ and the ‘notebooks of supplemen-
tary homework’ ”27. The intensity of such a 
form of control over the family weakened in 
time, being rather conditioned by the edu-
cators’ personal zeal and less by the admi-
nistrative pressures in the system.  

 
 

Meetings, committees, work plans 
 
The new “democratic” power was 

really fond of inventorying and mobilizing 
the masses. The students’ parents were not 
omitted. The assemblies, the meetings and 
their more limited corollaries – committees, 
commissions, and delegations – became a 
purpose in itself. Their politicization was 
coupled, in this case, with the intention to 
re-educate parents through a simplistic and 
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aggressive pedagogical discourse, fed by a 
novel literature in the field, of Soviet origin. 

In the first years after the war, the 
presence of the families in the school 
actions was still a very limited and strictly 
circumstantial one28. Shortly afterwards, 
meetings of the form teachers with the 
parents started to appear, trying to prolong 
the customary festivals – like the “winter 
traditions festival” – with some “parents’ 
meeting for an educational purpose”. The 
purpose of meetings was an obviously pro-
pagandistic one, as the form teachers were 
to show “the advantages that the State offers 
through scholarships, books, etc.”. In other 
words, they had to “provoke” the parents to 
join the new regime’s discourse, be it in “a 
critical way”29. In the new vision upon the 
family, parents were infantilized to such an 
extent, that they were to be surveyed too, 
not only during school, but during holidays 
as well30. Or, on the contrary, they were 
treated like employees of the institution, 
compelled to participate in everything they 
were asked for: in adorning the clas-
srooms31, in public “manifestations”32 or in 
the local efforts in the “fight for peace”. The 
principal could solve immediately, in an 
administrative and, often, simply declarative 
way, situations of the most unexpected na-
ture, aiming at co-opting families in the 
school life – especially the political one: 
“comrades form teachers are asked to ur-
gently organize the Committees of fight for 
peace in their forms, which should be made 
up of 2 or 3 pupils, 2 parents and the form 
teacher in question”33. Entering normality, 
such committees endured for years, through 
proposals or self-proposals coming from the 
people directly concerned, the parents34. 

For their disciplining, the same me-
thods used with the pupils were deployed, 
including the written registration of the 
attendance rate35, public reprimands or di-
rect pressures from the more influential 
persons – just like the weak students were 

ascribed to the better 
ones to be looked after. 
An obliging parent pro-
posed, in October 1953, that “comrade pa-
rents who are present should mobilize the 
ones who are absent as well”36. Further-
more, the chairman of a school committee 
suggested that “the parents with a known 
stronger influence should visit the home of 
the parents whose children are weaker, as 
far as their studying results or discipline are 
concerned”37. Briefly, the people present at 
the school’s summon were supposed to act 
“like propagandists among the other pa-
rents”, the foundation of a special com-
mittee of “pedagogical propaganda” being 
even foreseen38. The plea for the school’s 
interests – as well as those of the Party – 
could go even further. A school committee 
of 1957 aimed at “contacting […] the 
factories where the parents are working, to 
determine them to acknowledge the compul-
soriness of the 7 form education in cities 
and to support the children” and, moreover, 
to organize “consultations of parents with 
the neighbourhood deputies at school, to 
draw comrades deputies in the support of 
schooling (and the elimination of illite-
racy)”39.  

The demands for the parents mul-
tiplied so quickly that it seemed probable 
for them to become a kind of unpaid 
pedagogues or form teachers of the school, 
involved in the recapitulation of the subject 
matter for examinations40 or in the reading 
and writing teaching41 and therefore obliged 
to keep up with the specialized literature. 
Brief notifications and prescriptions pre-
sented the new educational stereotypes that, 
theoretically, were supposed to broaden the 
parents’ pedagogical horizon. A whole lite-
rature meant to “help the parents” proli-
ferated, invoked, however, in a very school-
like, reductionist way. Several bibliographi-
cal references were even presented in pa-
rents’ meetings, phrased like “comrade 
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chairman proposes […] 
that a comrade teacher 
from the school should 

make a review for the book of [A.S.] Maka-
renko, Cartea pentru părinţi [The Book for 
Parents]”42 or “comrade Principal [...] ad-
vises the parents to read from [A.M.] 
Filip[p]ov”43. Just like the children, the a-
dults were constrained to enter their names 
in compulsory subscriptions. The school 
committee was supposed to take care, a-
mong other things, of this one, striving, for 
instance, to “obtain […] the subscribing of a 
certain number of parents (10) to Gazeta în-
văţământului [Education System Gazette]”44.  

It is true that there was a real lack of 
personnel to cope with all the requirements 
of the time. In a meeting, the Principal of an 
important High School from Iaşi, insistently 
resumed the demand for the parents to 
“survey how they do their homework, to 
control their attendance, not to be late for 
school and when they return home”, as “we 
do not have headmistresses any more and 
comrade teachers do not have time any 
more”45. Some of them even had personal 
initiatives for improving the school activity, 
exaggerating and needing to be calmed 
down by the experienced teachers46 or other 
parents (able to admit that the students are 
not learning machines, that they need a 
certain freedom, be it a “tactfully guided 
one”47). 

The parents committees had their 
own “work plans”48, in parallel with the 
strictly school ones, and comparable to 
those of other contemporary organizations. 
Support committees appeared as well, for 
each of the classes, which took care, on the 
one hand, of the small problems inherent to 
any pupils “collective” – assisting the form 
teachers and, on the other hand, tried to 
fulfil the solicitation of the “school com-
mittee”. In the “work plan” of such an admi-
nistrative body, one of the duties was, for 
instance, the reorganization of the class 

committees which, in their turn, were going 
to “hold monthly meetings”. Each of these 
were made of 3 persons and it was recom-
mendable that the chairman “should rather 
be the father of the best schoolboy (school-
girl) in class”, thus coupling the children’s 
value hierarchy with that of the parents, 
according to the same school criteria. It was 
also proposed that the meetings should ob-
serve the planning made by the form 
teachers, who were also supposed to be han-
ded in, afterwards, the “respective note-
books with the reports” of the meetings, as 
well “with the contributions [donations]” 
made49.  

The school parents’ committee was a 
partner of the institution management, with 
apparently impressive prerogatives (inclu-
ding that of criticizing, occasionally, some 
states of things), but actually holding the 
ingrate duty to always improvise solutions 
to cover the eternal material privations of 
the school. The often flagrant discordance 
between the rhetorical – political or pedago-
gical – level and the practical one, of the 
daily blockades, remained a consistent ele-
ment of the time. After a possible bombastic 
preamble – about the international situation, 
the new Party documents, or the special care 
the “popular” regime shows to the school 
system – the meetings abruptly attacked the 
real and pressing issues, like the lack of fuel 
for winter, the lack of funds for necessary 
repairs, the lack of necessary tools in the 
workshops, the necessary food supplies for 
the children, the deficit of schoolbooks, the 
overloaded daily programme (usually be-
cause of the insufficient space), the organi-
zation of some trip or of the Christmas tree 
festival, etc. 

As many of the problems were ac-
tually the same as before the war, people 
easily resorted to the same solutions used 
then. The most frequent ones were based 
upon the parents’ benevolence. They collec-
ted objects or products for the school and 
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lent money to engage a theatre performance 
for students – for them to buy the tickets 
from school afterwards, for a small extra-
price – or to organize a profit-party. To 
increase the attractiveness and the atten-
dance rate on such occasions, a buffet, a 
tombola or an auction with objects made by 
the students were arranged, voluntarily a-
gain. The donations that the parents were 
asked for – not only to answer real needs, 
but also for propaganda reasons – were ex-
tended to sizes that had never been reached 
before. In 1950, among the teachers’ extra-
curricular responsibilities, there was also 
that of convincing the pupils that “with a 
view to supporting the Korean people […] 
clothing items will be collected for our 
Korean brothers in want”; to force somehow 
the participation, the collection was to take 
place, this time, “at one’s home”50. Al-
though the whole population was living in 
serious penury, the parents were insistently 
invited to send to school “clothes and shoes 
for the poor students and for the illiterates 
[sic]”51. The fiction of a more equitable 
redistribution of the general lack helped the 
regime look more generous than it really 
was.  

So were perpetuated the attributes, 
conducts and practices of the former school 
committees, as well as their main function, 
that of improving the chronic deficit of the 
resources allotted to the system of public 
education. Against the background of this 
inheritance, several forms of auto-funding 
were cultivated, which successfully sur-
vived after the collapse of the communist 
regime. In time, the money collection wi-
dely spread, under the appearance of non-
coercive measures – they were, moreover, 
called “self-impositions’, “benevolent con-
tributions”, “quotas” or just “funds” – but it 
was so insistently solicited, that it became 
very hard to avoid. Initially, it answered 
some occasional needs, often borrowing the 
form of recoverable loans. But, in a few 

years after the setting 
up of the “popular de-
mocracy”, it became 
quasi-permanent. Actually, while abolishing 
the former tax system the students were 
imposed – having the same final purpose, of 
acquiring the necessary assets for the main-
tenance and development of the school – 
another one was founded. The “school 
fund”, often coupled with the “class fund” 
remained valid after the regime’s collapse, 
out of the same reasons, and holding, fur-
thermore, the convincing force of a gene-
rally accepted practice, for so many de-
cades. The phenomenon is related to the 
same practical reasons, and not to the poli-
tical ones, as the ‘wooden language’ of the 
time could not have continuously eluded 
reality. On the contrary, the contrast be-
tween the official formulas and the daily 
details is so flagrant, that it gets us even clo-
ser to the human side of the former life – 
petty maybe, touching maybe, but certainly 
authentic52.  

Discordances of this kind suggest a 
different aspect as well: because of the very 
insistence of bringing families closer to 
school, the institution was gradually per-
meated by some specific conducts of the 
private life, a fact that also originates in 
certain gender or social status modifica-
tions of the participation in public life. Ac-
cording to the new ideology, the compo-
sition of the school committees changed 
compared to the previous period53 – when 
they were made of important men of the 
community – more and more women being 
involved54. Generally, less prestigious re-
presentatives of the students’ families were 
admitted. For instance, in November 1953, 
in a famous High school of Iaşi, besides the 
chairman of the Committee, who was an 
engineer and “former Principal of the 
School of roads”, two common workers 
were elected as deputy chairmen, a fact that 
the Principal of the High School explained 



Cătălina Mihalache  
52 

by stating that “we thus 
tighten the relationships 
between the progressive 

intellectual class and the working class”55. 
In reality, the option was not an ideological, 
but a strictly circumstantial one: a mother 
invited to join the committee refused, being 
“too busy”, and the second new member 
was proposed because “his activity was 
known and he has 2 girls in this school”, 
and, moreover, he was said to have “worked 
together with his wife”, probably in the 
school’s interest again56. The banality of 
this common fact received, at the last mo-
ment, an over-interpretation, favoured by 
the time propaganda. 

Yet, a certain continuity with the 
realities and the practices previous to the 
communist regime could not be avoided. 
The most important functions were still held 
by the persons with a substantial social 
visibility and authority (preferably men), ca-
pable of imposing themselves in front of the 
others and to be effectively useful to the 
school’s activities.  

In fact, beyond the long claimed duty 
of the educators to maintain a tight re-
lationship with the students’ families, their 
actual interest was usually directed towards 
only two categories of parents: those of the 
“problem-students” and the ones who could 
do all kinds of unpaid jobs for the school. 
The problem of the students that did not 
comply with the system’s requests grew 
more and more violent during the com-
munist regime, when the school quantifiable 
results (grades, numbers of non-attendances, 
awards, number of students that graduated 
or not, etc.) became a purpose in itself, 
assiduously surveyed – a competition in 
which the parents were involved as well – 
because it was, in the logic of the system, an 
equivalent of the “production rate” of any 
State factory.   

As soon as it apprehended such a 
case, the management of the institution 

asked “for the family to be announced”. 
Moreover, the more serious disciplinary 
punishments could not be applied unless it 
was ritually confirmed that everything had 
been done to avoid it, including students’ 
previous denouncement to the family. Any 
dereliction of the children could be re-
proached to the parents who had not edu-
cated them properly: “unmotivated non-at-
tendances; [the fact] that some students do 
not wear their uniforms; being late for 
classes; staying in the passageways after the 
bell-ringing [to announce the beginning of 
the class]; insufficient care for the assets 
they use; [the fact] that they are not filled 
with the sense of discipline and order”, 
etc.57. But the form teachers could not do it 
all – not even all of the reproaches. Con-
sequently, most of the times, they confined 
themselves to announcing the parents about 
their children’s “bad grades”. The exculpa-
tions, even the self-critical ones, suggest the 
real limitation of the contacts with parents. 
In one trimestrial report, a female teacher 
admitted that “the relationship with the 
parents was not quite consistent” and that 
she “could not visit all of the students”, 
assuring however that she “visited 2 or 3 
times the ones who had the worst results in 
class”58. But even the worst students were 
too many, so the teachers could not directly 
contact all of their families, contenting 
themselves to notify them, in writing, about 
the school situation. The principals were 
announced that “notifications were typed for 
parents, about the students’ bad grades”59. 

The parents who could and were 
willing to help in a concrete way – with 
objects, repairing assistance, persuading au-
thorities in the school’s interest or by using 
practical knowledge, like cooking or book-
keeping, etc. – were a real capital for every 
school, and even for every teacher. For a 
fair sharing of benefits, the primary school 
headmistresses were told to distribute, “the 
children, from the beginning of first grade, 
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according to the parents’ professions: you 
have a doctor, give me the manager, I’ll 
give you the lathe man, ‘cause I have the 
house painter”60. Involving the useful pa-
rents became a real stake of the school, 
especially in the last decade of the regime, 
when all institutions reached the limit of the 
blockade, and most of the inhabitants were 
constrained to serious surviving efforts, 
because of the prolonged economic and 
administrative crisis. A careful observer 
could distinguish, with enough sharpness, 
the real distribution of power in the socialist 
society, genuinely democratic through the 
generalization of the corruption, barter and 
intimidation practices. Penury and hypo-
crisy made it easier to get “for each and 
every individual a small portion of power”; 
the teacher, for instance, could give a good 
grade to the butcher’s son or wait first for 
“his old man to come” and bring her some 
meat61. An exacerbation of this interest was 
reached in those years, the children being 
mainly perceived according to the parents’ 
more or less attractive situation or attitude62. 

 
 

Interests and negotiations inside  
the system 

 
The internal documents of the school 

system betray many of the failures or areas of 
grave non-adherence to the policies of the 
time. The cultivation of the so-called “rela-
tionship” between school and family was not 
an exception. Discrepancies are even more 
visible in the personal testimonies of those 
who attended school at that time, as they ap-
pear in their diaries, interviews or memoirs. 

From the administrative school do-
cuments, we find out that the wish to co-opt 
parents in their children’s education as 
tightly as possible was never fully ac-
complished. The guilt was usually that of 
the teachers, who, in their turn, exculpated 
themselves63 invoking either the parents’ 

lack of cooperation or 
the practical ineffec-
tiveness of their own 
approaches. Paradoxically, by the very fact 
that it was not exhausted, this relation could 
also become a potential panacea for the 
recovery of the pupils’ school situation, 
relieving the teachers of responsibility and 
promising a form of future retrieval.  

The parents as well seem to have 
made theirs the axiom of a good cooperation 
between school and family, eventually 
reproaching the “lacks in the form teachers’ 
activity: too few home visits, the absence of 
the correspondence [with the parents] note-
books”64. But the very conformation to such 
demands could demonstrate the most con-
vincingly their inefficiency. An 8-grade 
form teacher, summarizing the efforts she 
had made all over one trimester, reported 
that she had “made 17 home visits, finding 
out that where the student works, 4-5 
persons live, although some of the pupils 
with weak grades live alone”65, thus under-
mining the Marxist myth of the propitious 
work conditions, which should have auto-
matically led to better school results. She 
underlined that – in spite of all debates about 
the parents’ responsibilities – most of the 
students carry on their daily programme 
under no one’s surveillance. So that, the fact 
that she fulfilled her duty and went to the 
pupils’ homes could not, eventually, bring 
forth spectacular changes in their school 
condition. In fact, in spite of all her good in-
tentions, she could not reach all the students’ 
homes, impeded by the “dwellings’ disper-
sion”; generally, her initiatives were blocked 
by “the parents’ non-attendance of meetings 
in a satisfactory rate [and by] their material 
lacks, [so that] it was not possible to collect 
[even] the small sums of money necessary to 
certain needs (like the emblems on the chil-
dren’s coat sleeve)”66. 

Those who collaborated very scru-
pulously thought they were right, in their 
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turn, to criticize the o-
thers’ non-attendance. 
The participants even 

accused, with a certain aggressiveness, the 
physical absence or the merely decorative 
presence of some others. The report of a 
meeting, for instance, reads: “comrade 
Schwartz shows that a big part of the guilt 
[for the children’s weak results] was to be 
blamed on the parents, as they do not come 
to school when they are called for. Today 
even, in the plenum, there is not even a 
quarter of the parents (our emphasis, 
C.M.)”67. The same person, in a different 
meeting, called attention on the fact “that 
parents should take the floor more often”, 
suggesting that their passiveness is a sign of 
guilt: “[these] parents are probably not 
interested in the child’s situation”68. In spite 
of all persuasive efforts, it was clear that – 
according to the former habits – “there are 
many parents who only come to school at 
the beginning and at the end of the year”69. 
Thus, it was very likely that in the meetings, 
out of a form of 33 students, “only 4-5 
parents would be usually present”70. 

Of those who constantly came to 
school, some answered with special soli-
citude to the institution’s needs. The favours 
that were thus done were of a quite con-
fusing, but very suggestive diversity, re-
flecting the schools’ chronic incapacity to 
solve their everyday problems. In 1953, in 
an important girl school in Iasi, the parents 
themselves chose a “commission […] to in-
tervene with the CFR [Romanian Railways] 
to get some possibilities to overfeed part of 
the feeble schoolgirls”71. On a different oc-
casion, sceptical about the quality of some 
products ordered for the school, the same 
parents proposed for the reception to be 
made by “specialists from the Committee” 
and, to make it even safer, the very chair-
man of the Committee “took the pledge to 
speak with two foremen from the Poly-
technic to make” some of the objects that 

the hostel needed72. In order to make per-
manent the help given to the school, a 
previous selection of the volunteers was 
eventually come to, who were supposed to 
be available from the very beginning, accor-
ding to the professional endowments and 
the facilities they could dispose of73.  

But volunteering was not, as one 
might think, from the time propaganda, a 
disinterested one. Sometimes, the bargain 
was an explicit one, as the school was to 
satisfy the precise complaints of the offeror. 
For instance, in a meeting, a parent was 
saying that he “could help the school with 
some necessary things for physics” and then 
complaining that his “little daughter is not 
appreciated in the psychology class, when 
she did not understand things very well, she 
had a 2[/10] and then when she knew the 
answers, she had a 2 again, [the teacher] 
discouraging her from studying”, thus 
clearly suggesting the expected service in 
return74.  

The constant presence at school, the 
proposed services and the authority that the 
parents were endowed with by the institu-
tionalization of their presence could become 
profitable for those who had the ability and 
the courage to use the context. The pleas for 
each one’s private interest were often 
starting from pointing out different incon-
venient aspects – that the students did not 
have schoolbooks75, that they could not be 
offered working conditions home76, that 
they were overburdened by school or, on the 
contrary, that they were not paid the ne-
cessary attention and comprehension77. One 
of the families’ eternal discontents was re-
lated to the children’s timetable and pro-
longed programme, especially because of 
the extracurricular activities. Some of the 
parents even criticized the basic components 
of schooling – “they are given too many 
exercises and problems to solve in mathe-
matics and the kids are rather puzzled, 
they’d better have fewer and solve them 
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all”78 – probably comparing them, in the 
subtext, with their own school experience, 
which had not been so exhausting. The 
discrepancies had several causes, besides 
the subjectivity of the people concerned. A-
mong other things, the Soviet model of the 
new school was to be blamed, which par-
ticularly insisted upon the exact sciences, on 
the quantity of taught information and on 
their intense repetition practicing. Whatever 
the context, the finality of such complaints 
was the same: to help one’s child – even for 
a short while – in the tough competition be-
tween the everyday life reality and the re-
gime’s formative exigencies.  

Though not frequently, the docu-
ments also register explicit cases of school 
authority challenging, by parents who were 
trying to protect their children from the – 
actual or imagined – aggression of the edu-
cators. In a meeting, such a parent perso-
nally attacked the incriminated teacher: 
“comrade Cheptene shows that his daughter 
has the will to learn, but she is insulted by 
comrade form teacher Negru who, instead 
of encouraging her, discourages her”79. The 
arguing can reach remarkable rhetorical 
refinement, even by using the time’s pro-
paganda weaponry, which emphasized the 
educators’ obligations in the children’s pro-
per breeding. Thus, to defend the above 
mentioned individual, “comrade Iliescu 
[showed] that the Party and the Government 
do not teach [us] that the children should be 
insulted by teachers, like comrade Cheptene 
complained”80. But, probably most of the 
times, parents did not dare face the system 
or did not manage to impose themselves. 
They could not, for instance, refuse the ab-
surd collections system imposed in the ‘80s 
(bottles, glass jars, waste sheets, medicinal 
herbs, etc.). This was probably the reason 
why not one in a thousand tried to do it81. 
As for the more delicate issues, like the too 
low grades in the trimestrial test papers, a 
challenge was even counter-indicated, as it 

was likely to turn back 
against the complainer. 
The child could receive 
an even lower grade or lose the precious 
place in a good high school or in a ‘special 
form’. The parents knew it directly from the 
teachers82. It could have been even worse, 
for a parent to be completely overwhelmed 
by the situation and confess his/ her incapa-
city in front of the authorities, even the su-
pra-school ones. For instance, in a Pedago-
gical Council, the case of a problem-student 
was debated: besides the indiscipline pro-
blems, “in some subjects, like History, he 
even has reactionary impulses”. The form 
teacher exculpated himself stating that he 
contacted his mother “several times, and the 
last time, the student’s mother affirmed she 
did not know what else to do, and that she 
was forced to appeal to the Securitate to 
find out what activities his son engages in 
besides school”83. 

The most frequently used method 
was that of direct persuasion and influence 
traffic, often coupled with presents or per-
sonal services in return. As we know, it was 
not a really new one. At the end of the ‘50s, 
people were still discussing, with a certain 
innocence, about the fact that “presents 
from the parents” could be sent to the tea-
chers, the only objection being that, in order 
not to mix them up with the school do-
nations, they should be made “separately, at 
their homes”84. The general opinion was 
that it mainly spread under the communist 
regime, with worrisome sizes in its last 
decade. Seen from outside the socialist 
camp, the phenomenon also looked very 
degrading, as “children find out everyday 
about bribery, presents, upper protection 
[…] for instance [about] the habit to offer 
presents to teachers, on different festive 
occasions – a habit that did not exist in the 
Romanian school 30 years before”, as Gelu 
Ionescu stated in a Free Europe Radio show 
on 8 August 198585. Retroactively, this 
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reality looks monstro-
us86. But this exchange 
of products and services 

was one of the few means of survival and 
personal life improvement of the time and 
the contemporaries – in their majority – ac-
cepted it as such, despite its immorality or 
illegality. 

Maybe just due to its tacit genera-
lization, the phenomenon does not appear 
almost at all in the official documents. As 
expected, some accidental note can be 
found, recorded rather as a denial of the 
situation. A report from 1957, registering 
the discussion about the “work plan” of the 
school committee, noted the “deep satisfac-
tion” of a teacher content with the fact that 
in front of the committee were appointed 
parents “of the best children […], to escape 
those awkward situations of pressures and 
degrading interventions with telephone calls 
to annul the tests because I don’t know 
whose child is concerned”87. 

In memoirs and interviews, it can be 
detected quite clearly – especially for the 
period of acute economic crisis – that this 
habit also coincides with other deformations 
of the school life, caused by the deficit of 
resources, by the compulsoriness of a pro-
longed schooling, by a massive polytechni-
zation, etc. since 1957-1958, for instance, 
when the government was aiming at moving 
the compulsory attendance from 4 up to 7 
grades, a teacher considered that “over 50% 
of the candidates to the 8th grade succeed 
due to their social origin and protection”88. 
The teachers’ professional and political o-
verburdening under the conditions of degra-
ding penury from the ‘80s, also contributed 
to the phenomenon, as well as the over-
valuing of some area of schooling seen as 
elitist or at least profitable – a fact that in-
vited parents to use all possible means to 
reach the proposed target. 

Concluding this brief presentation on 
the issue of the relationship between the 

communist regime school and the students’ 
families, we must call the reader’s attention 
on the fact that, in most of the cases, we 
have referred to urban phenomena, thus o-
mitting the complex, silent and mainly dis-
favoured world of the villages. It is well 
known that the parents of the students in the 
rural environment were, traditionally, much 
more difficult to subordinate to the State 
authorities’ interests. Here, other stakes 
functioned, other persuasive mechanisms 
and other subspecies of school or cultural 
propaganda. The convincing campaigns 
were generally more insistent or even ag-
gressive, according to the target pursued, 
which could vary a lot, from the villagers’ 
attraction into the State collective farms to 
the obligation of buying school uniforms. 
The “accomplishments” that the principals 
of the rural school could boast about were 
part of a different register – that of the rural 
festivals, of the farm campaigns, of the 
families’ being persuaded to let their chil-
dren attend school, etc. The festivals, for 
instance, were not – at least, from the or-
ganizers’ standpoint – mere occasional par-
ties, carrying a clear political message. The 
fact that the “hall of the Cultural House was 
brimful” was a reason for pride for the prin-
cipal of the school which had organized the 
event, as this was a festival “in honour of 
the Day of August 23 [1944, considered to 
be a symbolic beginning of the communist 
regime in Romania]” and the same occasion 
was used to “distribute the 40% wheat quota 
for the collectivists”89. 

But to understand this world, a dif-
ferent look and a different time are needed.  
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Notes

 
1 In 1947, the school festival at the end of 
the academic year was, just like before, an 
event that the community was waiting for, 
related to the mandatory ritual of the school 
life. In spite of the everyday tension and 
privation, “many people participated in the 
festival, children’s parents, citizens from the 
neighbourhood” and the prize award cere-
mony “made the children’s parents content, 
given the way in which school functioned 
this academic year, with no firewood, etc.”, 
a document of the time reads (see the Coun-
ty Department of the National Archives of 
Iaşi – CDNAI in the following – “Ilie Pin-
tilie” High School fund, file 3/1949, p. 9). 
2 In a document of 1944, we read that “on 
the basis of the convocation published in the 
‘Moldova Liberă’ newspaper […] on No-
vember 11, 1944, the high school students’ 
parents or tutors was [sic] gathered in gene-
ral assembly” (CDNAI, The National High 
School fund, file 31/1944, Registru de pro-
cese verbale ale comitetului şcolar nov. 
1944-iunie 1945 [Register of reports of the 
school committees November 1944/ June 
1945, p. 1). Here is, for instance, what the 
report of the Committee from June 17,  



Cătălina Mihalache  
58 

 
 
 
1945, writes about the gathering of such a 
forum immediately after the war: “a number 
of 95 parents and teachers is present, the 
students’ parents from series B, coming 
from the Theoretical Boys’ High School are 
almost all absent, the teachers of series B 
too, as well as half the committee. The 
coincidence is that the General Assembly is 
to be held on the same date and at the same 
hour as the commemoration of the pogrom 
of Iaşi. But the assembly has to be held with 
any number of participants, as it is the se-
cond summon, according to the publication” 
(Ibidem, p. 51). The Theoretical Boys High 
School – that had been founded in the 
difficult context of the ‘40s particularly for 
the Jewish students – was, in fact, to be 
merged with the National High School, 
recently returned from refuge and claiming 
back the space and didactic resources it had 
abandoned. The B series parents’ and tea-
chers’ massive absence in the assembly was 
probably a form of protest against this hasty 
abolishing of the school they had supported 
up to then. The Jewish community had 
effectively participated in its maintenance 
and equipment, as one could see in the in-
ventory that it was supposed to get back 
(Ibidem, p. 60). 
3 CDNAI, “Al. I.Cuza” High School fund, 
file 3/1944, p. 2.  
4 Ibidem, p. 3 v. 
5 Ibidem, p. 15. See also CDNAI, “Ilie 
Pintilie” High School fund, file 3/1946, p. 1. 
6 Ibidem. Moreover, in the spring of the 
same year, the students were still scheduled 
by the school to go, in groups, to confess 
and communicate for Easter; in February 
next year, all the school’s teachers were 
participating, as godparents, in the baptizing 
of a poor newborn from the neighbourhood 
(Ibidem, pp 5 v. and 14). 
7 CDNAI, “Al. I.Cuza” High School fund,  

 
 
 
file 3/1944, p. 3. 
8 Ibidem, p. 3 v. 
9 For lack of other means, the teachers were 
eventually resorting to pupils to “ask the 
parents to lend, for the class’ use, a chair, a 
table and an icon” or “to bring 2,000-10,000 
lei each, to acquire the roll records” (Ibi-
dem, p. 2 r-v).  
10 Ibidem, p. 10 r.-v. 
11 Ibidem, p. 14 v. 
12 CDNAI, “Ilie Pintilie” High School fund, 
file 3/1946, p. 48 v. 
13 Document from 1950 (CDNAI, National 
High School fund, file 7/1950, Condica de 
comunicări pentru profesori [Book of Notifi-
cations for Teachers], p. 2). 
14 Document from 1952 (CDNAI, “C. Ne-
gruzzi” Boarding High School fund, file 
20/1951, Registru de procese verbale ale 
Consiliului pedagogic [Register of Reports 
of the Pedagogical Committee], p. 111). 
15 Document from 1955 (CDNAI, “Ilie Pin-
tilie” High School fund, file 7/1955, Regis-
tru de procese verbale ale Consiliului peda-
gogic [Register of Reports of the Pedago-
gical Committee], p. 6). 
16 Document from 1956 (Ibidem, p. 20). 
17 Phrases that were not specific to the local 
school discourse started appearing: “let us 
intensify the activity in class, trying to 
improve the work […] with both students 
and parents, to insistently call them to come 
in our support, to correct the attendance 
rate, discipline, cleanness, the preservation 
of the school’s assets, etc. We commit our-
selves, as soon as students miss classes, to 
go visit them home to convince the parents 
not to keep the pupils from their homework. 
We commit ourselves (our emphasis, C.M.) 
not to leave behind any student that we 
should not have visited home to inquire for 
his social status (author’s emphasis). On 
this occasion, we shall identify the students  
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who deserve scholarships and aids” (docu-
ment from 1949; CDNAI, “Ilie Pintilie” 
High School fund, file 3/1946, p. 42). 
18 “Many of the bad things that school 
suffers from are mainly due to the parents, 
who, showing no interest in their children 
[…] hinder the good results they might 
have. The children […] should not waste 
their time […] they must be surveyed, so 
that there would be no danger for them to be 
enslaved by those pleasures that risk their 
health” (Gh. I. Ignat, Şcoala, familia şi so-
cietate [School, family and society], Iaşi, 
Viaţa Românească, 1930, p. 4-5). The voice 
of the school authority was very categorical 
in its stand, suggesting an indisputable 
hierarchy: “we must not condemn and judge 
in the children’s presence the school, the 
teachers, the curricula” (Ibidem, p. 8). 
19 I.C. Spiridon, Şcoala şi familia (Probleme 
de educaţie) [School and Family (Education 
Issues)], Tipografia “I. Bendit”, 1942, p. 3. 
20 Ibidem, p. 13. 
21 Petru Vintilă, Familia sovietică [The 
Soviet Family], 2nd ed., Bucureşti, “Cartea 
Rusă”, 1948, p. 46. 
22 This lack of interest was invoked other 
times as well. The pathetic recommendations 
made before the ‘40s suggest, in fact, the wide 
ignorance in this respect: “parents should 
inquire for their children’s evolution in school 
[…] always ask and see whether they ac-
complish their duties, study their lessons and 
have good grades” (Gh. I. Ignat, op.cit., p. 9, 
10). The best surveillance was still that 
controlled by school and the best educational 
variant was considered to be the one including 
a boarding regime (Ibidem, p. 10). 
23 Document from 1949 (CDNAI, “Ilie 
Pintilie” High School fund, file 3/1946, p. 66). 
24 Ibidem, p. 76 v. 
25 Document from1956 (CDNAI, “Oltea Doam-
na” High School fund, file 50/1953, p. 87 v.). 

 
 
 
26 Mihai Ghivirigă, Ritmuri zilnice. Or-
ganizarea regimului de viaţă în familia cu 
mai mulţi copii [Daily Rhythms. Organizing 
Life Programme in Multiple Children Fami-
lies], Bucureşti, Editura Didactică şi Peda-
gogică, 1967, pp. 38, 43, 44. 
27 Mărturii orale. Anii ᾿80 şi bucureştenii 
[Oral Testimonies. The ‘80s and the Bucha-
rest Inhabitants], Bucureşti, Editura Paideia, 
2003, p. 327. 
28 Thus, at the end of February 1948, in a 
small school in Iasi, some parents came in 
person to help in the children’s delousing 
campaign. On a Sunday morning, in each 
classroom appeared several mothers who 
helped ridding the children of lice, sprink-
ling with lamp oil and ironing the clothes 
(CDNAI, “Ilie Pintilie” High School fund, 
file 3/1946, pp. 15 r.-v. and 16).  
29 Document from 1948 (Ibidem, p. 38). 
30 The same document recommended: “the 
children should be provided conduct rules 
for the holidays […]. Children and parents 
will have to note down their impression (our 
emphasis, C.M.)” (Ibidem). 
31 A document from 1958, for instance, 
proposed that “the parents should help the 
form teachers and the elementary school 
teachers to decorate the classrooms” 
(CDNAI, “Ilie Pintilie” High School fund, 
file 7/1955, p. 70 v.). 
32 In an internal document, for instance, the 
problem was raised of a “school event in 
which the students’ parents should partici-
pate, on 28 May 1950, at 10 a.m. ” 
(CDNAI, “Ilie Pintilie” High School fund, 
file 3/1946, p. 95). 
33 CDNAI, National High School fund, file 
7/1950, p. 91. 
34 Document from 1954 (CDNAI, “Oltea Doam-
na” High School fund, file 50/1953, p. 35). 
35 An advertisement from 1951 announced 
that “tomorrow, 11 November, at 10 a.m. the 
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parents’ plenum will take place in the festival 
hall of the school. All parents are kindly asked 
to participate. The roll will be called (our 
emphasis, C.M.)” (CDNAI, National High 
School fund, file 7/1950, p. 58 v.) 
36 Document from 1953 (CDNAI, “Oltea 
Doamna” High School fund, file 50/1953, p. 
7 v.). 
37 Ibidem, p. 17. 
38 Ibidem, p. 9v. 
39 Document from 1957 (CDNAI, “Ilie 
Pintilie” High School fund, file 7/1955,  pp. 
48 v. and 49). 
40 A teacher proposed, in 1953, that “in order 
to convince the parents about the importance 
of recapitulation […] a parents’ plenum 
should be convoked, for them to be asked to 
give their support during the recapitulation 
period” (CDNAI, “C. Negruzzi” Boarding 
High School fund, file 20/1951, p. 153). 
41 For the 1954-1955 academic year, the 
duties of the parents involved in the activity 
of a High School of Iaşi could have been 
summarized as follows: “there should be a 
parent on call, [and]  should help the form 
teacher to survey the attendance rate, study, 
discipline – a parents’ attendance book will 
be created. There will be organized lectures 
with the parents – special courses for the 
education of parents, who will, in their turn, 
do propaganda among the masses […] a city 
workshop will be made for the repairing of 
school supplies, that the parents will have to 
equip with tools. The parents will assist in 
the read-and-write learning” (CDNAI, “Ol-
tea Doamna” High School fund, file 50/ 
1953, p. 30 v.). 
42 Ibidem, p. 7. 
43 Ibidem, p. 13 v. It was probably about his 
writing Despre educaţia şcolarului în fa-
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