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Abstract

The starting point for this paper is that children and young people’s friendships have,
significantly, been neglected as a communal resource. While the importance to teen-
agers of their friends and peers is widely recognized, their friendships are more often
seen as a cause of risk behaviour than a resource with which risk could be prevented.
Hence, the purpose of this theoretical paper is to challenge this predominant view by
looking at teenagers’ spontaneous friendships as inclusionary potential. The paper
deals with young teenagers’ friendships from the viewpoint of student welfare and
preventive social work at school. It raises the question of how and with what teenag-
ers’ wellbeing should be supported in their everyday living environments such as
school. The paper introduces Finnish basic education as a site for the prevention of
early youths’ marginalization, and studies how young people’s mutual relationships
are commonly perceived at school. Drawing from the theories of recognition, it is
then suggested that recognizing the meaning and practices of students’ friendship at
school could advance their self-confidence, self-esteem and self-respect and hence,
support better student wellbeing.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, a growing awareness has arisen regarding the problems included in
current ways of dealing with young people’s risk of marginalization and social exclu-
sion. It is widely acknowledged that the dominant early intervention tactics are not
working efficiently, causing a growing need for child protection and youth welfare ser-

vices and thus increased public expenditure on social welfare and health [1]. Research-
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ers, civil servants and politicians agree that investing in large-scale communal preven-
tion of marginalization would benefit both individual and communal wellbeing, as well
as both municipal and state finances [2].

However, as the recent research [3] has implied, the institutional reality is rather op-
posite: the energy and resources of social workers, educators, and other professionals
often seem to be exhausted in problem-based interventions with individuals and, hence,
there are very limited resources to invest in promoting the wellbeing of young people in
their daily living environments. In some countries, of which Finland is an example, this
is inconsistent with the child welfare, youth work and student welfare legislation, which
strongly stress promoting the well-being of all children and youth and preventing the
emergence of disadvantageous factors [4]. This tension between prevention and re-
sponding to crises is also recognized internationally, and there is a demand for research
that can provide advice on how prevention could be achieved as part of everyday insti-
tutional practices such as basic education [5].

Lately, a growing body of research has stressed the potential of existing communal
resources acting as preventive factors against adversity and marginalization [6] [7]. As
Gilligan [6] argues, positive experiences in immediate living environments may con-
tribute to broader resilience against difficult circumstances and increase children and
young people’s engagement with society. This important communal feature is usually
seen to constitute in the context of family, school or other intergenerational and insti-
tutional relations. However, children and youth themselves often define the lack of
friendship as the most important cause of social exclusion and marginalization [8]. This
raises questions about how and with what young people should be supported and the
way in which peer relationships are potentially overlooked by social work, youth work
and school staff [7].

In this review, I contemplate the timely need for prevention-based measures and the
request that it produces for social work and other daily practices at school. The focus is
on teenagers’ friendships which are generally considered among the most significant
factors with respect to young people’s wellbeing at school. As Judy Dunn [9] notes: if
we do not interest ourselves in teenagers’ friendships, we are missing a huge part of

what is important in their lives and focal to their wellbeing.

2. School as a Site for Preventive Social Work

The viewpoint of prevention directs attention towards the communities and environ-
ments where children and young people live their everyday lives. Among such spaces,
school is one of the most central ones. Teenagers spend a substantial part of their wak-
ing hours at school; and the incidents and relationships at school also influence what
happens outside the school hours. In developed countries, nearly every child within the
age group attends school, making school the place where all the teenagers can be
reached regardless of their socio-economic background. Furthermore, at school the in-
stitutional adults—like teachers and social workers—have an opportunity to meet

young people in their natural living environment. This enables a preventive manner
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towards the issues of wellbeing and marginalization and enables the early recognition
of potential problems. According to a study conducted in Finland, also young people
themselves expressed that school could take stronger responsibility for students’ overall
wellbeing [10].

In Scandinavia, including Finland, the expectations of early support and prevention
of marginalization at school are, for large part, laid on the school social work. In spite
of this, the tradition of school social work in Finland has been following the therapeu-
tic-clinical model with the focus on working with individuals and solving problems
through case work practice [11]. As a consequence, most students are not familiar with
social work at school and, in case of problems or worries, they conceive school social
worker as an unnatural or inaccessible source of support [12]. Many of the students,
who have used the services and met with a school social worker, seem to perceive the
support useless or meaningless [12]. Indeed, young people would prefer preven-
tion-based and more easily accessible student welfare services. For instance, conversa-
tional therapy should, in their opinion, be available even before the problems occur
[13]. Accordingly, the preventive social work at school, such as informal group activi-
ties and theme days, is highly appreciated by teenagers [14].

Recently in Finland, like in other Western countries, there has been a burgeoning
demand for the redirection of school social work and student welfare services. It has
been brought forward that the possibilities which schools have in promoting all child-
ren and youth’s wellbeing are not utilized to their full potential [15]. Researchers have
suggested that funneling the resources of school social workers towards more com-
munal and structural practices would advance the timely and effective social work in
schools [16] [17].

In Finland, a recent endeavor to answer the demand for better practice has been
passed through a new Student Welfare Act (1287/2013). In the Act, the individual and
communal student’s welfare is perceived separately. The traditional-clinical school so-
cial work is set as part of the individual student welfare services, and the preventive
school social work positions itself as part of the communal student welfare. The pur-
pose of communal student welfare services is precisely to promote the wellbeing of all
students, not just the ones with observable problems or difficulties. Furthermore, the
Finnish Child Welfare Act (417/2007) positions school social work as part of the pre-
ventive child protection, the objective of which is to prevent the emergence or progres-
sion of difficulties or unwanted development. The goal is to decrease the amount of
clients in actual child protection services through providing sufficient and timely sup-

port for children and young people while they are at school.

3. Peer Relationships and School Social Work

Recent research has revealed that social relationships and the problems that concern
social relationships are among the most common reasons why teenagers seek the ser-
vices of school social work or are referred to a school social worker [18]. Particularly

friendships and peer relationships at school constitute a critical matter which substan-
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tially contributes or reduces the subjective wellbeing of teenagers [13].

3.1. Peer Relationships at School

Studies on informal social relationships of school, such as peer relations, are not rare
among psychological, sociological or educational youth research. These studies have
indicated that peer relationships are among the most central dimensions of school as a
social environment—if not the most central one. To culminate, it can be argued that
teenagers do not go to school to learn but to spend time with their friends [19].
Friendships and peer relationships at school have been found to interconnect with
school enthusiasm, motivation, learning results, and educational aspiration [20] [21]. In
addition, the overall wellbeing of teenagers—also outside of school—is strongly affected
by social relationships at school [22] [23].

The public discussion about peer relationships at school typically focus on the prob-
lems and downsides of peer relations, such as bullying, loneliness, ganging or undesired
behavior which is legitimized by friendship practices [24]. Research, too, has raised the
interconnection between peer communities and marginalizing practices like consump-
tion of drugs or alcohol, smoking, skipping class, dropping out of school, and delin-
quent behavior [25]-[27]. In consequence, the regulated practices of basic education are
rather concerned on controlling the students’ mutual relationships than on streng-
thening them. For instance, a common practice rather often is to order friends to have
seats on the opposite sides of a classroom, or to deny peer gatherings in places that are
out of teachers’ sight [19].

Much less regarded are the peer relationships of school as a source of student well-
being or better learning. It is easily forgotten that friends constitute not only a risk but
an important source of social support, trust, and solidarity [22] [24]. Peer relationships
at school demonstrably work as a platform for practicing communicative skills, receiv-
ing feedback for one’s behavior, and adopting societally desired values, norms and atti-
tudes [20] [24]. Acording to Konu [28], acquiring the ability to work as a member of a
group, getting along with friends at school, and not being involved in bullying form the

central elements that influence teenagers’ subjective experiences of wellbeing.

3.2. Friendships as Potential

As said before, young people care for each other in multifarious and meaningful ways.
Several youth network studies have illustrated that friends can be important sources of
support, for instance, in coping with stressful situations [22]-[24]. Having a satisfactory
relationship with same-age peers may compensate the lack of support from parents and
buffer the negative effects of an unfavorable neighborhood or peer network [22]. In ad-
dition, peer groups provide supportive control and develop trust, solidarity and collec-
tive identities [19] [29]. Friendships and peer affiliations are even regarded as a
late-modern version of communality, occasionally replacing traditional communities of
care, support and social control [30].

The importance of friends and peers to teenagers raises questions about how and
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with what the youth should be supported [7]. Is the potential that resides in their
friendships overlooked in the preventive practices of student welfare and school social
work? According to Michael Bourdillon [31], friendship as a resource, the positive
emotions connected to friendship, and the sense of belonging and togetherness are
among the most neglected dimensions of children and young people’s wellbeing.

The studies on school social work have, so far, paid some attention to students’
friendships. The supportive potential of youth peer groups is recognized, for instance,
in the implementation of informal group practices, and more targeted self-help groups
[17] [32]. Friendship has also been acknowledged as potential in the practices where
opportunities are constructed for students with disabilities to build friendships with
non-disabled students [33]. These and other practices prove that professionals at school
widely understand the social and educational significance of youth peer relations.
However, the groups and pairs imposed together at school rarely originate from young
people’s spontaneous friendships, Ze, voluntary and personally chosen affective rela-
tionships between individuals [34].

Capitalizing on peer support, groups and communities, local networks, and com-
munal capacities can be seen as a good example of strength-based social work at school,
even when the working pairs, support groups or school communities are designated by
adults [35]. However, it is not the same as recognizing the youths’ spontaneous peer ties
with their risks and resources. Therefore, the self-initiated friendships of young people
may be seen as an understudied, biasedly viewed and unutilized potentiality within the
environments where young people live their everyday lives—such as in school. The
problems and downsides of teenagers’ friendships and peer relationships should not be
understated, but it is equally important to be conscious of and do research on the posi-

tive potential of their friendships.

4. Promoting Wellbeing through the Recognition of
Friendships

A recent assessment released by the Finnish Prime Minister’s Office [36] studied the
effectiveness of policy measures in reducing social exclusion and welfare differences
among children and young people. The report stated that the most important work
against young people’s marginalization and social exclusion is done at schools and as
part of basic education. It is unquestionable that a great variety of measures through
which this can be done are well recognized by the qualified professionals at schools.
However, during the current economic recession and the predominant neo-liberal cli-
mate there seems to be no room for actions that are out of the mandatory. When “ef-
fectiveness” and “economy” become the keywords of student welfare, and when the size
of personnel is minimal, study groups are large, and there is a vast number of students
seeking for help with their acute problems, all the effort seems to go to “putting out the
fires” instead of supporting the wellbeing of students in a preventive manner [2].
Hence, rethinking about the students’ prevailing resources, strengths and existing rela-

tionships is very much welcomed.
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4.1. The Project

This final chapter of the paper is based on a co-operative research project' that was
conducted at the University of Tampere, Finland with child and youth care and basic
education professionals. The purpose of the project was to find ways of supporting
wellbeing and preventing marginalization of children and young people as part of their
everyday institutional environments. Social workers, youth workers, teachers and ad-
ministrative officials from various local institutions participated in the project together
with the researchers. Collaborative workshops were organized to gain awareness of the
good practices that complied with the idea of communal and strength-based conven-
tion as part of the mundane school work. An analysis of the shared dialogues revealed
that no extra-curriculum and extra-cost projects were necessary to promote wellbeing
and prevent exclusion. Instead, the idea of “mutual recognition” was discovered as a
way of supporting teenagers’ wellbeing in daily practices of, for instance, a school

community [37].

4.2. Theories of Recognition and Teenagers’ Wellbeing

The common idea of the theories of recognition is that it is a vital human need to be-
come recognized by other people (and societies) as an equal and respected subject [38]
[39]. The theories involve a normative assumption that “if you recognize another per-
son with regard to a certain feature (...) you do not only admit that she has this feature
but you embrace a positive attitude towards her for having this feature. Such recogni-
tion implies that you bear obligations to treat her in a certain way, that is, you recognize
a specific normative status of the other person” [40]. Psychologically and educationally
this signifies that “in order to develop a practical identity, persons fundamentally de-
pend on the feedback of other subjects” [40]. This ensues in what Axel Honneth, per-
haps the most well-known theorists of recognition, calls a struggle for recognition. Ac-
cording to Honneth [38], the success of this constant effort to receive positive and ade-
quate recognition from others is determining to persons’ development of self-confi-
dence, self-esteem and self-respect.

Honneth’s idea is shared by Charles Taylor [39] who suggests that a person’s com-
prehension of oneself is fundamentally shaped by whether or not she receives recogni-
tion from surrounding others. Taylor highlights that those who fail to experience posi-
tive recognition Ze., “those who are depicted by others or the societal norms and values
in a one-sided or negative way (...) will find it much harder to embrace themselves and
their projects as valuable” [40]. Nonrecognition or misrecognition of one’s values, in-
terests and communities can imprison a person “in false, distorted, and reduced mode
of being” [39].

To young people, it is important to receive recognition for activities and relation-
ships which they find meaningful. In this way they can feel respected as individuals and

as members of their own communities of importance [35]. It was found as part of our

'Project “Early recognition in curbing the marginalization of children and young people”, 2013-2015, funded
by the Academy of Finland.
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collaborative research project that this, in practice, required a three-step process:
Firstly, an open and non-judgemental familiarization indicates genuine caring and in-
terest in a young person’s life and views. Through familiarization, it also becomes ex-
plicit what and who are important to each teenager. Secondly, the positive recognition
of these issues and communities of importance reflects esteem and respect and builds
trust between the young person and an adult. This, thirdly, enables supporting the
youth—by the principle of maintaining what is good in their lives, and also attacking

the potential problems when needed [37].

4.3. Recognition, Friendships, and School

Many theorists of recognition agree that the insecurity of receiving recognition in for-
mal sense has led to the growing importance of recognition within private sphere like
family and friendships [40]. Taking into consideration that friendship is a relationship
where young people rather naturally give and receive recognition, friendship in its own
right should be recognized as a relationship that is significant and resourceful to tee-
nagers.

Because friendships mean a lot to most school-aged young people, it should be re-
considered how their spontaneous friendships are recognized (or misrecognized) at
school. An adequately recognized teenager may feel respected by school adults, for in-
stance, for being a good friend to her classmates or having a central role in a virtual
game community, or she may experience acceptance as a member of her ethnically de-
fined peer group. Meanwhile, another young person can sense misrecognition by adults
who see her primarily as an immigrant, one of the smokers, a problem gambler, or
perhaps generally “at risk”. It may thus be useful to ask, if the adults at school—whether
teachers, social workers, youth workers, or a school nurse—are conscious or even in-
terested in who are the students’ friends at school or elsewhere. Do the classmates con-
stitute “significant others” for a young person or is her primary peer community
somewhere else? Or do the adults at school accept a teenager as a member of the peer
group that she defines overriding, or is the goal of intervention to link her with “better
friends™?

People may feel accepted and included in all kinds of situations, environments and
communities, and these experiences can be actively promoted almost anywhere—by all
means at school [37]. While there are and will always be young people in need of indi-
vidual and needs based interventions, there is also a demand for casual and community
based measures and for course of action that aims at supporting children and young
people’s wellbeing in general [5]. Indeed, the objective of communal student welfare
services could be to create an atmosphere where mutual recognition is the guiding
principle of all daily activities at school—both among students and intergenerationally.
If the opportunities of recognition and the situations of misrecognition are not realized
by adults at school, the prevailing possibilities of supporting youths’ wellbeing through
self-confidence, self-esteem and self-respect may turn into demanding and expensive

measures of reconstructive social work.
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