Social Pedagogy, Informal Education and Ethical Youth Work Practice

Abstract

This paper questions current approaches to youth work practice and evaluation in England and suggests that current practices based on tick-box targets and outcomes compromise the core values of the profession. The targeting of certain groups of young people is an over-simplistic and stigmatising process that does not reflect what is meaningful about youth work. It also marks a step away from informal education, which has traditionally provided the theoretical underpinning to youth work in England. Youth work in England needs to develop a stronger evidence base as a process based on informal education to be given consideration by policy-makers and funders. In the second half of the paper, we introduce social pedagogy - a form of theory and practice developed in wider Europe - and outline its values and approach. We argue that this approach may fit with the values of informal education and that it may contribute to offering an evidence base for a values-centred alternative to the currently dominant articulations of youth work. We  hope this paper stimulates further consideration of this approach among youth workers and their educators. 
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This article argues that current approaches to youth work practice and evaluation in England largely compromise the core values of the profession. We suggest that the dominant focus on targeting certain groups of young people and meeting prescribed outcomes, introduced under New Labour, is incompatible with youth work and does not represent what is meaningful about its process and impact. Instead of a collective educational endeavour, targeting and outcomes within youth work create a marketised, individualistic mode of practice. This was only enhanced by the successive Government’s austerity and commissioning culture where youth work organisations have been increasingly required to compete for limited funding. The theory and practice of informal education, traditionally seen to underpin youth work, has been all but lost in the ‘new managerialist’ era. Whilst some youth workers do retain a practice centred on the values of informal education, the dominant articulations of youth work by policy-makers, funders and many practitioners now use the language of curriculum, accreditation, targeting and outcomes. We argue that social pedagogy, a mode of practice used in wider Europe and beginning to be implemented in the UK, could offer additional support to those who argue for a more ethical alternative to current expressions of youth work. We explore how social pedagogy fits with the values of informal education and suggest that it could add weight to returning to a practice centred on informal education through offering an additional theoretical and practical underpinning for youth work practice in England that is widely accepted and well researched throughout Europe. 

What do we mean by ethical or value-centred practice?

We talk of ethical practice quite generally in this paper. What we refer to is the notion that the practice being delivered (in this case, youth work) is consistent with the values of the profession in its theory and practice as developed over time. This is not to say that practice should never develop, innovate or change – but that this should be in response to values-led debates among key thinkers and practitioners and not dictated by policy forces premised on questionable values. As stated later under the discussion of qualitative evaluation, such detached quantitative measurement pressures on social provisions only lead to the corruption of the process being evaluated (Hansen and Crawford, 2011).

In his influential text on ‘principle-centred leadership’, Stephen Covey (1991: 17) argued that ‘Some habits of ineffectiveness are rooted in our social conditioning toward quick-fix, short term thinking’. It is the effect of this imposition of ‘short-term thinking’ on youth work that we object to and that we argue raises some ethical questions about current practice. Covey suggests that there are certain unchanging principles that underpin work with people. Whilst we do not fully subscribe to his absolutist position of universal principles across time and place, we recognise that they offer a useful starting point for what might constitute ethical practice in work with people in Western cultures, the context in which they were developed.
To the degree people recognize and live in harmony with such basic principles as fairness, equity, justice, integrity, honesty, and trust, they move toward either survival and stability on the one hand or disintegration or destruction on the other… They surface in the form of values, ideas, norms, and teachings that uplift, ennoble, fulfil, empower, and inspire people… (Covey, 1991: 18-19)

In the first half of this paper, we demonstrate how current articulations of youth work in England have moved away from the principles of fairness, equality and respect that underpin informal education. As such, the values underpinning these expressions of youth work have also shifted ‘out of sync’ with the principles of ‘fairness, equity, justice, integrity, honesty and trust’ that Covey (1991: 18) emphasises as essential to a stable society. Similarly, current practice has less potential to ‘uplift, ennoble, fulfil, empower, and inspire’ young people (ibid.: 19); its focus is on them as problematic as opposed to having potential. Covey (1991) outlines that a key characteristic of a principled-centred leader is the willingness to believe in people and, within this, to visualise their unseen potential and avoid labelling them. 

Because social pedagogy underpins a whole range of the social care professions within Europe, there is the potential criticism that it brings a ‘social work’ agenda into youth work practice. However, as is demonstrated in the second half of this paper, social pedagogy fits more closely with the principles of informal education and youth work than ‘new managerialism’ does (and indeed, than current expressions of social work) through its focus on holistic and person-centred practice. This supports the case for a shift away from the reductionist forms of practice in social work and in recent policy articulations of work with young people.  The ‘new managerialism’ appears in the rest of Europe with different intensities, but at the same time practice based on social pedagogy can be perceived as an attempt to resist it. From one of the author’s own observations and direct work we can note that social pedagogy pays attention both to inputs and outputs through its emphasis on holistic practice. For example, in Poland where financial resources in youth work are limited, social pedagogy helps to avoid market language of costs, efficiencies, profits and competition and contributes to maintaining a focus on personal and social development. 
In Europe, social pedagogy is not exclusively applied in social work but spans the whole range of social care from social work, fostering and residential care to play work, youth work and community work. In Germany and Poland, for example, training in social pedagogy qualifies a person as a youth worker. There are inevitably going to be some tensions between informal education and social pedagogy. For example, social pedagogy does not champion the ‘voluntary principle’ that was, until recently, a key cornerstone of informal education (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). However, in response to changing practice, debate within informal education and youth work over recent years has considered whether voluntary engagement in a supportive relationship can occur where attendance itself is not necessarily voluntary (see for example Ord, 2009). Social pedagogy as an approach arguably requires some level of voluntary engagement as person-centred practice should facilitate autonomy and empowerment.

We do not argue that social pedagogy is ethically superior to informal education but that it fits well with the theory and practice of informal education and, alongside it, may help to strengthen the case for holistic and ethical youth work practice. Social pedagogy and informal education, as theoretical disciplines, share a lot in common. These commonalities could be drawn on to strengthen the argument for both perspectives and for practice based on the values of inclusivity, equality, work with groups (as well as individuals) and for treating young people with respect. We recognise that there are practitioners who currently operate in this way but they are increasingly considered to be radical and counter-cultural (de St Croix, 2010; In Defence of Youth Work, 2009). Other practitioners operate covertly, appearing to respond to policy and funding demands, whilst continuing to work with young people in a way more akin to traditional youth work. Covert practice, however, does little to strengthen the evidence for a wider return to this form of practice. Both covert and subversive practitioners have been criticised for resisting demonstrating their impact in terms policy-makers understand and the Education Select Committee on Services for Young People in 2011 concluded that the lack of evidence base in youth work was an historic and ongoing problem (House of Commons cf. Spence and Wood, 2011). Since the Albemarle Report in 1960, and the subsequent ‘golden years’ for youth work, policy in England has increasingly shifted away from supporting an informal educational approach to youth work. Social pedagogy with its history, international recognition and developing research base could help support a return to this mode of practice.

Youth Work – working with targets and outcomes

Under New Labour, with a predominant focus on government targets, youth workers increasingly found themselves concentrating on pre-labelled groups and being used as agents of behaviour modification… This work often came with (relatively) generous funding-from the police, housing associations, the Youth Justice Board, even anti-terrorist budgets… (Davies, 2011: 24).

Youth work received an injection of funding under the New Labour government. The cost of this was that Youth Services were expected to conform to a government agenda around meeting certain outcomes. ‘Active citizenship’ was the buzzword of the early 2000s but what the government meant by this was arguably economic conformity; that young people would meet certain education, training and employment outcomes and not cost the state in terms of crime and anti-social behaviour.  The ‘Transforming Youth Work: Resourcing Excellent Youth Services’ document, published in 2002, outlined the government’s expectations of statutory youth services in terms of young people achieving recorded and accredited outcomes and each local authority youth service having a clearly outlined curriculum. Initially, youth services were expected to see 60% of young people they engaged with achieving an accredited outcome. This was quickly reduced to 40%. This dominant focus on accredited outcomes demonstrates that government had failed to recognise the real impact of youth work which often engages those disillusioned with formal education in a process of  long-term learning not measurable via formal assessment methods. 

Alongside the focus on measurable outcomes, Transforming Youth Work also introduced the government’s agenda to target certain groups of young people who were deemed as ‘at risk’ of social or educational exclusion. Targeting was further formalised within Every Child Matters (2003) and, particularly, Youth Matters (2005) which explicitly outlined objectives around targeted provision for addressing ‘risky’ behaviours. The premise of targeting ‘at risk’ groups is problematic because it encourages the youth worker to assume that young people in certain situations are likely to either disengage from ‘prosocial’ activities or engage in ‘antisocial’ ones. In addition to this assumption of deficit in relation to young people, the groups to be targeted betray a particular prejudice against young people from poorer backgrounds. The target groups identified were young people who experienced a combination of factors such as behavioural problems; learning difficulties and disabilities; poor family support, and poverty   (DfES, 2007: 4).
This targeting only enhances a culture of stigma against particular groups of young people. The ways of measuring any improvement in outcomes was just as incompatible with youth work as targeting in the first place. Outcomes have been narrowly defined through a focus on tick-box ways of recording young people’s performance in accordance with certain governmental priorities such as ‘improving attendance and behaviour, narrowing attainment gaps, reducing teenage pregnancy, and raising the participation age’ (DCSF, 2009: 2). 

With integrated services also introduced by the Every Child Matters and Youth Matters documents, youth work was distorted by policy at the same time that it was forced to integrate with other professional groups. This double shift exacerbated the problems within the youth work field in articulating its methods and impact. The new policy language about youth work will have confused those working alongside it for the first time as to its role whilst workers on the ground have been forced to either adapt their work or to work covertly whilst manipulating their evaluation to fit the required outcomes. 

One of the key shifts within youth work that this narrow focus on targeting and outcomes has catalysed is a move away from thinking about group work and collective learning towards a focus on one-to-one work and, even in group situations, the need to record individual outcomes dominates evaluation. The youth policies introduced under New Labour have therefore had a profound effect through creating a formalised targeting and outcomes culture. This culture prevailed under the Coalition government and may have acted as a means to justifying reducing funding as youth work is found wanting when measured in this narrow way. In those local authorities that have maintained a Youth Service, this is largely premised on targeted work. Arguably, if youth workers are to articulate their practice effectively and to make a case for renewed investment they must reject forms of accreditation and tick-boxing as a measure of their work and find a more compatible and ethical approach.

Youth Work and qualitative evaluation

Cooper (2011) outlines the ‘neo-liberal wave’ that youth work was subject to under New Labour where evaluation was focused on demonstrating ‘value for money’ and measuring performance. She suggests that this developed into an ‘evidence wave’ in which impact is expected to be demonstrated through scientific facts and figures that are detached from the peoples and practices being evaluated. Youth work has not fared well under this form of measurement and despite the neo-liberal shift towards targeting and outcomes the field is still criticised for failing to provide evidence of impact. The Select Committee on Services for Young People in 2011 emphasised this lack of scientific evidence.

Despite the weight of individual testimonies, we experienced great difficulty in finding objective evidence of the impact of services…. This problem plagued our investigations and was recognised by many in the youth sector itself as a historic and continuing problem. (House of Commons cf. Spence & Wood, 2011: 3)

However, it is arguable that youth work is simply not compatible with a form of evaluation through quantitative measurement and needs a more qualitative approach more in keeping with its practice. Hansen and Crawford (2011) have argued just this in relation to youth work programmes in the USA:

Social decisions that affect youth programs and youth work must not solely rely on quantitative measures… [I]ndividuals and institutions adapt behaviors in order to meet quantitative performance standards, particularly when such performance is tied to funding. (Hansen and Crawford, 2011: 78)

They relate this to ‘Campbell’s law’ which is the notion that ‘The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor’ (Campbell, 1976 cf. Hansen & Crawford, 2011: 78). The participants in Bernard Davies’ study of youth workers’ experiences of working with targets and outcomes demonstrate this. Davies found that some practitioners felt they could work around targets (again, covertly) but that many really struggle. His participants expressed concern both that quantity (numbers of the target groups through the door) had become more important than the quality of provision and over the loss of universal, open access work.

We’re narrowing the focus. It’s all about outcomes but we’re never able to demonstrate the longitudinal outcomes... It’s all measured in short-term blocks.  Targets – (they) make workers rushed. (They) end up putting pressure on young people.

It’s harder to respond to young people’s expressed needs. Now it’s about ticking the boxes.

Youth work is being lost.                                                                                    (Davies, 2010: 12-17)

Youth work practice is, however, based on a form of continuing qualitative evaluation through its focus on reflective practice and experiential learning. These methods could be harnessed to provide a convincing and compatible qualitative measure of impact that has a meaningful influence on developing the field.

Effective reflective practice is the focusing upon detailed stories of practice and life, and upon the thoughts and feelings associated with the actions in them. These stories are imaginative creations drawn from experience. Seen as a set of interlocking plots, the problems, anguishes, and joys of practice become comprehensible: to be dealt with creatively and developmentally. (Bolton 2005: 18) 

Youth work needs an approach to evaluation that fits with how practitioners reflect on and improve their own work – not one that is detached from it. The In Defence of Youth Work campaign’s (2011) ‘Stories from practice’ book offers a strong precedent for gathering qualitative descriptions of practice that can be subject to thematic analysis to draw out evidence of impact. However, this needs to be done on a much larger scale than the twelve stories published by the campaign if it is to have an influence on wider policy. In order to facilitate a qualitative wave of youth work evaluation, practice needs to be restored to its core principles and the confusion created by targeting and outcomes removed. There is perhaps also the opportunity in the current context of reduced funding (and therefore reduced demands) to redefine youth work using new and empowering modes of practice that have been tried and tested in other contexts and offer another evidence base to policy-makers.

Culture clash?

Informal education is generally accepted as the theoretical approach that underpins youth work practice in England. Tony Jeffs and Mark K. Smith are widely accepted as two of the leading academic thinkers in regards to informal education, their writing  used across youth work degree programmes (with their key text on informal education having had three editions thus far). They define informal education as ‘the process of fostering learning in life as it is lived. A concern with community and conversation; a focus on people as persons rather than objects’ (Jeffs and Smith, 2005: 11). This notion of facilitating a process of experiential learning and of engaging in reflective practice, theories on which this definition is clearly based, are embedded in youth work even where the theory of informal education is not explicitly referred to.  

 Jeffs and Smith identify the key principles of informal education as follows:

· Respect for persons;

· The promotion of well-being;

· Truth;

· Democracy;

· Fairness and equality.





(Jeffs and Smith, 2005: 95)

These values are severely compromised by a focus on targeting and outcomes within youth work. Jeffs and Smith define the first principle, that of ‘respect’, in such a way that emphasises this dilemma.

This requires us to recognize the dignity and uniqueness of every human being..behaving in ways that convey that respect. This means, for example, that we avoid exploiting people for our, or others’, ends. (Ibid.: 95)

This throws up serious issues in regards to labelling groups of young people as ‘at risk’ because this  stigmatisation is not in line with recognising people’s ‘dignity and uniqueness’. In addition, the manipulation of our work to fit certain prescribed outcomes  not consistent with the practice is very much ‘exploiting people’ to meet the ‘ends’ of others. It is also highly questionable whether these top-down ‘tick-box’ outcomes meaningfully offer an indicator of the ‘promotion of well-being’, defined by Jeffs and Smith as being about furthering ‘human flourishing’ (Ibid.: 95).

This brings us to the principle of ‘truth’. If the modes of evaluation imposed on youth work practice do not authentically match to the values that underpin it, nor to the qualitative outcomes it facilitates, then the truthfulness of the process is clearly compromised.

Perhaps the first duty of the educator is to truth. This means that we must not teach or embrace something we know or believe to be false. We must search for truth and be open in dialogue to what others say. However, we should not be fearful of confronting falsehood where we find it. (Ibid.: 95)

Former CEO of the National Youth Agency, Tom Wylie (2010), suggests that youth workers need to be ‘pragmatic’ as opposed to ‘Romantic’ about demonstrating their contribution to government-imposed outcomes. However, this arguably means that we are embracing something that is untruthful rather than ‘confronting falsehood’. Perhaps the real danger of accepting incompatible modes of measurement is that it does not articulate the true meaning of youth work is and opens it up to further distortion. Whilst the ‘covert’ practice mentioned earlier might be seen to be a pragmatic response to current demands, it does little to strengthen the evidence base for a more explicit practice based on the traditional values of youth work and informal education. 
One of the biggest threats for youth work is to its democratic nature. Pre-defined, government prescribed outcomes do not allow for a participatory process between youth workers and young people in defining the work and its aims and outcomes. This tension has led some people to question whether youth work in recent years allows for freedom or social control,  and expressions of what is now termed ‘radical youth work’ have emerged (de St Croix, 2010). Significantly, the features that de St Croix (2010) uses to define radical youth work could just as easily be described as traditional or ‘Romantic’ youth work and fit closely with the values of informal education  – and with the more traditional expressions of youth work that dominated the Albemarle years. Jeffs and Smith define the democratic principle of informal education as follows:

Democracy involves the belief that all human beings ought to enjoy the chance of self-government or autonomy. ..that all are equal citizens. A fundamental purpose of informal education is to foster democracy through experiencing it. We must seek within our practice to offer opportunities for people to enjoy and exercise democratic rights. (Jeffs and Smith, 2005: 95)

The most crucial aspect of democratic youth work that the notion of targeting removes is open access provision based on young people’s voluntary participation. Targeting leads to pressure, and in some cases compulsion, on those who fit the ‘at risk’ categories to engage whilst excluding those who fall outside of the criteria. This compromises young people’s autonomy and democratic engagement as ‘equal citizens’, whether included or excluded. 

Closely linked to the democratic underpinning of youth work is the principle of ‘fairness and equality’. Jeffs and Smith explain that ‘Informal educators have a responsibility to work for relationships characterized by fairness’ (Ibid.: 95). Within this, they recognise that ‘Any discrimination has to be justified on the basis it will lead to greater equity’ (Ibid.: 95). It is questionable whether the concurrent stigmatisation of, and exclusive provision for, those young people who are targeted leads to fairness and equity for themselves as the stigmatised group or others, as the excluded majority. Jeffs and Smith go on to explain that ‘Actions must be evaluated with regard to the way people are treated, the opportunities open to them, and the rewards they receive’ (Ibid.: 95). The treatment of those included and excluded, the restricted range of options and the inequitable distribution of ‘rewards’ are all highly questionable. 

In addition to these core principles, Jeffs and Smith (2005) identify experiential learning, relationships, conversation and dialogue as the primary tools of informal education. This is framed in the context of a group work experience in which learners converse not just with the educator but with each other - all are educators and learners.  Targeting removes the focus away from the group and onto the individual. Similarly, the notion of outcomes as tick-boxes for individual progression negates the collective process. Collective learning is not prioritised by a narrow focus on the individual outcomes that can be recorded and the role of conversation as a powerful educational tool is not explicit.

Social Pedagogy:  the potential to support ethical practice?

In the second half of this paper we suggest that social pedagogy can be perceived as consistent with the values of informal education and that it has the potential to support an ethical approach to youth work practice.

As an idea, social pedagogy first started being used around the middle of the nineteenth century in Germany as a way of describing alternatives to the dominant models of schooling. However, by the second half of the twentieth century it was increasingly associated with social work and notions of social education in a number of European countries (Smith, 2009; Kawula 2003; Kurdybacha, 1967).

Social pedagogy is the discipline underpinning direct work with children and families as well as with adults and older people across most of Europe, while interest in the UK is most often focused on children in care (Bengtsson et al, 2008; Cameron and Petrie, 2011; Pilch and Lepalczyk, 1995). Several local authorities including Hackney, Essex, Derbyshire, Suffolk and Staffordshire are involved in social pedagogy schemes and explore its usein residential childcare. Social pedagogy is also a concept commonly used in European countries (e.g. Denmark, Germany, Poland and Hungary) in relation to youth work. 
One of the main principles of social pedagogy is that it promotes shared values and skills across different fields which were (until recent developments in integrated services) disparate. The emphasis on integrated services means that social pedagogy is likely to continue to grow in the UK. Alongside this, the reduction of statutory funding for youth services and the moves back towards disparate services outside of the local authority means a clear theoretical underpinning and shared mode of practice is increasingly essential if services are to remain even loosely ‘integrated’. When social pedagogy was highlighted in the Children’s Workforce Strategy in 2005, it was clear that new ideas for workforce reform were being considered by both central and local government. The Regional Youth Work Unit North East together with the University of Sunderland (2010) were one of the first in the UK to explore the concept of social pedagogy in the context of youth work. More recently, the YMCA George Williams College in London is the first to combine an academic programme in social pedagogy with a professional youth work qualification (since 2013). However, the role of social pedagogy as an approach to youth work is yet to be written about at any length. 

Individual and Collective and Interrelations
Pedagogy is most commonly described as ‘education in the broadest sense of the term’ (Petrie et al, 2006), within which the idea of upbringing is central. Pedagogy includes aspects of education and care (Okon, 2001). The prefix ‘social’ emphasizes  that education and upbringing are not just about individuals but happen in a community and include working with society as well as the individual. In other words, social pedagogy is interested in socio-environmental conditions shaping and influencing education and upbringing (Kawula, 2003). 
Social pedagogues think in terms both of the individual and the group, focusing on interrelations between individual and collective. In social pedagogy, one side of the coin is that people play an active role in shaping the context in which they operate. Social pedagogy looks at the individuals’ influences on the social environment. On the other side, it considers the impact of the social environment on individual and group wellbeing.. Influences are bi-directional and relationships are collaborative. Social pedagogy is about enabling and supporting an individual’s independence and also their social interdependence (Kawula, 2003; Pilch and Lepalczyk, 1995).
Social pedagogues treat educational environments such as families, schools and peer groups as systems connected both to each other and to broader systems, on a local and macro level. They recognise the critical importance of the social development of adolescents and that this takes place in the context of all their relationships, particularly their peers and families (Kawula, 2003). In a UK context, rhetoric around ‘best practice’ would have little meaning in a social pedagogic tradition, where it is recognized that every situation and the actors within it are inevitably different and therefore not amenable to any notion of a single ‘best practice’. What is ‘best’ will be determined in the particular circumstances that pertain in any situation. The context is important rather than a reliance on abstractions (Smith and Whyte, 2008). This emphasis on social context and on the everyday experience might be considered analogous to the idea of a ‘lifeworld orientation’, which is a central feature of German and Polish social pedagogy (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011; Kawula, 2003).

In social pedagogy attention is paid to educational environments – formal and informal. A formal educational environment is typically a primary or secondary school, whereas an informal environment could be a peer group, scout group or youth centre. As with the theory of informal education, social pedagogy views learning as a lifelong process which takes place as much (if not more so) in everyday life as in traditional educational settings. Social pedagogy is related to the concept of ‘life space’ – it aims to use as many opportunities for learning and development as everyday life can offer. 
Most social pedagogical practice does not take place in the one-to-one meeting or counselling session. Social pedagogues come together with those they work with around shared activities, which may involve sports or craft-type pursuits or even activities such as yoga or massage. This practice reality is encapsulated in the concept of ‘the common third’.  The pedagogue and client share and have a joint claim on an activity in all of its stages, from idea to execution. This makes for greater equality and authenticity in relationships where professional hierarchies become dissipated through joint involvement in an activity within which expert and novice roles might be reversed or at least less pronounced (Petrie and Chambers, 2009). Similarly, participation in activities with young people, and the conversations this stimulates, is part and parcel of what we in the UK understand as youth work.

Openness and Targeting

Social pedagogy extends beyond the upbringing of an individual to incorporate the wider dimensions of community responsibility and provision (Petrie, 2006). There is a pronounced social dimension in social pedagogy, a significant strand of which involves social critique (Hämäläinen, 2003; Paget et al, 2007). Diesterweg, a Prussian educator, argued that social pedagogy should be expressed in ‘educational action by which one aims to help the poor in society’ (cited in Smith and Whyte, 2008: 19). It offers a perspective on social issues that seeks to give expression to the voices of disadvantaged groups. 

Developing and maintaining social cohesion is crucial for social pedagogy. One of its essential ideas and elements is community development. It is an open, inclusive and embracing approach. It is also about solving social issues and problems. We can talk about a ‘targeted’ approach in social pedagogy (Kawula, 2003), however, it is an inclusive rather than a stigmatizing approach. Social pedagogy is about creating a social environment which would enable people to reach their potential, removing obstacles that prevent such progress (Kawula, 2003). 

Social pedagogy embraces the activities of youth workers, residential or day care workers (with children or adults), youth offending team workers, and play and occupational therapists (Smith, 2009), and aspects of community development activity (Pilch and Lepalczyk, 1995). Social pedagogues work with all age groups and can be found in all areas where people are professionally concerned with the welfare and education of people. As a result, social pedagogic practice is ‘open’ and varies depending on the setting and the group, underpinned by core values and humanistic principles, which emphasise people’s strengths and the importance of including people into the wider community with an aim to prevent social problems.  In our understanding, social pedagogy can be perceived as a kind of ‘bridge’ between focusing on individuals and groups and between targeting and wider inclusive perspectives. 
Social pedagogy and youth work

In Poland, youth work and informal education have their roots in social pedagogy. Social pedagogy includes in itself youth work:one of its aspects is informal education (Kawula, 2003).  
In England, an example of links between social pedagogy and youth work comes from the London Borough of Hackney. Young Hackney brings together its Youth Service, Youth Offending Team and Youth Support Team. Based on the principles of social pedagogy, it aims to provide young people with opportunities and support. For example Young Hackney teams develop and deliver ‘open access’ activities (including sport, art or cooking) for different age groups in the youth hubs. Young people who require more involvement can make a self-referral or be referred by a family, school or other agency. Then a Young Hackney worker is allocated to this particular young person to offer an individually tailored package of support.  
Social pedagogy draws on theories and concepts from related disciplines: sociological, psychological and educational theories that have to do with learning, wellbeing, relationship-building, and empowerment. In this sense, social pedagogy is a bridge between sociology, psychology and education, combining them into a new, distinct and multi-dimensional practice which ensures a holistic perspective (Kawula, 2003; Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). As a result, social pedagogy offers an overarching conceptual framework that can guide professional practice, including that of youth work. 

Holistic and reflective practice
Another key feature of social pedagogy is holistic learning. This holistic learning is seen as contributing to, or enhancing, wellbeing. Learning is more than what happens at school: it is a process of realizing one’s potential for learning and growth. There is something new to learn in nearly every situation, if we look for it (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011).
In social pedagogy, individuals are perceived in a complex and holistic way – combining psychological, mental, physical, behavioural and social aspects (Kawula, 2003). This corresponds with holistic learning which involves ‘head, heart, and hands’, as the Swiss pedagogue Pestalozzi described it (Kurdybacha, 1967; Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). 

This tripartite way of conceptualizing the task is reflected in the training of social pedagogues. They study a range of academic subjects but their training also involves learning recreational and cultural skills. They have a repertoire of artistic, sporting and cultural skills that they can share with those they work with. The ‘heart’ aspect of the task underpins all of this work. Social pedagogy recognizes the importance and inevitability of close personal/professional relationships between social pedagogues and those they work with and the negotiation of appropriate boundaries within these. This requires practitioners who are self-aware and reflective (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). 
There is a tendency in the UK to a fairly strict delineation of personal and professional relationships  (except perhaps within the faith-based sector) discouraging practitioners from sharing their personal lives with young people and encouraging them to maintain strict professional boundaries (Clayton and Stanton, 2008). This can be seen in policies such as those forbidding local authority youth workers from telling (or showing) young people if they smoke - and in guidance around how to respond to young people if the worker encounters them when they are ‘off-duty’. It also dominates in other social care professions. For example, one of the authors of this paper previously worked with a young woman who had difficulty forming trusting relationships with adults. She had grown up in children’s home and had continued to visit the staff at the home after she was moved to adult accommodation – because the only adults she felt any real bond with were based there and it was the only long-term ‘home’ she had ever known. After several months she received a letter informing her that now she was under the care of ‘adult services’ it was not appropriate for her to keep visiting the staff at the children’s home. This is an acute example of how the personal/professional delineation might cause difficulties for a young person in trusting that relationships with adult workers are genuine. This separation of the personal and professional fails to take account of the inevitable interweaving of the two. Social pedagogy identifies three ‘selfs’: the professional, the personal and the private. It is only the private ‘self’ that is kept apart from those we work with. The professional and personal ‘selfs’ combine to support the ‘self in action’ that is at the heart of direct work with people. We are persons in relation (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). In recent decades, for English youth work, the importance of relationships has become increasingly subsumed behind recourse to technical and managerial ways of working. There is a need to reassert the importance of helping relationships and relational qualities in youth work.

Through a supportive relationship with a social pedagogue, a person can experience that someone cares for and about them, also that they can trust somebody. This gives people the social skills to build strong, positive relationships. Therefore the pedagogic relationship must be a  personal relationship between equal human beings – social pedagogues make use of their personality and have to be authentic in the relationship, which is not the same as sharing private matters. This links to the values of ‘truth’ and ‘respect’ in informal education (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). In a sense, the pedagogic relationship is professional and personal at the same time, requiring the social pedagogue to be constantly reflective. From the social pedagogy perspective, what practitioners have to offer to the relationship with the young person and other team members, is viewed as one of the main resources in  the pedagogic process. Practitioners need to be aware of their fears and beliefs. They need to know how to use themselves to enable further development. To support the practitioner in this task and ensure that their practice is coherent with the conceptual social pedagogic framework, they are encouraged to continuously reflect on their practice, by themselves and with the team (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). The importance of both relationships and reflection has long been part of youth work and informal education but these elements have been increasingly deprioritized. Developing a social pedagogy approach to youth work offers the opportunity to reassert these principles.

Ethics and Values – the beliefs and aspirations that drive social pedagogues’ behaviours

The social pedagogy approach rests on an image of the young person as a complex social being with rich and extraordinary potential, rather than as an adult-in-waiting who needs to be given the right ingredients for optimal development. According to Pilch and Lepalczyk (1995), this approach means that: 

· Workers see the ‘whole’ young person and support for his/her overall development. Workers, young people and families are seen as inhabiting the same life space, not as existing in separate hierarchical domains. 

· Workers are encouraged to reflect constantly on their practice and to apply both theoretical understanding and self-knowledge. 

· Young people’s wider networks are seen as an important resource:  collective and social learning is one of the crucial elements of work.

· Workers have an understanding of children’s rights and needs that is not limited to procedural matters or legislative requirements.

· There is an emphasis on team work and on valuing the contribution of others in 'bringing up' children.
The articulation and expression of an ethical stance is foundational within social pedagogical theory and practice. Knowledge and skills are both informed by and feed into a practitioner’s developing ethical stance. This notion is encapsulated in the social pedagogical concept of ‘Haltung’, which broadly translates to ethos, mindset or attitude and describes the extent to which one’s actions are congruent with one’s values and fundamental beliefs (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2010). Haltung incorporates a practitioner’s orientation to ‘the other’ and might revolve around fundamental philosophical questions concerning how they think about others, what kind of relationships they want to have with others and what might be considered to be a life lived well. A social pedagogue’s ‘Haltung’ is intrinsic to their ‘self’. It is that ‘self’ that the social pedagogue utilizes in working with others and which contributes to the development of suitably close and authentic relationships.

Italian pedagogue Malaguzzi used the term ‘rich child’. According to him, children and young people have: ‘A hundred ways of thinking, a hundred ways of playing, a hundred ways of talking’ (cited in Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2010: 2). It is this richness in children that social pedagogues nurture. They follow the motto: ‘It is not possible to teach – but it is possible  to create situations where it is impossible not to learn’ (Ibid: 2). Social pedagogues understand how vital this is for the development and wellbeing of individuals , so social pedagogic practice is person-focused and relationship-centred. This approach can be referred to all ages and might constitute a ‘rich’ adulthood or sense of personhood, focusing on strengths and potentials, rather than deficits (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2010).

Focusing on potentials is related to one of the most fundamental principles underpinning social pedagogy – the notion that every human being has intrinsic value. As we are all unique, so to is our potential for learning and the way that we learn and develop (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). Social pedagogy is about setting people’s potential free and developing their resourcefulness. The Children’s Workforce Strategy (2005: 38) describes social pedagogy as: ‘A concept whereby the child is seen as being a social being, with his or her own distinctive behaviour and knowledge, and where the social pedagogue works closely with the individual to enable them to develop their own potential’. This approach achieves the ‘respect for persons’ ideal of informal education. 

The overarching aim of all social pedagogic practice is to promote wellbeing and happiness – not on a short-term needs-focused basis, but sustainably. Happiness describes a present state. Wellbeing describes a long-lasting sense of physical, mental, emotional and social well-being. In combination, we get a holistic view of a person’s wellbeing and happiness. Importantly, wellbeing and happiness are individual and subjective: what makes us happy is very different from person to person. As a result, social pedagogic practice is context-specific and highly responsive to the individual (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011; Kawula, 2003). 

In order to realize these core aims, social pedagogic practice has to be centred around providing positive experiences. The power of experiencing something positive – something that makes us happy, something we have achieved, a new skill we have learned, caring support from someone else – has a double impact. It raises self-confidence and it reinforces wellbeing. By strengthening our positives, we also improve our weak sides – negative notions of ourselves fade away (Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). 

The value of democracy is also central in social pedagogy. Democracy is clearly related to empowerment. Alongside the relationship, empowerment is crucial to  ensure people feel involved in the decisions affecting them, and able to make sense of the world around them. Empowerment also means taking responsibility for your own learning, wellbeing and relationship with the community (Kawula, 2002; Eichsteller and Holthoff, 2011). Social pedagogy is therefore about supporting people’s empowerment – their independence as well as interdependence. However, that should happen in a way that encourages working ‘with’ and not ‘on’ people (Kawula, 2003).
The end as beginning
Above all, social pedagogy takes a holistic view of young people and respects them as fellow human beings, each with a unique point of view and a distinctive contribution to make. This supports policy that requires their voice to be heard and for children and young people to play their part in decisions and processes affecting them. Social pedagogy can be applied in any setting that contributes to wellbeing and happiness, holistic learning, relationship, and empowerment. 

These are not new principles to youth work. They are the very principles that underpin informal education. In the years after the Albemarle Report of 1960, often referred to as the ‘golden age’ of youth work in England, the field was funded, developed, expanded and professionalized with these principles as the basis. In particular, the Albemarle Report championed youth work that was based on young people’s voluntary participation; associational activities in groups young people chose for themselves; social education practice; person-centred and holistic learning; and informality and flexibility.  Policy over recent decades has, however, undermined this way of working in such a way that youth work in England is now largely premised on outcomes-based work with targeted groups. Smith and Doyle acknowledge this shift from the Albemarle years to the present:
…the Albemarle Report provided an enduring picture of person-centred, associational work with young people. It’s universalist concerns, its interest in spontaneity and flexibility, and its emphasis on informal relationship still repay attention today – and show just what has been lost in the dominant discourses around work with young people. (Smith and Doyle, 2002: web)
The argument of this paper is not that social pedagogy is in some way superior to English youth work but that it might offer theoretical and practical support for the return to a practice based on these principles. Social pedagogy and informal education are theoretical traditions with a significant overlap in values and principles and, as such, can support each other in reclaiming the values of youth work.

This paper represents our early thoughts on the development of much needed research into social pedagogy in youth work practice. - whether it can support the case for retaining and returning to a more holistic and person-centred practice in English youth work. As both social pedagogy and youth work focus on individual and collective learning, human development and wellbeing, and both are based on relationships and reflectivity, evaluation and research needs to be qualitative and participatory. A return to a qualitative and reflective approach to evaluation would best capture the phenomena and contribute meaningful data for developing the field. 
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