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Title of Symposium: Across family, school and peer relations 

Charlotte Højholt: Children’s specific problems are connected to general dilemmas in 
relation to ‘being part’  

1. Introduction 

In this presentation I want to deal with dilemmas in relation to helping children in trouble – 
often categorized as children with special needs. My context is the school and the problems 
are educational as well as behavioural, but my focus here is on the efforts in relation to 
inclusion – it is interventions aimed at supporting the children in taking part in the their 
class in the general school.  

My main point is to analyse these dilemmas in the light of organisational problems 
between different professional arrangements as well as theoretical challenges of how to 
understand specific problems in relation to general dilemmas in social practice.   

So in this symposium we have in common: 

• A focus on different forms of special help related to supporting children and families 
in relation to inclusion…  

• A point of departure in the theoretical challenges of how to understand and analyse 
human beings as participants in structures of interconnected social practices.  

• A cooperative approach in which we do participatory observations, interviews and 
cooperation with children, parents, teachers, pedagogues, officials and psychologists. 

In Denmark we refer about 14 % of all children to some kind of special help and in short it 
can be said that this is very expensive, that we do not know if it works and that the system 
of special help has been criticized quite a lot - among other things for marginalizing the 
children or with Hugh Mehan’s words: ’Handicapping the handicapped’.  

For the moment ‘inclusion’ is a key word in relation to these problems; and I want to 
discuss general dilemmas in relation to working with inclusion. 

To me the fundamental paradox is that while children live their life across different 
contexts the helping system is organized in different more or less isolated contexts where 
different professionals are working with different specific problems. 

Children live a compound life – and what happens in one place has consequences for their 
possibilities in other places. Furthermore children’s engagements as well as dilemmas and 
problems seem to be connected with their possibilities for participating among other 
children – but when we help them we go somewhere else. 

2. The theoretical basis of the conceptual dilemma 

Well I think the theoretical challenge relates to dilemmas in relation to understanding 
specific and personal problems in the context of general dilemmas in the societal life of 
children. 
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Persons live together and make up conditions to the acting and development of each other. 
Furthermore the contexts where they are acting together are structured in historical ways. 

The difficulties in connecting personal problems and social possibilities in a concrete way 
that will enable us to organize intervention in the social possibilities seem to be grounded in 
the way we work with the concept of structure.  

In spite of the dialectical intensions structures often appear in analyses as something 
abstract and outside the situated interplay between persons in a context. As a kind of 
untouchable ‘frames’. 

An abstract conceptualization of structure split up the societal structures that people live 
and develop through - and their acting and situated interplay in which human beings 
structure the possibilities of each other (illustrated in the model 2 of Seth!).  

This leads to conceptual problems in relation to understanding the child as a living and 
acting subject as well as in relation to understanding the social context for the development. 

‘Context’ easily becomes a more or less empty concept that we all agree about and use as a 
guarantee for remembering the social world. But still we are in need of concepts to analyze 
the social life as something persons create together. I think we need to analyse 
intersubjectivity – to analyze the dynamics when subjects act together structuring the 
possibilities of each other.   

In continuation of this we want to concretize the concept of structure as related to human 
participation in concrete social practice. In this way you might say that we use the concept 
of ‘structure’ as a twofold possibility - pointing to the active ‘structuring’ persons create 
together when they act – and pointing to the social structures which make up conditions for 
their acting. 

In our work, structures are seen  

1) as structuring interconnected social practices - as e.g. the societal connections between 
the school, the family and the social arrangement of special help. 

2) as well as the structuring process when participants are taking part and acting together in 
different and local social practices - a focus on the collective interplay in a context.  

The point is to keep this as a dialectical unity. 

Participation as a key concept:  

The concept of participation may be seen as an attempt to develop dialectical concepts, 
which may help us keeping the focus on what the children participate in, and on how the 
children participate in their personal ways. 

Development becomes related to personal ways of taking part in different social 
communities… 

These general considerations point to another way of conceptualizing children’s problems. 
It is another way of understanding ‘how a problem becomes a problem’. 

Children behave differently and have different personal possibilities – but still these are 
connected to social possibilities - general social structures and interplay are decisive to e.g. 
whether a child may take part in the class room or not. 
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Our traditions about working with the training of individual children in isolated contexts 
must be exceeded by possibilities for organising interventions in the social possibilities for 
participation.  

3. The perspectives and engagement of the children 

Observing children in different contexts of life has turned our attention to their involvement 
in continuous and intimate communities. 

The children we have observed seem to move across and learn how to take part, involve 
themselves, and contribute to different social practices – together.  

Life is characterized by a plurality of places, relations, engagements and different positions 
and ways of participating as ‘a person’. The children must deal with the different social 
possibilities and demands and develop ‘their way of being part here’.  

This very personal challenge relates closely to participation in social communities.  

In relation to this I think we are in need of more knowledge from the perspectives of the 
children, more observations about their engagements, more questions about what they are 
occupied with and more analysis about their reasons for participating as they do (Anja will 
present an example of this). 

Until now in our project here, we have noticed that the children in the interventions tell 
about their classmate from the class they come from, talk about where they belong and 
about how they get playmates in the new (helping) context.  

They talk about: ‘Who are my friends’, ‘where do I ‘belong’, are my friends here or in the 
normal class, and how do I get friends here as well..?’ 

Personal problems take place in an everyday and common life and no matter how special 
children’s difficulties may be, the children seem directed towards other children. And they 
seem engaged with social dilemmas in relation to being part of relevant communities and 
being acknowledged here. 

4. An example 

As mentioned we have in Denmark initiatives for working with inclusion of children. One 
of the initiatives we have observed is the so called ‘family classes’. 

Anne will tell more about this, here I will just tell you that this construction for the moment 
is a very popular intervention - among other things because it offers an alternative to 
removing a child to a permanent special education: The children join the family class part 
of the week and for some months and then they are supposed to stay full time in their basic 
class again. Also this construction represents a possibility for cooperating with parents in a 
new way since a parent of the child joins the family class. In praxis the family classes in 
Denmark vary a lot but in some sense they use to build on the ideas of systemic family 
therapy.  

In this situation of observation we are sitting in a class room where about 5 children are 
working with their parents. Christina is a 7. grade girl and she and her mother participate in 
the family class: 
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Christina and her mother have done their school work successfully. Christina has received 
good ‘scores’ and her mother is now helping another pupil (part of the method).  
The mother seems to accomplish the expectations of a mother here, and she even converses 
with the researchers. Christina walks around and looks like a reserved teenager.  
When the lesson ends, her mother says: ‘Now you are going to your basic class’. Christina 
answers in quite a bitter way: ‘I don't want to join that ‘shit class’’  
 
We do not know why Christina does not want to return to her class. Her comment is in 
contrast to the success in the family class and her good scores here. But it may be seen in 
continuation of many observations of children pointing to their occupation – and 
preoccupation – with their possibilities of participation among other children.  

In 7. grade there may be lots of difficult interplays to participate in – e.g. the new relations 
the girls are developing at this age, the new relation to the boys and to the teachers with 
whom Christina may have conflicts. It is my experiences that these kinds of dilemmas are 
interwoven. 

But in the family class we do not have access to these interplay – and in this way neither to 
Christina’s personal criteria of relevance or subjective reasons for participating the way she 
does. 

The point is that we do not know – and the professionals do not know – we are in the wrong 
context in relation to gaining knowledge about these questions.  

In this way Christina’s comment illustrates a fundamental dilemma for the work of 
inclusion: The family class is as the rest of the interventions we are presented for in relation 
to inclusion – organised apart from the basic class.  

And in relation to research the example can be seen as an argument for investigating 
meanings across life contexts 

5. The organizational gap between ‘special help’ and the school 

The teachers in the family class are disappointed that their colleagues in the basic classes do 
not seem to see a task in relation to this intervention. On the other hand the teachers from 
the basic classes seem a little mystified about what is going on in the intervention and feel 
they are not involved.  

I want to understand this paradox (which I confront every time I interview different parties 
related to the same children) – in respect to the division of tasks between the grown ups. 
The professionals take part in a quite divided structure and they each have the responsibility 
for more or less isolated contributions. 

The professionals are receiving tasks due to individual descriptions of children without 
insight into their interplay with other children and they have to document individual 
progress in relation to special functions. 

So the tasks of the professionals are not formulated in connection to each other – or in 
connection to the compound life of the children. The tasks are formulated in relation to 
specialized methods and technique for preparing the children individually to meet the 
challenges in the class room. 
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And in this way the professionals cannot relate their tasks to each other – the tasks address 
isolated children, isolated problems and ‘special functions’.  

It seems as though the arrangements for help ‘lock themselves in’ and ‘shut the life of the 
children out’. What happens between the children is in this way placed outside reflections 
as well as outside help from the grown-ups. 

6. Inclusion and cooperation between the grown ups 

So far the analysis has turned our attention to the practical and theoretical structuring of our 
possibilities for working with inclusion. It seems rather deadlocked and therefore I will end 
with an example of possibilities.  

A teacher - Karen - from a special institution where they work with family classes as well, 
tells about a process where a boy is now back in his basic class full time – together with 
Karen. Karen underlines: 

‘When I am there I am not just there for Jacob. I am there for the entire class.’ 

Karen makes observations of the children in the school yard, she has common meetings 
with all the parents and she talks to the children about general dilemmas among them as e.g. 
interplay between boys and girls and among these groups. 

The conclusion is that the entire class has had an added bonus because of Jacob and the 
special teacher. 

I do not think all problems are solved in this way but the story illustrates what other kind of 
‘successes’ point to as well: Such processes are characterized by cooperation between the 
grown ups – in this case cooperation between a school and the special school and between 
these professionals and the entire group of parents.  

And it is collaboration about general dynamics in the communities of children and their 
conditions for being together. 

The accesses to work with structuring processes in the general possibilities of the children 
seem to be at stake in relation to supporting children across their life contexts.  

– And the cooperation between the grown ups look like a key for changing structures 
between the places. 

So this is an example of potentials of another way of organizing and thinking about the 
relation between interventions and school. In this way we see concrete processes exceeding 
the limitations of individualistic understandings. 

7. Conclusions 

To work with children’s participation in communities requires reflections on how the 
children set up conditions for each other and on how the professionals arrange situations for 
the interplay among the children. 

But first of all it implies cooperation between the grown ups – cooperation across different 
sectors – across the system of special help and the system of general education. 

This involves: 
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To work with the structures of interconnected contexts (the relation between ‘special help’ 
and the general institutions) 

and to work with the structuring process in a context – e.g. how children make up the 
conditions of each other. 

In this way I hope to make the conceptualization of the ‘structure’ more concrete – and to 
point to possibilities of working directly with The Participation of Children in the Contexts 
of Their Everyday Lives.  

What is important to all the papers in this session is To work with the general (excluding) 
practices and not just with the excluded individuals – preparing them to fit into the general 
as thou this as not full of contradictions. 
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