
ocial pedagogy has been
capturing the imagination of an
increasing number of
professionals in social care in
recent years and could be set to

make great strides across Scotland. This
unique blend of academic knowledge and
understanding of emotions, combined with
hands-on practical action, has been shaping
child and adult care services across Europe for
decades. But until recently, social pedagogy
was little known in the UK.

In Scotland meanwhile, the impetus has been
growing with its largest charity, Aberlour Child
Care Trust, one of the prime movers. Other
organisations investing in this approach include
Camphill School, Aberdeen; Kibble; Care
Visions; and Edinburgh and Orkney Islands
Councils.

Aberlour’s contribution began in 2008 when
it introduced social pedagogy to its Sycamore
Services, a community-based cluster of
residential, education and fostering provision
based in Kirkcaldy. Staff learning and
development was supported by a partnership
with ThemPra, a social enterprise committed to
developing social pedagogy in the UK. 

Four staff from Sycamore have already joined
colleagues from other agencies to spend two
weeks in Denmark living and working with
service providers who have been using social
pedagogy for many years. Back in Scotland,
their experiences have been used to help
develop practice locally and a similar visit is
planned for this year.

David Barr, Aberlour’s Area Manager, believes
that the application of social pedagogy
continues to provide a range of opportunities
to exchange knowledge, reflect on best practice
and learn from colleagues from across the UK
and Europe. “With its clear focus on working
together, reflective practice and education as a
holistic lifelong process, social pedagogy
supports the development of a learning culture
for children and staff,” he says.

David Mitchell explores how and why a European-style social pedagogy approach is
gaining a strong foothold throughout Scotland, allowing caring professionals to work

with people to enable them to help themselves
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Social pedagogy =
real social work

Things moved on in 2011 when, in
partnership with Orkney Islands Council
fostering services, Aberlour Fostering applied
to become one of six UK demonstration sites
for a four-year programme. Led by the
Fostering Network, the initiative, Head, Heart,
Hands (HHH), aimed to show the impact
social pedagogy can make to foster carers and
the lives of the children they care for.

Nicola Fearon, Fostering Coordinator at
Aberlour, says: “Over the past few years, social
pedagogy has become embedded within our

residential services and there is an increasing
level of interest across Scotland. Now, Head,
Heart, Hands is extending this to foster care
which will help raise its profile among the
wider children’s sector.”

According to Ms Fearon, one of the main
challenges that lie ahead is a cultural one. She
says: “I know that a huge amount of work has
gone in to addressing a risk adverse culture
but there remains a tendency for us to avoid
risk instead of using it as a learning
opportunity.
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decided to adopt a social pedagogy approach
in the Dundee Early Intervention Team, a
family support service provided by Aberlour,
CHILDREN 1st, Action For Children and
Barnardo’s, in partnership with Dundee City
Council, NHS Tayside and Dundee Voluntary
Action, with funding from the Big Lottery.

The team provides support to families from
7am until 10pm, depending on individual
need, and applies social pedagogy principles
and techniques throughout. This places the
child at the centre, valuing parents as experts
of their family, circumstances and difficulties,
and working alongside them to achieve their
outcomes.

“The main differences between our work
and mainstream children’s services is the
preventative focus of the team,” maintains
Hillary Brookes, Service Manager of the
Dundee Early Intervention Team.

“We are working with families when
problems are just beginning to emerge, unlike
social work where the threshold for

intervention is more likely to be when
problems have led to concerns for children’s
welfare and the need for statutory
intervention. However, the social pedagogy
principles and tools adopted by the team are
also contributing to a ‘reclaiming’ of
traditional social work practice which is
concerned with enabling and empowering
individuals to improve their quality of life.”

So far the feedback from the families has
been very positive. One parent commented: “I
have had lots of services involved and
attended lots of parenting groups but I have
never had one like your team where you are
not telling me what I am doing wrong.
Instead, you want to help us.”

All of this activity culminated in an event
held by the UK-wide Social Pedagogy
Development Network (SPDN) in Kirkcaldy
at the end of November. Hosted by Aberlour,
180 delegates from all walks of social work,
social care and education explored how social
pedagogical principles could be integrated
into practice with children, young people and
adults in care.

Gabriel Eichsteller, a Director of ThemPra,
an SPDN co-founder, believes a clear picture
is emerging of what social pedagogical
practice might look like in Scottish children’s
homes, fostering services, family support
services, communities for adults with
disabilities or residential schools. “There is a
conviction that social pedagogy is not alien to
its new-found Scottish audience but offers an
ethical orientation and a set of theories to
which many different professional groups can
relate,” he says.

“The values and principles of social
pedagogy may feel warmly familiar to many
Scottish professionals. Some have even
suggested that social pedagogical traditions
were reflected in the Kilbrandon report and
that social pedagogy can help reclaim
Scottish traditions of social work.”

A seminar is being held in London on 10 Febru-
ary to assess the first year of Head, Heart,
Hands. To book a place, call 020 7620 6420 or
email: janelle.mcgowancharles@fostering.net

Useful links: 
Aberlour Child Care Trust –
www.aberlour.org.uk
ThemPra – www.thempra.org.uk
The Fostering Network – www.fostering.net
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“We need to give children the opportunities
to take risks and act responsibly if we want
them to grow, develop and learn. Through
HHH, foster carers are encouraged to use their
environment to allow the child experiential
learning. Some examples of this could be
gardening, cooking and simple tasks such as
lighting candles.”

The style of training foster carers go through
as part of the programme can be somewhat
unusual but it is designed to provide an insight
into some of the qualities, competencies and
aptitudes required for effective fostering. Many
are surprised to find themselves taking part in
activities such as cup dancing, building
marshmallow towers and creating works of art
out of scrap materials. Anne Kunz, one of three
qualified social pedagogues involved in the
Scottish sites, says the ultimate goal is to
provide inspiration and reflection. “It allows
people to think and play like a child and it is an
excellent way of working with people with a
view to establishing if they have the skills and
qualities required for fostering. Most do, but
not everyone.”

This focus on being with children, and doing
things together with them, is central to social
pedagogy and often described as The Common
Third. This could be any activity – from
playing football to making pancakes – as long
as it creates a commonly shared situation as a
symbol of the relationship between the
professional and the child. The aim is to create
that third something to bring the two together
as equal partners.

Nicola Fearon adds: “This has been an
integral part of what we do in residential child
care on a day-to-day basis. The very nature of
our work means that we need to engage in a
much wider range of activities with children
than many other professionals. It’s very easy to
see how this also applies to what foster carers
do. It might be slightly more difficult to weave
it into other professional frameworks, but
certainly not impossible, and I’ve no doubt the
benefits would be the same.”

The approach has certainly proved successful
with the foster carers themselves. One carer,
Andy Masson, commented: “We have got the
children more involved in all we do when they
are with us, such as cooking, baking, car
cleaning, gardening and some painting. They
have responded very well and our respite with
them was incident free and enjoyable.

“Also very helpful was the realisation that
the tone of voice we use is of vital importance
and asking ‘open questions’ to engage them in
more meaningful conversation has made a real
difference. I now take a couple of seconds to
think how what I am about to say will be
perceived by the children and asking myself
how pedagogical thinking would achieve a
better outcome.”

Building on Aberlour’s experience, it was

SOCIAL PEDAGOGY PRINCIPLES AND THE
TOOLS ADOPTED BY THE TEAM ARE
CONTRIBUTING TO A ‘RECLAIMING’ OF
TRADITIONAL SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE 
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SOCIAL PEDAGOGY IN
A NUTSHELL

Originally developed in Germany and
other North European countries, social
pedagogy centres on a task that is both
simple and complex: to help children and
young people unfold their potential. The
professional’s task is to recognise the po-
tential in others and help them discover
this too, requiring strong and authentic re-
lationships which enable social peda-
gogues to create learning situations in
which children can experience their re-
sourcefulness and develop new abilities.

The appeal of social pedagogy lies in
the fact that it is more than just an ap-
proach to practice – it is also an ethical ori-
entation that can be applied to whole
organisations and in the wider socio-polit-
ical context.

Its holistic orientation gives attention to
social issues: promoting human welfare,
addressing social inequality and creating
conditions in which every person can un-
fold their potential. This means social ped-
agogy is not just confined to work with
children and young people but can apply
equally to adult education and social care.
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