
Viewpoint:
a Social Pedagogic Approach



Pedagogue

‘The term pedagogue derives from the Greek, and refers 
not to the teacher, but to the watchful … a guardian 
whose responsibility [in ancient Greece] was to lead 
(agogos) the young boy (paides) to school. 

The adult had the task of accompanying the child, of 
being with the child, of caring for the child. 

This is a kind of 'leading' that often walks behind the one 
who is led.’ 

Van Manen, M. (1991). Reflectivity and the Pedagogical 
Moment)



What is social 
pedagogy? 

Social pedagogy offers a holistic way of working with 
children and young people in ways that support their 
well-being, learning and growth. 

At the heart of social pedagogy lies a belief that each 
person deserves to be treated with dignity, and 
possesses unique inner richness and potential, which 
practitioners can help them unfold. 

To do so requires meaningful and authentic relationships 
that enable us to recognise a person’s potential, their 
qualities, strengths and interests, and to create 
circumstances where they feel enabled to unfold their 
potential. 



What has been 
the impact of 
social 
pedagogy?

Research by the Thomas Coram Research Unit shows 
that in Denmark and Germany where ‘social pedagogy 
provides the policy and professional education 
framework for residential care’ young people “do 
better” than in UK, and 

• the major factors in accounting for outcomes were 
characteristics of the staff and their approach to 
practice’. 

In these two countries:

• rates of looked-after young people completing 
secondary education are twice as high

• numbers of looked-after young people and care-
experienced adults in the criminal justice system are 
significantly lower and 

• Health-related outcomes are better too.



The Diamond ModelThe overarching aim of all social pedagogic practice is 
to promote well-being and happiness, sustainably, 
through a right-based approach.

An underpinning principle of social pedagogy is to value 
and respect an individual in their own personality and 
uniqueness – to simply “polish its diamond” 

What wellbeing and happiness means for a person is 
very individual and can only be context specific, 

Through a holistic learning process the individual is 
supported in reaching their own potential with the help 
of a relationship-based approach. 

The individual is empowered to take on ownership for 
their own life through positive experiences



Well-being and 
happiness:The overarching aim of all social pedagogic practice is 

to support the development of well-being and 
happiness, sustainably, through a rights-based 
approach. 

• happiness describes a present state

• well-being describes a long-lasting sense of physical, 
mental, emotional and social well-being.

Well-being and happiness are very individual and 
subjective

• social pedagogic practice is context-specific and 
highly responsive to the individual



Holistic learning: Holistic learning must be seen as contributing to, or 
enhancing, an individual’s well-being. 

Learning is more than what happens at school, it is a 
holistic process of realizing an individual’s potential for 
learning and growth, which can take place in any
situation. 

Social pedagogy is about creating learning 
opportunities and experiences, so that people get a 
sense of their own potential and how they have 
developed. 

Everyone is unique, so is their potential for learning and 
their way of developing



Relationships
Central to the process is the pedagogic relationship, 
through which a person can experience that someone 
cares for and about them, that they can trust somebody 
and develop the social skills to be able to build strong 
positive relationships with others. 

So, the pedagogic relationship must be a personal 
relationship in which the social pedagogue makes use 
of their personality and is authentic, which is not the 
same as sharing private matters. 

The pedagogic relationship is professional and personal 
(showing who we are)at the same time, while avoiding 
sharing the private self - who we are with those closest to 
us.

As a social pedagogue we need to be constantly 
reflective.



Relationships

Building trusting and authentic relationships with children is 
very important in social pedagogy. 

• Through relationships we can show children that we care, 
role model how they can have positive relationships with 
others, but also learn a lot about who they are. 

• Without relationships we wouldn’t be able to really know 
a child, find out what they are thinking about and how 
they see the world. 

• And without that we would not be able to help them, 
and to support their development. 

• Every child is unique, and we can only appreciate their 
uniqueness if we know them well, if we look for their 
hidden talents and find out what brings them joy or 
causes them sorrow. 

• For children themselves, these relationships are also very 
important, they want to know who we are as a person, 
not just what we do as a professional.



Relationships

Social pedagogy recognises individuals as ‘experts in 
their own lives’, shifting the role of the worker from 
‘expert’ to ‘skilled facilitator’. 

The social pedagogue does things with service users, 
not for them, and never to them (Stephens P (2013) 
Social pedagogy: heart and head)

They provide a democratic context for the relationship, 
which might nowadays be called co-production



EmpowermentAlongside the relationship, empowerment is crucial in 
order to ensure that an individual experiences 

• a sense of control over their life, 

• feels involved in decisions affecting them, and 

• is able to make sense of their own circumstances.

Empowerment also means that the individual has both 
the opportunity and responsibility for learning from the 
opportunities and experiences made available



Positive Experiences
In order to realize these core aims, social pedagogy has 
to be about providing positive experiences. 

The power of experiencing something positive –
something that makes someone happy, something they 
have achieved, a new skill they have learned, the 
caring support from someone else – has a double 
impact: 

• it raises the individual’s self-confidence and feeling of 
self-worth, so reinforcing their sense of well-being, of 
feeling empowered; 

• and by strengthening their positives the person also 
improves their weak sides so that negative notions 
about their self fade away. 



The Common Third
The Common Third is central to social pedagogical 
practice and involves using an activity to strengthen the 
relationship between practitioner and a young person 
and to develop new skills. 

This could be any activity - the exact activity really isn’t 
important as long as it has the potential to be more than 
merely doing something. 

Something third should bring the practitioner and young 
person together with the intention of enhancing the 
relationship and providing potential for both to learn.



Learning Zone
‘If you want to feel secure do what you already know 
how to do. 

But if you want to grow … go to the cutting edge of your 
competence, which means a temporary loss of security.

So, whenever you don’t quite know what you are doing 
know that you are growing …’ 

(Finding Your Strength in Difficult Times  David Viscott, 2003)

Panic Zone - earning is impossible, it is blocked by a 
sense of fear. Any learning connected with negative 
emotions is memorized and accessed in similar 
emotional situations. 

• Experiences of being in our Panic Zone are frequently 
traumatic, and any sense of curiosity is shut down by a 
need to get out.



Nonviolent 
Communication

Nonviolent communication about how we engage 
with other people in a way that avoids judgments 
and conflict by expressing feelings and needs. 

Through this we can empathise with each other 
and connect with other people 

Nonviolent communication is underpinned by the 
idea that we all have the capacity to be 
compassionate with others but often don’t have 
the language that allows us to understand each 
others’ emotions and needs.

Violence and conflict happen as a result, when we 
try to meet our needs but can’t find a way of doing 
this in a manner that recognises or understands 
other people’s feelings and needs.

Marshall Rosenberg Nonviolent 

Communication: A Language of 

Life



Using Viewpoint

• Focuses on the individual

• A relationship-based approach

• Helps young person communicate their wishes 
and feelings

• Identifies what’s going well and not so well

• Uses a shared activity – to develop relationship 
and understanding

• Empowering – developing child-centred action 
plans

• Identifies future positive experiences in the 
Learning Zone

• Distance travelled reports show how young 
person has developed
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