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1. Introduction: 
This national case study has been written within the context of the 5th framework project 

“Youth Policy and Participation. Potentials of participation and informal learning in young 

people’s transitions to the labour market. A comparative analysis in ten European regions” 

(YOYO). In this report, interviews with project participants, project workers and external 

experts, made during the last 1 ½ years, are analysed and compared.  

The Danish cases consist of three projects containing differences as well as similarities 

regarding their position in connection to ”normal” and/or formal transition systems. The three 

projects have different target groups, young people lacking a youth-education, people being 

unemployed and young people with migrant backgrounds. The age of participants ranges 

from 14-18 year olds, 16-20 year olds and 18-35 year olds. At the same time certain features 

are shared by the three projects/forms of education: They all have informal qualifications as a 

key-objective and they all deal with certain difficulties among young people, as poor 

schooling and problematic social and/or family conditions. Two of the projects have target 

groups ranging from very ambitious and clever young people pursuing political or artistic 

goals and more marginalised youth with severe vocational, personal and social problems. In 

Denmark during the 80`ies different initiatives were made and an increasing number of social 

and/or educational projects were launched as an answer to the growing number of young 

people being unemployed. The three cases chosen reflect both this history of "grass-rooted" 

projects as well as a more official and recent attempt (The Open Youth Education) to solve 

the problem of young people dropping out of more formal youth-education. 

 
1  The Open Youth-Education was a countrywide initiative launched by the social-

democratic government in 1994, as an alternative to secondary youth education. The 

education lasts for two years and is constructed individually, in order to meet individual 

wishes and potentials. The education was closed by the liberal government in 2002. 

2. The Ecological Starters. A grass-root/semi-professional project running a 

number of projects in Copenhagen, concerned with information about and practical 

implementation of environmental issues.  

3 The Girls House/Boys House. Two separate but parallel projects, which are 

situated at Vesterbro in Copenhagen. The two projects are mixtures of out-reach work and 

alternative youth-clubs, mainly attracting young Danes with other ethnic origins than Danish. 
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The projects provide leisure activities, counselling and help regarding both homework in 

school and specific obstacles in the educational system.  

 

2. Context of Youth Transitions 
Educational system in general: 

The development of the populations’ level of education is calculable through educational 

profiles, which show a whole youth generation and its way through the educational system 

and in this way captures the changes in the structure of education. Main tendencies in the 

development from 1980 to 1998 are: 

a) The level of education has increased dramatically since 1980. In 1980 only 25,5% of a 

Youth cohort completed a further education qualification whilst the respective figure for 1998 

was 40%. Statistics show that 80% of the Danish population have at least a "youth 

education1", which means that the level of education in the population is high in a European 

comparison. Only 20% of the adult population have only a primary school education as their 

highest completed (1997). By 2010 the estimation is that 50% of a youth cohort will have 

completed a further education. 

 

b) Increasing tendency for young people to continue in education after basic/primary school. 

Of the cohort that in 1998 left primary school (close to 100 % completed this) 95% are 

expected to go further in the educational system. 53% will begin a sixth form of education 

and 41% a business/vocational education. Today 96% of the girls and 94% of the boys 

continue education. The majority will continue further. 

 

c) Girls have overtaken boys in relation to the level of education. 29% of girls have 

completed a relatively long education compared to 14% of boys. (1980: 19% and 11,5%) The 

growth in girls’ education has occurred to a large degree in the longer education with 

teachers, pedagogues and nurses as the largest groups but girls take longer educational careers  

(4 years of study or more) also (5% in 1980 and 13% in 1998). Larger proportions of girls 

                                                           
1 Youth education is understood as similar to a secondary education, which is regarded as gymnasium and 
equivalent. Gymnasium, HF: Similar but only 2 instead of 3 years of study) , HTX (technical school) HHX 
Technical Trade School) EGU (Basic vocational training) HG (Commercial school). Other forms of secondary 
education consist of a variety of vocational schools for different occupations as caretakers, nurses, sailors, 
farmers, pedagogues, policemen etc. 
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choose a sixth form education compared to boys, who are more likely to choose a vocational 

education. 

 

Gender, class and ethnicity. The Danish educational system is democratic in the sense that all 

young people potentially have the same opportunities for education, but obviously the 

educational system indirectly might create differences due to the competition and ways of 

acting according to individual and social background/engagement. Also differentiation 

appears in choosing education according to gender, class and ethnicity. 

Gender seems to have only a slight importance. Females tend to educate themselves more and 

both in gymnasium and university there is a small majority of women. Looking at higher 

academic levels incl. Ph.D., a majority of men turns up, which according to surveys are 

pointing to motherhood as a primary factor. 

Class. The issue of social class is still influential in the educational system. Though the 

Danish educational system is planned and often recognised as a "class-free" system by giving 

all people the same potential of education, family background, geography etc. still proves to 

make a difference in educational careers. Earlier studies point to the fact that 60% of 

university students come from families having academic or at least long professional 

education. These figures are only slowly changing. 12-13 % of the pupils (or their parents) in 

primary school have chosen a private school instead of the public primary. This figure is 

slowly increasing2. 

Ethnicity. Basically the difference between Ethnic Danish and immigrant youth regarding 

education in the age of 15-20 years seems to be very small. 86% of the immigrant youth 

continue in the educational system after primary school and almost 90% of these continue a 

further education after secondary education. But more immigrant youth seem to choose trade- 

or business school as their main vocational education and their drop-out rate is higher in 

comparison to ethnic-Danish youth. To fully understand the migrant situation both social 

class and social cultural background must be included. 

 

The labourmarket. 

A basic characteristic of Danish society today, is a situation with almost no youth 

unemployment. Some of this can be explained partly by very good economic conjunctures, 
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but more significantly it could be explained with reference to the all-encompassing 

educational system, which allows no inactivity. 

Figures from 1999 show that only 3.7% of the 16-24 year olds are registered as unemployed 

and figures have dramatically decreased over the past 10 years (1990 11% and 1993 12%). 

Unemployment for the total labour force is 5,7 %3. Unemployment among young people does 

not differ much in regard to gender, (4.0% for females and 3,7% for males aged 16-24 years). 

In contrast to this, large differences are seen between respective groups of young people 

generally and immigrant youth – in total 8.8% of immigrant Youth are registered as 

unemployed. 

For people below the age of 25 it is quite difficult to become unemployed, both because of the 

way statistics are collected and because of the general guidelines for youth unemployment. In 

Denmark young people are not expected to be unemployed – they are to be in some kind of 

education or job. According to the Danish legislation, unemployed people below the age of 25 

are to be activated and educational measures are preferred over job-training measures. The 

Danish Policy is focused on solving youth unemployment through education. No actual 

labour market programmes have been established following the Luxembourg Guidelines, 

instead a vast amount of education oriented programmes has been launched, some meant for 

motivating further education, some with labour market integration with its only goal4. 

Behind this legislation was the situation in the labour market during the 70`ies and 80`ies in 

which unemployment was merely regarded as being “on hold” and unemployment benefits 

were very generous (up until 80% of the recent income for the individual). Long term 

unemployment became an increasing problem and the lesser educated unemployed quickly 

became non-employable due to the fact that demands for labour was based on high 

qualifications, which were out of reach for a number of unemployed persons. In 1993 a labour 

marked reform was made and two overall targets were presented: The labour market was to be 

made more flexible and the labour force was to be motivated into education. This meant 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 12,5% is app. 80.000 pupils. Taken nationally the percentage is going up recently to app. 14% but huge 
differences are seen depending upon geographic and local areas.  
3 This number of people includes people who are occupied with some kind of  ”paid” activity and those who 
have been occupied for a certain period of time. To be registered as unemployed demands that you have already 
been in an occupation. Due to this method of calculation, young people without any work experience, students 
with part-time jobs etc. are not getting registered as unemployed. (cf. Guidelines from ILO – International 
Labour Organisation) 
4 Young people attending a programme are considered ”being in occupation” and as a result of this NOT 
unemployed. 
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launching a life-long learning programme of adult training and to restructure almost all the 

educational system in order to ensure that coming generations became qualified. 

For the Youth population these new ideas became reality in the beginning of the 90`ies, where 

both sides of the plan started to work simultaneously. The low figures of youth 

unemployment must be interpreted with regards hereto. 

 

Youth unemployment – a matter of education. Obviously the overall problem was young 

people being out of job and education. Young people at the age of 18-25 years were pointed 

out as the target group for the labour market reform in 1993 and several measures were 

initiated for this group in particular. 

To ensure flexibility of the labour force, normal unemployment rules were revoked for this 

group of people. Instead strict regulations were made and in reality it became close to 

impossible to be young and unemployed5. The Youth Effort was launched. When young 

people had been unemployed for 6 out of 9 months, they were forced into vocational training 

in special educational and work-qualifying courses (UJF). These young people do not receive 

education benefits, but half the normal unemployment rate (higher than education benefits 

app. twice as much). This “payment” was made standard for the entire group of 16-24 year 

olds not being in education or job, to make sure that young people do not avoid educational 

measures for financial reasons6. 

 

To ensure educational competencies to all young people, a number of initiatives were taken. 

The entire vocational education and training system is set to be restructured to enhance 

mobility and flexibility inside the system7. The vocational and training system is represented 

in all regions of Denmark and offers a broad variety of crafts and courses. Besides basic 

trades, a number of service courses and mercantile education is placed herein. The new 

structure contains seven basic entrances to vocational schools. After choosing one of the 7, a 

basic course has to be completed. This is a two-year period based on school education. After 

this, students pick their main course, which includes both school education and practical 

                                                           
5 Young people are meant to be activated as soon as possible – meaning that within 2 weeks after not being 
either in education or job, they should enter some official programme. 
6 The instruments of putting pressure on people either to enter an education or apply harder for jobs are getting 
more and broadened – discussions and decisions are made to enlarge the range of age – or to put unemployed 
people on similar courses as young people. 
7 The reform was completed in 2000 
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training in an apprenticeship, (three years in total) - here specialisation is done. The entire 

structure functions with individually formed educational plans and a book of qualification. It 

is sought to make different parts or modules transferable from one educational measure to 

another. 

 

Another initiative is to broaden the knowledge of further education by allowing pupils from 

compulsory school to visit secondary schools for a week and to participate in courses here, 

which is similar to periods of apprenticeship-visits in firms/companies for one or two weeks. 

Besides this, a number of specific programmes with educational and job- training measures 

were started. Educationally, focus was set on both educational and motivational measures. 

The Open Youth Education is one such example, in which young people were able to build 

their own education from different single measures and receive standard education benefits. 

Key notions were "responsibility", "to work voluntarily and independently" and to "develop 

personally". 

To motivate for further education, also the "production-schools" and folk high schools were 

used. These schools, offering no official competencies, were meant as some kind of "time-

out" in which young people who had fundamental problems in the ordinary school system 

could work practically or study drama, arts, media or take courses for personal development. 

Some courses were to be paid for privately whilst others offered some kind of educational 

benefits. 

Job-training measures are few and mostly directed towards further education 

instead of the labour market. The main effort in "the Youth Effort" directed at labour market 

integration is the before mentioned Job and Education Courses in which 6 months of 

unemployment releases an obligation to participate in vocational training courses for 18 

months at reduced unemployment benefits. Also more traditional job training in private or 

public working places are used, but these are mainly used for (young) people already 

qualified but unable to work because of personal or social problems. All job-training 

measures are subordinate to educational measures, which are clearly preferred politically. 

Most recently there has been major cutbacks in many of the above mentioned initiatives. With 

the new liberal government the demand is set that young people are forced into ordinary 

education. The Open Youth Education has been closed and young people are expected to start 

further education earlier and to finish as quickly as possible, as the demand of qualified labour 
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increases. Young people complying are rewarded whilst the disadvantaged or doubtful young 

people are pressed further by financial means or by being offered only a limited range of 

educational opportunities. 

3. Sample description 
The sample of interviewees for the research has been recruited with support from the agencies 

involved. Altogether it included 36 young men and women, who were interviewed either once 

or twice depending on whether they were still in the measures/traceable in the one-year follow 

up. Two rounds of interviews have been carried out. From the 28 individuals being 

interviewed the first time - during spring 2002, 22 individuals were re-interviewed the second 

time, during spring 2003. 6 individuals were not possible to trace. In the second round of 

interviews 8 new informants were included. 

This means that 22 informants have been interviewed twice, as 14 have only been interviewed 

once. From the 36 informants 7 have been left out, as they have been characterised as "trend-

setters" and have either been involved in a certain agency called FUP or have been out of the 

case agencies as such.   

 
 
Table 1: Interview sample by Gender and Age Groups 

Gender Age Groups Project No. Persons 
interviewed Male Female 14-18 18-25 above 26 

Open Youth Educ.   8  1  7    8  
Ecological Starters  7  3  4    2  5 
Girls/boys House 14  7   7  14   
Totals (per column) 29  11 18  14  10  5 
 
 
Table 2: Interview sample by Education and Occupation 
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Open Youth Educ.   7  1    1     6  1 
Ecological Starters     5   2  1   3  2  1 
Girls/Boys House  14       2    12  
Totals (per column)  21  1  5  2  2  2  3 20  2 

• former participants who had completed the project 
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Difficulties in re-interviewing: 

 

Re-interviewing people 12-18 months later can create problems. In our cases, some 

participants had left the agencies and were not possible to find. Some other participants had 

already in their own minds answered questions or talked about their transitions and 

biographies, which meant that they did not think that they had further relevant things to tell in 

a second interview round. As a tendency, people who have not experienced anything new or 

who have experiences of things going in a wrong direction might be more reluctant to be re- 

interviewed. Also content of the second interviews has to be balanced with regard to what 

already has been explained. Sometimes new insights have occurred, but sometimes it only 

will be embarrassing asking questions which thematically have been dealt with earlier on. 

  

In the Open Youth Education 7 out of 8 participants were re-interviewed. With much help 

from one of the teachers/ advisors this was made possible. As they were now widely spread 

geographically, we had to travel around Denmark in order to complete the interviews. 2 

interviews were carried out by telephone, as it was not possible to meet.  

 

For participants of Ecological Starters, the 3 men who were interviewed in the first round, 

were re-interviewed. These participants had all left the project and were interviewed mainly 

regarding missing points from the first interviews or about their actual occupation. All 4 new 

informants were women and were only interviewed in the second round. 

 

The biggest problems with re-interviewing were demonstrated in the Girls/Boys-House. Only 

7 of the original 11 participants were re-interviewed. One girl had left the project – to become 

an au pair in the suburbs of Copenhagen. 3 boys did not appear and were not possible to find. 

Most of the participants had not told their real names at the first interview round. Even though 

anonymity was guaranteed, they gave pseudo-names and as a result of this were hard to find. 

Their friends did not want to tell who they were.  

With the Girls-House, the project leader took very long in answering a number of approaches 

for finding a time for interviews. Then several attempts to meet the girls went wrong, as the 

girls, in spite of their declared willingness to show up, simply did not. The most peculiar 

episode was when we sat at the Girls-House listening to the project-leader talking on the 
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phone with one girl, with whom we had an appointment. The girl declared over 3 subsequent 

telephone talks that she was on her way, but she never turned up that day.  Interviews were 

spread over a long time and we only just succeeded in getting very limited interviews with 

some of the re-interviewees. 

 

Clustering 

 

Within the sample certain clusters can be described as patterns, that to a lesser or bigger 

extend do play a significant part in the organisation of transitions for our interviewees. 

Clusters must be understood as a matter of high lightening certain features that occur for some 

or more participants in their transitions. It is not a sample that fits groups of people as such, 

but merely analytical points, that can be derived from interviews. The clusters are as such not 

pictures of individuals or groups of people except features shared among interviewees.   

 

1 Trajectories made from self-determination and concern. For a number of young people 

interviewed, making up one’s mind on what to do and why plays a significant part in 

transition processes. Self-determination takes many forms – from political rebellion to 

making most of the opportunities acknowledged. The concern has to do with trying to 

make an effort to influence ones own trajectory and future life as much as possible in 

stead of just following routines or readymade courses. Consequences of choices are met 

when appearing, but typically not in advance. Backgrounds differ. Some participants 

come from fairly privileged backgrounds some from social disadvantaged ones. 

 

J. at 28 years is a former participant of Ecological Starters. He started at Ecological Starters 

just after finishing a secondary education similar to gymnasium.  Being unemployed he was 

activated in the Ecological Starters. He describes himself as a “hash-smoking young man, 

who from the outside needed strong interventions”, at the time he got into the project. 

He was quickly identified as being a resource within the project and supported by people at 

key positions in the project. In 2-3 years time he gradually found himself as being a leading 

figure with success in the project. 
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Altogether J. worked for 8 years within the project, the last 3 years as a project manager 

creating “green jobs8”. He was one of two initiators of a formal school dealing with ecology 

and was a key person in professionalizing the whole project. 

J. had in his late teens worked in a kitchen and later on he made food in a home for elderly 

blind and dumb people. Years ago he wanted to start formal education, but that demanded 

extra schooling, which J. did not want at the time and therefore did not do. In stead he used all 

his energy within the project. 

J. stopped in the project one year ago and was unemployed once again. He applied for a job as 

a fundraiser at DUF9 but the invitation to a job interview came too late, as the postman 

wrongly delivered the letter from DUF to a neighbor. He was working on the side (black 

money) painting walls and was involved in the Ecological Production School as a consultant, 

which did not give any payment. His girlfriend was pregnant and he was planning to start 

some formal education in Organization at the Copenhagen School of Economics and 

Administration.  

“I feel quite competent in dealing with people and groups of people and quite honestly, I think that business 

school is the best place for me right now. They are actually offering possibilities for people like me, who mainly 

want some theoretical understanding”(J. Ecological Starters, 28, male). 

J. was not admitted to the Copenhagen School of Economics, but works fulltime as a 

professional in an NGO dealing with third world countries. 

 

2 Trajectories formed by compliant professional training and making a personal choice. A 

cluster focused on young people acting very sensible in their choices of transition – trying 

to walk on both feet, that is both having a realistic view on societal opportunities in 

general as well as choosing elements within, which suits the individual’s liking and 

preferences. This cluster was more evidently found among some of the older participants, 

as choice based on a realistic view on opportunities implies a certain amount of prior 

experience. 

 

                                                           
8 “green jobs” refers to both green guides, who are ecological counsellers working in local areas or with specific 
institutions/organisation for making things more environmentally healthy/lasting. But green jobs can also be to 
work with ecological catering, cafées, making gardens inside in the city etc. 
9 DUF is a large youthpolitical organisation “Danish Youth`  Board” dealing with development of activities and 
support for young peoples’ leasuretime, youthorganisations etc. 
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S. comes from the northern part of Jutland. S., aged 25 finished an education as a health and 

food consultant in 2002. After finishing, she was unemployed for half a year and was then 

activated with a possibility of making a choice on where to be activated on reduced 

unemployment benefits. After working in Ecological Starters for 6 months as “activated” she 

has now been offered a full time job for 3 months. 

Coming from an average social background, S. took a gymnasium diploma and did not know 

what to do afterwards. Originally S. wanted to be an architect, but then she met a friend, who 

had a job as a health and food consultant. Listening to the friend she was inspired by the 

possibility of having an educational background which offered a variety of job opportunities 

(impression given by the friend). S. was at the State Directory of victuals in her 

apprenticeship period and was very happy in working there. Now faced with a full-time 

employment for three months, she is still thinking about whether she should study further to 

be a dietician. 

She picked Ecological Starters, not for political reasons, but because it seemed to her to be a 

place where she could fit in and learn some more. 

 “I’ve had all these job interviews and I had applied over and over again for jobs and I was 

thinking: “ Oh I have to have something to put on my CV”. Starting here I was as a result of this very keen to try 

a lot of different things and said I want to do this and that. At the same time I tried to focus a lot and to make it 

more into something similar to an ordinary job. I think that I have had some ideas and I have tried to say, well I 

could take up some informational stuff, homepages and teaching or whatever it could be”(S., Ecological 

Starters, 25, female). 

S. is quite confused regarding her future. She enjoys working at Ecological Starters, but she 

also enjoyed being at the State Directory of victuals. As an employee, she does what she is 

told and makes her choices from within the different tasks available. The dream of becoming 

an architect is still alive, but S. merely gets her inspiration from people she is in close contact 

with. Her ideal of job right now is similar to what the project-leader does. Even though S. 

claims that it sounds boring to do the same job for 25 years, she is not complaining but 

appears satisfied with just having something to do.  

 

3 Trajectories influenced by friendship, security, imagination and lack of concern. A naive 

and influenced choice. Confused whether to follow advice given by others, teachers, 

parents, advisors, family or peers or to imagine where one wants to be. Ideals and realities 
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contradict and future trajectories are uncertain. This cluster reflects young age as a factor, 

based on a general lack of prior experiences. 

 

So. is 16. She is about to leave 9th grade at compulsory school and is faced with the choice of 

what the next step should be. Her parents are from Pakistan, but she has lived her whole life 

in Denmark. So. has an older brother, whom she claims is good to discuss future plans with. 

So.’s parents are presented as not being very restrictive in a Muslim sense. She herself wants 

to get married early maybe at the age of 18. 

With regard to education, she is not really very concerned. She enjoys being together with her 

peers in school and in the Girls-House and depends to some degree on this friendship. Her 

choice in education is to take 10th grade as well and then maybe enter gymnasium.  
 “I want to go to gymnasium, but I don’t know how it is like or whether I can cope. You have to 

try out things first, but it is possible, that you drop out if you do not have the brains it takes”( So., Girls-House, 

16, female). 

So. fears the day where she will have to leave her friends at compulsory school. Even though 

she already made plans in the school of what to do, she does not feel very competent or ready 

for doing anything new or to go further. 

Her ideas of getting an education or professional career contradict in a lot of ways. She wants 

to be either a doctor, a lawyer, a tooth technician, a social and health assistant  (1-2 years 

education, mainly vocational training) or to be married to a man who owns a kiosk. Talking to 

her brother, who knows that she likes hair and make-up his advice is to be a hairdresser or to 

educate in cosmetics. “My husband should own a kiosk, you can make a lot of money from those, but my 

husband should not be there from morning to evenings, we must have some employees, otherwise you do not 

have enough time together…”(So., Girls-House, 16, female). 

So. does not feel that she is getting any help from advisors at the school and merely thinks 

that the advice she is getting stems from what the advisor can imagine without taking So’s 

own opinion into account. 

 

4 Trajectories against all odds. To choose ones way in spite of what peers and family say or 

approve of. This cluster has to do with choosing an alternative track or at least for some 

time to try out the potential of becoming what one has dreamt of. To make a decision of 

pursuing dreams (demanding hard work) rather than accept being restricted from advisors, 
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parents, peers or others. The decision takes either courage, support from other people or 

both.  

 

F. is 19 years old. She had to leave her biographic family early and was brought up in 

different foster homes and institutions. Being 16 years she settled down on her own and 

started Open Youth Education in order to have some economical means to live from. Later on 

she stopped because of personal problems. 

1½ year ago starting at Open Youth Education for the second time, she said: “Maybe it sounds as 

if I do not know exactly what I want to do, but I am getting more creative up here (at the folk high school). I get 

more ideas…. Maybe I am just enjoying myself and life instead of constantly thinking about what to do or to 

become” (F., Open Youth Education, 19, female). 
F. does not accept the idea of doing things in a certain way. She is not afraid to do things 

differently, but at the same time, she admits, that she has to have a similar to gymnasium 

education in order to move further on in the educational system at some point. “It simply should 

not be like, that things can only be done in one way, it has to be based on the wish to experience a lot of things, 

at least that is the way I want it to be.”(F. OYE, 19, female). 

F. does not rely on either parents or social counsellors. She connects to peers or people whom 

she meets either at the education or on her way through the system. She strongly believes in 

herself and which plan of education and future job she is heading for, and at the same time 

she is trying to keep her options as wide as possible.   
“It is all about going in one direction now, but I do not want to become some small robot, it is my life and it is 

me, who ought to decide what I want and feel for, without getting forced into some pattern – I am totally 

convinced, that I can do a lot of good things for other people without having an official stamp as a qualified 

health- or social worker”(F. OYE, 19, female). 

F. does not have a specific plan for her future. She wants to learn and stresses that everything 

is possible as long as the individual works hard, shows the necessary discipline, and is 

allowed to develop. Her “fuel” is the wish to develop her passions and her belief in meeting 

other people, that social contact between people and life in general has to “zigzag”, i.e. that a 

linear development is neither possible nor desirable. 

 

Being at risk of getting caught in the global village. The four clusters are presented as being 

different even though they of course overlap. For most of the informants in the sample some 

certain features are parallel. A huge majority are depending on support from other people, but 

whom they get support from differs. In all 3 cases, the locality of either the Open Youth 
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Education and their placement on a folk high school living and studying together for 6 

months, the Ecological Starters project situated locally in a smaller neighbourhood with other 

alternative projects and the Girls/Boys-House, plays an important role. Many informants talk 

about the importance of getting the feeling of being situated in and belonging to a local 

environment, from which they try to look out on the world and the possibilities lying “out 

there” for them. 

In their trajectories most informants have taken or will experience de-tours, as experiences 

where they did not succeed and it seems crucial, that the backing, support and self confidence 

most people obtained in the local environment, forms a kind of backbone, which will be 

challenged as difficulties appear. 

Annex 1: Pathways of transition – scedule of transition steps of 
participants is attached to the report. 
 
 
 
4. Biographic orientations and experiences of young people before 
project entry – The Open Youth Education 
 

The eight young people interviewed as participants of the Open Youth 

Education all consciously chose not to enter one of the traditional options for secondary youth 

education, as these options were seen as unattractive with regard to content, structure and 

possibilities for personal and social development and qualification. Being tired of attending 

school and having to passively receive theoretical teaching, in combination with feeling less 

academically inclined and able, have played a part in the young peoples’ decision not to enter 

a traditional secondary youth education, after finishing compulsory school.  

Generally, the reasons given for not wanting to go “the straight, traditional way, like 

everybody else does”, can be characterised as focusing less on what they didn’t want, as 

compared to what they wanted. This point introduces the discussion of the target group of the 

Open Youth Education: Are they “weak”, disengaged or disadvantaged young people, or are 

they in fact “strong”, engaged and advantaged individualists, wanting very consciously to 

choose their own educational path? According to their reasons given in the two interview 

rounds, it is tempting to describe all our informants as being characterised by the last version, 

as strong, although several of the informants said that they thought they would have been 
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“lost”, had the Open Youth Education not existed, i.e. they would potentially have been 

disadvantaged compared to other young people. 

As they are still very young and for the most part haven’t had any other 

experiences with schools and institutions apart from compulsory levels, it is of course hard to 

find out how much their reasons and opinions were formed prior to attending the Open Youth 

Education, and how much their reasons were inspired exactly by attending a whole new and 

untraditional educational setting, that could be contrasted to the educational structure and 

content they experienced in primary school.10 A turning point in the participants’ 

“motivational careers”, was for the majority of the participants to get information about the 

existence of and the possibilities in the Open Youth Education. Some participants got this 

information quite by chance, (although the education is generally well known) and could be 

said to enter the education more or less accidentally, but most participants actively searched 

out this alternative to secondary education, by talking to school-counsellors and searching for 

information. Their hopes and wishes for an alternative way were therefore either created or 

strengthened by getting information about the existence of the education, and can be said to 

have been substantially qualified by starting at the education. 

With these points in mind, there can be said to be some general aspirations, 

needs, wishes and plans that the eight young people had in common, and which pointed in the 

direction of not just “negatively” choosing to do without traditional secondary youth 

education, but on the contrary “positively” choosing their own educational path: “It is my 

education, and it is me who has to use it for something, then it is also me who has to work it out and frame it. 

And decide – not decide everything I do, but in any case I must have a big say in it, because it is about me” 

(M.,OYE, 18, female). 

The majority of the eight informants only had second-hand knowledge of 

traditional secondary youth education like the gymnasium, trade school, and vocational 

training from friends attending these schools. One of the informants based her reasons for 

choosing the Open Youth Education on her own experiences, having attended the gymnasium 

for half a year. A general impression from the interviews was that the informants definitely 

did not want to end up in a situation where they found themselves attending a traditional 

youth education because that was the safe and common way to go, and because of pressure 

from family and peers. This opinion was not held in order to be contrary or in opposition, but 

                                                           
10 It is a well-known psychological fact that self-perception in hindsight is generally positive, if present 
circumstances are good. 

 17



rather to ensure that they wouldn’t start at an education without being personally motivated, 

having both personal and educational reasons for it, and having an overall goal with 

attending; views that can also be characterised as resulting from their present participation in 

the Open Youth Education. 

Although this was not expressed consciously, another reason for choosing the education could 

have been the possibility for “image-making”, lying in the appeal of this untraditional 

education.   

One of the common arguments were that they saw many of their friends and 

peers just attending secondary education, without really knowing why and with what personal 

goals other than being in a secure structure for the next three years of their life. In connection 

with these reasons and reflections was the fear of experiencing not being honest towards 

themselves and their interests, needs and qualifications, and hence having to experience the 

personal failure of dropping out and starting all over again: “If I had continued in the gymnasium, I 

would have graduated this summer, and I would have been so tired of everything. Then it would have taken me 

longer time before I would have done something, before I would have continued with something else” (M., OYE, 

18, female). 
All of the informants emphasised the wish for independence and responsibility 

for choosing according to interests and needs which meant allowing themselves space and 

time for finding out what these were.  

A common interest and aspiration for the majority of the informants was to develop and learn 

in a more creative than academic direction. As it was pointed out by several, the available 

possibilities for secondary youth education focus almost exclusively on theoretical subjects, 

leaving more creative or practical qualifications for leisure time, and not qualifying formally 

anyway. This was seen by some of the informants as creating a false opposite that they had to 

choose between, as some of the informants would have considered entering the gymnasium, if 

it would also have had a creative main subject.  

Apart from their wishes for developing creative skills and qualifications in the 

areas of singing, acting, painting and dancing, another important point was their wish of not 

dividing formal, theoretical education from their personal and social development. In general, 

these two aspects were seen as being one and mutually conditional, and maturing as a person 

and developing personal and social skills was stressed as main reasons for choosing an 

education. These points were also accentuated in the young people’s view of the meaning of 

future work: Without exception, none of them imagined a future job characterised by working 
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9-5, with the same routine jobs, for any longer amount of years. On the contrary, they all 

imagined their jobs as being varied, giving them opportunities to learn and travel, and in 

general giving them independence and responsibility. On the other hand, they also stressed 

the importance of good working relations, being able to co-operate, and expanding their social 

networks. Very few of them could imagine staying in the same job for the rest of their lives, 

as they wanted to experience and learn as much as possible. Long working hours and the 

amount of pay was characterised as being of minor importance, as long as they could continue 

to find their job exiting and burn for it. In this regard, they all seem to have picked up on and 

partially internalised prevalent discussions and discources in the Danish society/media. 

In connection to the meaning of work, another reason for not choosing a traditional secondary 

youth education was the division they saw between theoretical studies and the reality of 

concrete jobs outside the school-system. Setting one’s mind on a future job, without really 

experiencing the reality and content of the job during three years of theoretical studies in for 

example the gymnasium, was a situation that was pointed out as characterising some of their 

friends attending the gymnasium. Attending a traditional secondary youth education was in 

this respect characterised as a postponement of the confrontation with reality and practical 

experience.  

With regard to de-motivating turning points in their transition, most of the 

problems experienced by our eight informants were of an internal nature: not feeling 

motivated, interested and personally ready, mature or capable to enter one of the “obvious” 

and normal options for secondary education. The external causes given for these problems 

were the restricted range of possibilities for developing both creative and personal 

qualifications in traditional forms of secondary youth education. One informant had attended 

the gymnasium for half a year, but felt that she wasn’t treated as an individual person, instead 

there was a lot of competition. As she says about the gymnasium: “They do not make demands on 

you as a person, only on your abilities”,(M., OYE, 18, female). This entails another general point of 

critique: The traditional system was regarded as too structurally and theoretically 

standardised, not allowing space and possibilities for more individualised and diverse forms 

of learning. 

The only experiences with institutions in the transition system so far were 

primary/compulsory school, and in some cases boarding school in 8th, 9th, and 10th grades. 

Two points of critique from our informants were general: The relation between teachers and 
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pupils were experienced as impersonal and unequal, and the guidance teachers were described 

as not really listening to their wishes and ideas for education and future jobs. In general, 

guidance teachers were described as taking decisions on their behalf regarding “what was best 

and right for them”, seen from the advisor’s perspective. 

 
Ecological Starters: 
 
The three male interviewees, who were interviewed both the first and second time, all had or 

took a gymnasium education during or before entering the project. The four female 

informants interviewed only the second time, have either taken a secondary education and a 

formal education as food and health-consultants or are about to do this.  

As the participants’ age ranges from 25–36, with the majority being in their late 20`ies their 

experiences and memories of former school training are very different. For the male 

informants their orientations and experiences before project entry seem very far away. 

Nevertheless, expectations of the male informants mainly had to do with social life and the 

opportunity of dealing with political and ideological issues in a non-formal way. Ideologies or 

the wish to be part of a larger social “movement” or local milieu were crucial for their 

entrance, as well as more pragmatic thinking of how it was possible to do what they wanted to 

do, getting paid and not having to be responsible or live up to certain expectations or to 

achieve specified goals from outsiders / authorities.  

For female informants expectations were much more professional regarding 

possibilities of dealing with ecological issues in another pedagogical setting and to work with 

project organising. If ideologies are involved, they merely are directed towards healthy and 

organic products or focused on the possibility of planning and carrying out small-scale 

projects and tasks – as an informational campaign, pedagogical material etc. Only some of the 

females had expectations of working in a more grassroots-like environment. At the same time, 

efforts are made to make Ecological Starters much more professional and effective.     

Experiences and relations with actors and agencies of transition systems are 

regarded in a variety of ways. Experiences stem from the educational system - the formal 

education as food- and health-consultants, from unemployment-agencies and from other 

professional settings within marketing and selling of ecology and food-products. The attitude 

towards transition-systems is both critical and enthusiastic. From within the project there 

seems to be great satisfaction. Regarding other and more formal settings as the education as 
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food- and health consultants, this education is regarded as very general in its focus. The 

unemployment system is regarded as something that can be dealt with, as long as you are 

active in searching your own ways out and to be creative in benefiting from the rules and 

regulations, which are getting tighter and tighter. Especially the male informants stress that 

they are able to deal with the conditions of unemployment and to exploit the system, even 

though they think of this as legitimate because of political reasons. Female informants are 

much more humble in their perceptions and for some of the participants compliance seems to 

be one way of dealing with demands, possibilities and limitations – to ask for options and 

hope for the best, without trying to cheat the system. 

Aspirations, needs, wishes and plans are as different as the expectations before 

project entry. Some participants pursue the idea of being in a position of doing something, 

which is personally satisfying and without limitations, both regarding working hours, money 

and content. Other participants seem perfectly happy with merely having an ordinary job 

setting in a nice and quite democratic environment. The actual content or whether working 

hours are more traditional does not seem that important. As long as you can cope and learn, 

working is fine and other priorities of leisure activities, families and social life are rated 

equally important. 

De-motivating turning points are identified in relation to Ecological Starters 

both if nothing really is happening and if you have been involved for too long, which is 

pictured out as some years. The attitude is, that involvement in the project should be for a 

while, no longer than a few years; it is easy to burn out or to get too expert-like limiting other 

participants’ ideas and activities. The other main de-motivating factor is identified as the 

internal limitations on how many and which individuals who are able to succeed in their own 

aspirations and plans or in the existing profile of projects within the project. People getting 

into the project can be "dismissed" as a result of their period of unemployment-activation or 

apprenticeship running out. Some get employed in other ways and some do not. De-

motivating points are both internally and externally caused. It takes an awareness of the 

individual to create or participate in order to keep motivations high. Also the individual has to 

be careful not to take over responsibilities and in this way get too involved in a project; it is 

most beneficial if you participate in a certain period of time. The ongoing negotiations with 

and disappointments in applying for money, activities etc. from external partners can de-

motivate as well.  
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Project-entry increases motivation. In particular the turning point of realising, 

that individual ideas very quickly can be transformed into actual activities is seen as highly 

motivating. Despite of the lack of economy and the decrease in money given from authorities, 

motivation is still high pursuing other partners and possibilities.   

Gender does not have an explicit influence, except that only female participants 

come with the professional background as food-and health consultants. Men involved in the 

project now have a much more traditional focus on computers, economy or administrative 

things. They do not have a formal educational background as the women involved. No one 

mentions gender as a main issue though. Informants from Ecological Starters are divided into 

two groups. The first group contains only men, the other only women. These two groups of 

people were involved in the project at different periods of time in which the contents, 

organisation and goals of the project were very different. Over time it has become much more 

demanding of participants to take part in the project. In that respect, more discipline, more 

qualifications and more focus of the participants are required. The consequence might be that 

the former co-operation of people from very different educational, ethnic and social 

backgrounds is lost. The project is changing direction from a social project with an internal 

focus towards a more professional pedagogical one looking towards influencing people 

externally. This is the result both of structural changes and a more limited supply of funding, 

but could also be seen as a consequence of generation changes and differences. There 

certainly has been a change in motives for participating in Ecological Starters: where ideals of 

creating an alternative and inclusive social space oriented around environmental and broader 

political/social issues characterised most former participants in the early 90ties, participation 

today could maybe be characterised as being more oriented around the individual’s own 

learning and development, where realising environmental projects goes more hand in hand 

with an instrumental use of the project for personal development and qualification for later 

employment. 

 

The Girls- and Boys-house: 
Because most of the 14 young people interviewed as participants in the Girls- and Boys-house 

entered the project at a very early age (some started attending as early as the age of 6 and 7 

years old and the average age for starting in the project was approximately 12 years old), it 

was difficult for them and us to separate out a time before project entry, that could stand as a 
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contrast to actual project entry. Participation in the projects has for the majority been a part of 

their childhood and youth life parallel to attending compulsory school, with the projects 

constituting their leisure time, and playing an important role in their overall youth life.  

As interviewees were either still in primary school (9th or 10th grades), or had 

only recently made their first transition step to a secondary youth education, their general 

experiences with the transition system and with institutions other than primary school were 

rather limited. In general, primary school was connected to having a good and fun time with 

friends and peers (for interviewees still attending 9th grade), and even for those informants 

who were now attending a secondary education, primary school was described as the best 

time, because they were together with their friends all the time, which felt very secure. In 

hindsight it was acknowledged that the school and the teachers probably appeared better than 

they had maybe been perceived while they were still attending primary school. On the other 

hand, those young people who were now attending secondary education were generally very 

satisfied with being given more responsibility and independence, as opposed to primary 

school. 

With regard to transition problems and motivating or de-motivating turning points, one 

common point of critique from all the participants was that they had not experienced the 

school-counsellors at primary school as helpful or interested in their ideas about education 

and future jobs. As young people in Denmark are now required to start formulating and 

writing down ideas and plans for further education at the age of 12 (in 6th grade), which is 

then talked about with the school-counsellor in 8th and 9th grades, children in primary school 

meet requirements of being goal-directed at a very early age. According to the participants 

interviewed, it would seem that this requirement was and is not supported or backed up by 

any substantial basis for making those decisions. First of all, the girls who were still attending 

9th grade felt that they were still children, and that these requirements represented an adult life 

that they still couldn’t identify with, hadn’t knowledge about and weren’t ready for. Secondly, 

all the informants had experienced that the school-counsellor took decisions on their behalf on 

what he or she assessed would be the best for them, in accordance with their abilities. In this 

process, they never experienced that the counsellor listened to them and their own ideas and 

wishes, which usually pointed in a quite different direction. As a consequence of not being 

met with real interest by the counsellor and being supported in what they wanted by being 

given relevant information, the whole process of formulating and talking about education 
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plans was in general not remembered as motivating. In general, the young people were 

advised to apply for vocational training schools and pursue future jobs that represented a 

lower level of education than they had in mind. Even if the advise given was actually quite 

realistic compared to their formal school abilities (which for some of the young people 

weren’t very good), it only contributed with making the situation for many of the youngsters 

even more confusing and characterised by quite conflicting or opposite demands and wishes 

from parents, school-counsellors and themselves respectively.  

The life-situation of the young people could in general be described as being 

constituted of many hidden factors, that made their present and future situation unclear, and 

which often resulted in them not really taking the decisions made serious. Examples of such 

contradictory demands, expectations and wishes are found in all our interviews with the 

participants. One example is the boy who decided to drop out of technical school, in order to 

start vocational training as a bricklayer. His parents did not approve of his choice, because to 

be a workman was seen as the lowest possible position to be in, by the parents’ culture of 

origin. In general, expectations from parents regarding the boys’ future education and jobs 

were very high, and were often oriented around the boys attaining typical high prestige jobs 

like lawyers or doctors, while expectations and advice from school-counsellors regarding the 

girls’ transition often pointed in more “typical female” careers like a dentist’s assistant or a 

pedagogue. Often, these expectations were quite unrealistic, compared to the abilities or 

wishes of the boys themselves, even though they often had internalised the expectations of 

their parents, and had made them their own. As one participant said: “I want to be the best 

educated man in the world” (L., Boys-House, 15, male). We were informed at the second 

interview round, that this participant was now in jail, and was not visited by the other 

participants interviewed.  

With regard to the girls, there was quite a difference between the first and 

second group interviewed with regard to upbringing, independence from and support by 

parents, due to the role the Muslim religion played in their homes. The first group interviewed 

was characterised by having a Muslim upbringing, and therefore had to deal with some 

unknown factors in their future like an early marriage. This imperviousness of factors 

influencing their present and future life-situation was often reflected in quite contradictory 

ideas about education and working life, as for example one girl wanting either to become a 

doctor or to marry a man who owned a kiosk (cf. Cluster 3, p. 13). This situation was 
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described by the leader of the Girls-house as: “On the one hand, their parents want them to be well-

educated, that they get a good education and can do a lot of things or get well-paid and become doctors or 

lawyers, or something like that. And then they have a school-teacher telling them that: “you can maybe apply for 

trade-school, that I think you can handle, or maybe go in a more practical direction”…And then they will surely 

get married, and then their husband maybe says that they must stop being educated. And then, there is also what 

the girls themselves want, and they have an incredibly hard time finding out what they want, I think. Often, when 

we talk together, it goes like this: “But I don’t know if I want this, but my teacher said it would be a good idea!”  

And the advice they are given at home is not especially usable, because the girls do not do that well in school, 

actually” (Girls-House, project leader, female). 

The second group of girls interviewed did not have a strict Muslim upbringing, and described 

this as giving them more independence about choices regarding their future. The three girls 

were very ambitious about their future, all wanting to become “successful business-women”, 

but a common theme from this interview was, that their wishes and goals did not add up to 

their past history of having dropped out of educational courses. Also, we could discern some 

differences between the girls’ own understanding of their general situation, and then the 

project leader’s perspective: “But it just doesn’t seem like they have real choices, although they want to 

have it…” (Girls-House, project leader, female). Common to all 14 young people interviewed was the 

conviction that concerning future working life, everything was possible as long as you worked 

hard enough for it and believed in your dreams. The possibility of unemployment was not 

considered to be a threat to them, mainly based on them not really knowing any unemployed 

people. It was generally believed that it was possible to get a job and that all people working 

liked their job. 

13 of the 14 participants had another ethnic origin than Danish which the 

majority of them did not see as a problem in their personal transition, even though they were 

aware of the fact, that finding work-training placements and jobs in Denmark is generally 

more difficult if you have another ethnic origin than Danish. In general, these societal 

conditions of unequal opportunity were known by the young people, but were not 

acknowledged or reflected as factors that could influence their own future biography in any 

considerable way. Often, the girls were more sensible to experienced racism or teasing in 

school, and one girl even dropped out of gymnasium, because she thought her class was 

narrow minded and prejudiced compared to her more “international and open minded 

attitude”. 

Concerns about their potentially “weaker” or marginalised position as migrants 

in Denmark, were reflected more by project workers and officials in the education system, 
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than by the young people themselves. Most of the young people came from the same low-

income area in Copenhagen where the Boys- and Girls-house was situated, and even though 

the area has changed for the better during recent years, the area is still characterised by a high 

rate of unemployment, poor housing and migrant families surviving on welfare or by owning 

small-scale shops. Even though most of the young people felt that they received a lot of 

support from their families, they also realised that their parents often did not have knowledge 

of the possibilities and demands of the Danish educational system, due to their own lack of 

education.  

A general need for the young people (and especially the girls) was therefore to 

have a place of their own for leisure activities, help, information and reflection and space and 

possibilities to be together with friends without parents interfering or controlling them. 
 

5. Case studies analysis 

5.1 Introduction (methodology) 

For the case study of the Open Youth Education, an interview was made with an Open Youth 

Education advisor and teacher who was connected to a youth folk high school in Northern 

Jutland, which our eight informants attended, as part of their Open Youth education. Another 

interview was made with an official of the Ministry of Education, responsible for the Open 

Youth Education. In addition, the following documents were used: The legal provision of the 

Open Youth Education (the law and the preliminary work), and an evaluation of the Open 

Youth Education made in 2000. 11 

For the case study of Ecological Starters two interviews were made with 2 

explicit leaders of the project. Also an original interview-report/evaluation of Ecological 

Starters (containing 9 interviews with projectleaders, projectmakers and participants): 

Bertram. E.: ” Oekologiske Igangsættere – Maal, metoder og spoergsmaal til fremtiden” 

(”Ecological Starters – Goals, Methods and Questions for the Future”), August 2002. 

(Manuscript). 

In the case study of Ecological Starters, methodology had to be different from the other case 

studies. Participants and project leaders were not split up in a very explicit way. Participants 

took over smaller or larger projects and became leaders or managers of these. On this 

                                                           
11 ”Evaluering af den Fri Ungdomsuddannelse” – Slutrapport December 2000. ”Lov om den fri 
ungdomsuddannelse” (Lov nr. 459 af 1. juni 1994). 
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background interviews with both “leaders and participants” overlap. Besides interviews, a 

number of documents were used12. 

For the case study of the Girls- and Boys-house, interviews were made with the 

leader of “the Settlement”, with the project leader of the counselling service and founder of 

the Girls-house, and with the project leader in the Girls-house.  

In addition, three interviews were made with caseworkers and an occupational 

counsellor, employed at different social security offices in Copenhagen. 

 

5.2 Case Study 1: The Open Youth Education 

5.2.1 Description 
The Open Youth Education was a country-wide initiative launched by the former social-

democratic government in 1994 as a new kind of secondary youth education and as part of the 

former minister of education’s ideal of “Education to all”- the ideal and goal that at least 95 % 

of a youth generation should complete a secondary youth education. The Open Youth 

Education was part of an attempt to solve the problem of the “residual group” of young 

people who either could not or would not start at or complete one of the traditional forms of 

secondary youth education, a group which amounts to 24 % every year.  

The Open Youth Education was build on the principles of freedom, independence and 

responsibility: Students could create their own educational course in accordance with interests 

and wishes, and the students were given the right to governmental student subsidy. As the 

minister of education says in the Open Youth Education bill: 
“This bill is the foundation for a new freedom in youth education. While vocational training 

primarily is oriented towards the labour market, the starting point for the Open Youth Education 

is the tradition of general education (inspired by the folk high schools, A.H.) and it aims at the 

development of the young person’s personal competence and further education in general”. 

(Former Minister of Education, Ole Vig Jensen, 1994) 

                                                           
12 Bertram. E.: ”Når mennesker bliver grebet af virkeligheden” (”When People are ”Caught” by Reality”) i 
Udkast nr. 1, Dansk Psykologisk Forlag, Cph. 1992. Henriksen.C.: ”Aktivering med mening i” (”Activation with 
a Meaning”) i Social Kritik no. 5, Cph. 1996, Jacobsen.G.: ”By i Vaerk” (”City-Works”) Copenhagen Business 
School, Dptm. Of Intercultural Communication and Management, Cph. 2000. ,Jensen.T.B.& Moerch.S.: 
”Projektorganisering eller projektmageri” (”Projectorganisation or projectmaking”) i Udkast no. 2 Dansk 
Psykologisk Forlag, Cph. 1991, Jensen.T.B., Moerch.S. & Nissen.M.: ”Paa Eget Ansvar- En evaluering af 
Amar`Totalteater” (On Your Own Responsibility – an evaluation of Amar Total-Theater”), Rubikon, Cph. 1993, 
Juul.M.M &Henriksen.C.S: ”Oekologiske Igangsættere – en evaluering” (”Ecological Starters – an evaluation”), 
CASA, Cph. 1998., Nissen.M.: ”Teori, kvalifikation og Praksis” (”Theory, qualification and praxis”) i Udkast 
nr. 1, Dansk Psykologisk Forlag, Cph. 1992 
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The Open Youth Education was meant to address young people with very different 

backgrounds and qualifications. It was not only an offer and opportunity for young people 

with weak or poor educational qualifications or for strong and advantaged young 

individualists, but for all young people. The Open Youth Education was meant to function as 

an alternative to existing kinds of youth education, as a supplement, as an entrance to these, or 

as a direct training to employment in special niches in new areas of growth, for which there 

doesn’t yet exist formal educational requirements. The purpose of the Open Youth Education 

was stated in the law as: 
“The purpose is to give young people the opportunity to complete an individually arranged 

educational course which will yield comprehensive qualifications and develop the young 

persons personal competencies”. 

The Open Youth Education was to have a duration of two years, with a possibility of 

extending with one year, and should be individually composed of at least three different parts 

from known or new forms of education, project-work, participation in different associations 

or other educational and learning activities. Courses and classes abroad could also be 

incorporated in a student’s education plan. The basis and possibility for individually 

composing ones own education, was ensured by qualifying special Open Youth Education 

advisers who should be employed at the schools responsible for offering the education, where 

the young person would start up the education. 

The first students started in 1995 but the Open Youth Education was closed by the Liberal 

government in January 2002, which means that the pupils, who started before the closing 

down, will finish in about a year. 

 

5.2.2 Participation as understood and facilitated by the project and experienced by 

young people 

It has been a crucial idea and principle in the structure of the Open Youth Education, that the 

students were actively participating in the whole two or three-year process, from formulating 

own educational goals and combining different schools and courses to reach that goal, to 

participating actively as full-time students in the courses chosen.  

One method of ensuring the active participation of the students has been to discuss and reflect 

upon the general role of the Open Youth Education advisers, and the method of guidance 

towards the students. In general, a distinction can be made between the guide who focuses on 

listening and facilitating the realisation of the student’s ideas and wishes against a background 
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of finding and giving the relevant information, and then the adviser, who guides the student in 

a definite direction, based on knowledge of what the labour-market needs. As one Open 

Youth Education guide says:  
“The tradition I’m educated in focuses on posing clarifying questions and never ever putting up 

limitations or restrictions, but of course drawing the student’s attention to the problems that 

could lie in the different choices. But it is always the own choice of the person seeking guidance, 

that stands in the centre” (Open Youth Education, advisor and teacher at youth high school, 

male). 

In the Open Youth Education it has been an unwritten rule, that in order to ensure the active 

participation and motivation of the student, the role of the adviser was to be facilitating and 

listening, not direction-giving.  

Apart from ensuring the preconditions for active participation from the very start, in has also 

been important to establish a correspondence between this ideal and the everyday life and 

work at the school – in this case a youth high school at which the students interviewed lived 

and studied as part of their Open Youth education. Active participation at the youth high 

school was facilitated by making it very clear what the students could actually participate in 

deciding and having influence upon, while also ensuring that there was substance and 

meaning to the things open for influence and negotiation. The same considerations were 

applied to the teaching and subjects of the different classes offered. Here it was stressed that 

the school focused on finding a balance between professional standards and giving room for 

the interests and wishes of the students. 

As it has been voluntary for different kinds of schools in Denmark to offer and administrate 

the Open Youth Education, the only requirement has been that the schools had a specially 

trained Open Youth Education adviser employed.13 Therefore, there has been no formal 

requirements to the methods of teaching or to the subjects taught, in the way of stressing the 

active participation of the students. Nevertheless, it was in general stressed by the participants 

interviewed that most of the schools they had attended during the last two years actually 

facilitated their active participation, by making them responsible for their own learning, 

without teachers one-sidedly defining or structuring the content of the classes. On the 

contrary, the informants in general found that they were offered good and professional 

teaching, help and inspiration, while being treated as responsible adults.  

                                                           
13 The advisers were only trained on a very short four-days course, with first priority given to the learning of 
rules and regulations. 
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Every one of the informants chose the Open Youth Education partly because it 

facilitated an opportunity for a very independent formulation and planning of educational 

goals. They felt free to choose and plan two or three years ahead in time (with the freedom 

also to change one’s mind) according to their interests and competencies. In this respect they 

all felt that their participation had been a first real chance for biographic self-determination, as 

the informants took all of the decisions regarding their own transition. Participation was 

therefore referred to as being taken serious, being given real influence on forming one’s own 

life and learning, and being treated as an adult and as an equal to teachers and advisers. As 

one informant said about the classes at the youth high school: 
“We were heard by the teachers. The classes weren’t arranged around the teacher saying, “I 

have decided what you are going to do”. We were active participants ourselves, and it was we 

who were the classes, there weren’t books, there were discussions”(M. Open Youth Education, 

18, female). 
In general, the possibility for active participation was described in terms of making them feel 

responsible for their own learning and development, and for ensuring their continued 

commitment to schools and courses chosen: “This means that I only learn those things that I want to 

learn, and then it is me who decides” (M., OYE, 18, female). The relevance of active participation was 

especially highlighted as a means of finding out, clarifying and experiencing if you really 

have skills in the direction you wish to pursue (for example acting), and as a means of 

experiencing the content of different jobs (through work training placements), and thereby 

putting their dreams of future jobs to a reality test. Active participation was for many also 

tightly connected to having real influence on substantial matters. In general, the participants 

had experienced this possibility for influence, and they especially appreciated situations 

where discussions and negotiations were quickly followed by obvious changes and results. 

Finally, active participation was experienced as both a prerequisite and a result of the 

independence given: “Now I am my own adviser, and I think that is so great. I have had an adviser during 

the past two years, and now I am standing on my own two feet, nobody has to look you over the shoulder 

anymore…Now I stand alone with everything, that’s really great. Then you have entered the world, haven’t 

you?” (C., OYE, 19, female). 

 

5.2.3 Concepts and experiences of motivation in the project 

The basis for ensuring the motivation and perseverance of the young people entering the Open 

Youth Education was thought to lie in the possibility of designing one’s own education, based 
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on own interests, wishes, needs and qualifications. In general, the motivation of the students 

was judged to be very high by teachers, advisers and professionals connected to the Open 

Youth Education. At the same time it was acknowledged, that most young people entered the 

education in order to try out different areas of interest and to orient themselves in the 

possibilities in order to find out what their skills or interests were. Some students were very 

motivated for working towards one goal (for example to become an actor), while others were 

engaged in searching the field of possibilities. For project-workers and officials, this situation 

was assessed as very satisfying, as one goal with the Open Youth Education was to create 

incentives and possibilities for young people to discover own interests and skills, and what 

possibilities were available, in order for them to stay in the educational system. 

For the participants, motivation was clearly connected with the possibility of 

having influence on and responsibility for their own development and learning. As such, their 

experience of motivation can be characterised as both intrinsic (the invested personal interest 

in the courses, based on their own choices) and as extrinsically driven (being admitted to good 

schools, having engaged and inspiring teachers). Motivation and active participation was in 

this regard both an absolute prerequisite and a consequence of the structure of the Open 

Youth Education. As one informant said: “It is a chance that you were given, you cannot get that chance 

again, and therefore you have to use the possibility given. If I had not used it to its fullest, then I would not have 

known the content of the different jobs (I experienced during work-training placements)”(M., OYE, 18, female). 
Motivation has led in different directions, depending on whether the participants had one 

educational goal from the beginning or whether they have found out about their interests and 

skills during the last two years. Common to the participants was, that motivation was 

described and experienced as an ongoing process, linked to good schools and inspiring 

teachers, to the possibilities of influence and active participation, and experiences of success 

and of their own competencies. 

Three young people interviewed were still very committed to their initial goal of becoming 

actresses one year after the first interview, while two of the participants were highly 

motivated to start at a traditional secondary youth education after finishing their Open Youth 

education. These two girls explained their new-found motivation for continuing to study in 

the fact that their participation in the Open Youth Education had facilitated a personal and 

social development and maturation, together with a new insight into theoretical subjects of 

interest, that constituted an important basis for knowing how and with what goals to enter a 

secondary youth education, in order to profit from it. Personal and social development was 
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both attributed to having grown older since starting at the OYE, but was also specifically 

ascribed to the structure and content of the education. 

Another important factor for motivation was the personal relationships they 

experienced with their teachers and advisers. It was both a new and positive surprise to them 

to experience relations as equal, friendly and based on personal interest, as compared with 

their general experiences from primary school. These relations were often pointed out as both 

motivating and stimulating their participation and independence: “The teachers give you so much 

responsibility and they treat you as an adult, until you yourself don’t behave like one” (K., OYE, 20, male). 

This participant also said that the trust from a teacher who needed him in class, was 

motivating: “I started to get a bad conscience when I was truant from school. It was actually strange. Maybe 

it was because I was one of the good students in the class, and the teacher could not do without me, then one 

gets a bit motivated” (K., OYE, 20, male). 
In particular, it was pointed out that teachers who were committed to what they 

did, who were enthusiastic and who maybe themselves had gone through “untraditional” 

forms of education in order to reach their goals, were very motivating and inspiring role-

models. As one girl said about her acting-teachers: 
“They are really talented, really ambitious about what they are doing, and they have a lot of 

human experience. Experiences with throwing yourself into it. And that is what they teach their 

students to do” (F., OYE, 18, female). 
Experiencing being treated as an equal and with personal interest, and being given 

responsibility, has in general made the participants feel and act responsible and committed to 

the schools and courses attended: “one teacher I had was really humane, you could always come and talk 

with her, if you had a problem. This meant that you also listened more to her during class, and that you wanted 

to show her respect and be engaged in the class”(H., OYE, 19, female). And she later says: “I have not 

experienced these traditional student-teacher roles, that the teachers were somehow authorities, because you 

could talk with them after classes too. I believe that this makes you want to participate actively and be engaged 

and study the different subjects in depth, because you have a more personal relationship with the teachers and 

you can better understand them, also if they have a bad day” (H., OYE, 19, female). 

 

5.2.4 Concepts and experiences of learning 

Generally, it was pointed out by the eight young people interviewed, that one of the main 

learning objectives in relation to transition problems, was to be given the space, time and 

possibility to try out different areas of interest, in order to be sure of future choices. This 

could not have been realised without close and qualified guidance by their personal Open 
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Youth Education adviser, who has represented a safe and trusted point for orientation when 

things got confusing or hard.  

As a consequence of the requirement of having to compose their education plan with three 

different educational parts, the content of the participants’ learning experiences has been 

varied, although generally coherent. All the participants interviewed experienced this as an 

important chance to collect experiences and knowledge from different areas, growing 

personally and qualifying formally by experiencing competencies in new areas, and being 

inspired to learn more of something tried out.  

Most of all, the participants connected their learning to informal learning, i.e. 

the learning and development of personal and social skills. Developing tolerance and 

understanding of other people, being able to co-operate (as most courses required co-

operation and working together in teams), and becoming more mature and self-assured, was 

recognised as an inseparable part of developing more formal qualifications. Learning to speak 

up for oneself, daring to speak one’s mind, and having to get in contact with schools and work 

places yourself, was later experienced as important qualifications for succeeding very well 

and profiting from attended job-experience placements. “I have learnt to express myself much better. 

I used to be too shy and afraid of other peoples’ opinions. So that is what the course has taught me: that you can 

actually speak your mind, you do not have to be afraid, because it is going to be all right. And I have learned a 

lot of discipline, because I had to be so independent. You yourself are the master of the course” (M., OYE, 18, 

female). 

At the youth high school, and at other schools and courses attended as part of the education, 

peer learning has in general played a considerable role in inspiring and giving each other ideas 

and information about good schools, as it has been a help (besides talking with one’s adviser) 

in times of confusion or personal problems. Most of the participants experienced a balance 

between peer learning and regular teaching at the majority of schools attended, precisely 

because the teaching at the schools in general was arranged around team-work and active 

participation and build on the ideas and wishes from the students themselves.  

 The Open Youth Education can be said to have formalised the informal by 

supplying resources  (governmental student subsidy) and a framework for activities, that in a 

way already were taking place outside formalised youth education (courses at folk high 

schools, voluntary work at different associations, etc.). Before the introduction of the Open 

Youth Education, these activities had been more unplanned, random and unguided, and for 

this reason it was more difficult to make them count as real qualifications for further 
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education. By formalising and composing these activities in an educational course, it was 

recognised that qualifications from creative fields, from co-operation with other people in a 

voluntary organisation, etc., were all valuable parts of a broader understanding of education, 

learning and development. The overall educational goal for the Open Youth Education was 

thus the greatest possible development of the young persons’ personal competencies. By 

developing personal competence is meant: 
“Personal competence includes qualities like responsibility towards oneself and others, 

independence, an ability to plan, to be able to express oneself, and an ability to co-operate. 

Development of one’s personal competence also includes developing a spectrum of abilities in 

the musical-creative area”  (The former Minister of Education Ole Vig Jensen, 

1994). 

Though the Open Youth Education recognised and organised informal learning as an 

important part of learning and development (i.e. the OYE can be said to be a framework of 

non-formal education) it was also ensured that students could choose formally qualifying 

courses at traditional secondary education schools, in order to qualify for later admittance and 

further studies. After completing the education, students received a certificate, but this 

certificate was not formally qualifying for admittance to further (formal) education. 

 

5.3 Case Study 2: Ecological Starters 
5.3.1 Description 

Ecological Starters started in 1992. It stems from an idea of turning the concept of 

ecology/organic thinking into a public concept. Ecological Starters tries to create a connection 

between environmental experts on the one hand and the ordinary citizen, who wants to do 

something for the environment on the other hand. This is done through a number of different 

projects, running in the city of Copenhagen. Besides this, Ecological Starters takes in a 

variety of individuals, primarily young people, but also unemployed people in general. (33 % 

19-25 years old, 33% 26-35 years old, 20 % more than 35 years). These people both get 

knowledge of ecological alternatives to conventional food/production and knowledge of how 

to design, start up and succeed with projects on their own. Another main goal of Ecological 

Starters is: 

 “..To create space, in which the individual participant is able to develop and 

educate towards a qualified everyday-life”  
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The intention is to work to increase ecological consciousness and to function as a place for 

both employment and education, in which people of different age can find space for a more 

serene relation regarding own position and future wishes for education and employment. 

By combining the ecological thinking and by giving people space for developing, Ecological 

Starters seeks to integrate the dealing with environmental problems with giving unemployed 

people or volunteers the possibility of participating in meaningful and beneficial local 

activities. 

Ecological Starters regard themselves as an alternative to the normal labour- and 

educational systems. While traditional efforts of making people active workers or students are 

based on time-limited programs, Ecological Starters wants to qualify people to live an 

everyday life and become active citizens in that respect, that the individuals should become 

masters in their own lives, and capable of making their own decisions and to take 

responsibility of both personal and social life, but also to take charge over their future 

transition-process. 

The philosophy of the project is that no individual is lazy or unwilling, but on the opposite 

that everybody has the potential and wish to develop and become actively involved in social 

life. As a consequence of this, the belief is that the crucial thing is to find the potentials of the 

individual and give this person the opportunity of finding and mobilizing the strength already 

there. 

As people are different and capable of different things, it is regarded as important, that the 

qualification process starts as a result of the willingness of people involved and not as a 

matter of forcing people to do anything. 

The central issue is to develop a sense of responsibility for oneself and other people, which is 

believed to be best obtained through an active involvement in projects having a societal 

importance and in a democratic forum based on equality. 

Similar to the principle of Learning by Doing, the idea of Ecological Starters is that 

qualification of the participants is carried out through learning different subjects (ecological 

as well as others), organizational, social and personal skills, which all are regarded as 

important parts of an educational program in Ecological Starters. 

Ecological Starters is organized from two principles in order to facilitate the 

participation and responsibility of the individual. The two principles are: “ a non-hierarchical 

organizational structure and self-organizing”. This means, that meetings of coordination are 
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held for all key persons and others interested, once every month. Besides this, common 

meetings are held every week. Common meetings are for all and the meeting is the collective 

organ of decisions, where everybody has one vote. In Common meetings, information is 

given, discussions held, and eventually working-groups dealing with specific subjects or new 

projects are formed.  

People in Ecological Starters could be divided in leaders and participants. But at the same 

time the roles and positions change over time and from project to project. Some people 

responsible for the project(s) as an agency are employed part or full time. They could be 

described as Frame-makers (FM). Then people starting up specific projects are named Project 

initiators (PI) and finally some people are merely involved in the specific projects. These are 

called project participants (PP). The status and position of the individual interchanges with the 

“official” status – which means, that both employees and young (and older) people attached to 

the project can take positions as FM, PI and PP in different larger or smaller projects. 

The Association of Ecological Starters is formed with a board of people, who 

are employed and paid by the supporters of the project/projects. Different Boards of 

Ecological Starters, The Folk-High School etc. are responsible formally. 

Self-organization means that projects carried out14 are organized as autonomous associations, 

i.e., that participants themselves take responsibilities for financing, planning and realizing 

activities in the specific projects. The intention of this self-organizing is to put the participants 

in a position characterized by the biggest possible influence on the project in order to 

stimulate the individual’s sense of “ownership” and responsibility. 

  

5.3.2 Participation as understood and facilitated by the project and experiences by 

young people 

Participation is to a large extent the backbone of Ecological Starters; the whole project is 

depending on whether the users of the project participate or not. 

One project-leader states: “In a project like ours, participation is crucial, participation is the ground on 

which we’re standing. It is necessary for us that somebody wants to take part, to take ownership of challenges 

and activities and wants to start working for some idea. The Problem is, that fewer and fewer participants want 

to do this” (Ecological Starters, Project leader, female). 

                                                           
14 Cafées, ecological playground, ecological gardens, third world constructions, ecological marketdays, sleep-ins, 
ecological clothing, Green Guides, Citywork etc. etc. More than 40 specific projects were done in 1998 (Juul & 
Henriksen 1998) 
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The central core in the pedagogy used is to inspire people to take charge of the activities and 

that it is unlikely that anyone interested in certain ideas, projects or activities, will be turned 

down. Ecological Starters is not a place focusing on what can not be done, quite opposite they 

believe that things are possible. 

New participants are not expected to have all ideas immediately – participants are given space 

to find themselves and to get familiar with the atmosphere and the way of working. Problems 

arise in the project when participation and self-determination are getting confused. The 

project leader’s role in the project is to help structuring and making the ideas realizable. Some 

participants though are seen as acting in an individualistic way, as if the right to decide is 

more important than what to decide is. Participation is dealt with in a biographical way as 

informants choose to participate in Ecological Starters, either as for some by applying for a 

job as a project-leader, a Green guide or as a secretary, or to let the stay in Ecological Starters 

be part of their individual education/transition plan. For some informants, Ecological Starters 

did function as a way of being able to work in a certain social way with certain political and 

environmental objectives, for other participants Ecological Starters has been the possibility of 

merely participating in a team of colleagues on other premises than usual. 

Participation is seen as a matter of willingness to get involved. The demand is 

that you show an interest in something and go for that or that you are ready to be part of some 

minor project and show some practical involvement in carrying it out. 

Whatever idea informants have, it is qualified in co-operation with project leaders, and 

nothing is refused as being irrelevant – the imperative is that you do something to participate. 

Some informants talk about how it is more and more common within the project to divide 

participation into who is in the “front-” and in the “backseat”, meaning that it is possible to 

participate without taking responsibility for the whole thing. 

Societal participating was referred to by the male informants as being part of a local culture in 

Copenhagen and to participate in a larger environmental movement. The female informants 

are much more integrated in “normal“ society or youth-life, as they do not necessarily see the 

project in opposition to other activities or organisations based on very different values. 

The conditions for participation are very relevant. Most informants have experienced systems, 

compulsory schooling, and employment- or unemployment systems that did not have room 

for individual participation. Participation is regarded as a chance to prove oneself and to get 

necessary competencies for future life. 
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Decisions regarding own transition are negotiated within the project among peers or with or 

without counselling from project leaders. Both workers’ and young peoples’ criteria count. 

Project decisions are taken at general meetings – participants are always involved, at least in 

deciding how to react upon different propositions from authorities. Even inclusion of new 

participants is discussed between participants and workers. 

 

5.3.3 Concepts and experiences of motivation in the project 

Participants have entered the project for a variety of reasons. Some come because of the 

money (unemployment benefit or social support), some for political, methodological reasons 

or because of the subject of ecology. The motivation and engagement of course depends on 

the reasons for starting.  

For some participants motivation was increasing, as they discovered that they themselves 

where able to plan and carry out smaller projects. Other participants were motivated by seeing 

others succeed – no matter whether these were other participants, project-leaders or “frame 

makers”. Inspiration and motivation had for a number of participants something to do with 

actually experiencing how things took form. Some participants found motivation in external 

responses, as when local inhabitants welcomed initiatives on selling organic food etc. 

One very crucial prerequisite for motivation in Ecological Starters is the mixture of 

“trendsetters and disadvantaged”. As the project to a high degree depends on the initiative 

taken by the young people themselves, it also depends on whether or not some of the 

participants have ideas, strength and endurance to carry through smaller projects. A main idea 

in Ecological Starters is, that motivation comes from watching other people succeed in their 

projects and to be invited in and supported personally and socially by others. Resource-full 

participants are necessary in order to motivate young people having fewer resources. This 

creates problems as some of the resource-full participants finish their participation and creates 

the question whether these trendsetters are encouraged to leave or on the contrary are asked to 

stay in order to be an inspiration to others, with the risk of staying for too long, regarding their 

own trajectories. On the other hand it was acknowledged, that there could be a problem in 

staying too long in the project: both with regard to the project itself (people getting burned-

out, or tied up in routine ways of doing things, thus blocking for new and innovative ideas) 

and with regard to the person (to get stuck in the project, not qualifying further, after the 
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possibilities of project participation are exhausted). But still the basic problem of attracting 

new resource-full participants persisted. 

This principle made Ecological Starters vulnerable to changes in time, 

conditions and the younger population. The intake of new participants shifts, as well as the 

turnover of project-leaders and external demands do.  

New and potential participants are described by experts as different from the earlier ones, in 

some respects. They are now told that they have to choose from a large variety of 

opportunities, a variety so big, that choosing in itself can become a problem. The 

consumerism attitude developed in society means that young people (if not everybody) are in 

danger of getting or having aspirations and wishes that are out of touch with actual 

opportunities. This can also entail that careers and biographies are believed to be fantastic one 

way or the other, which means that ordinary employment or hard work studying etc., is 

regarded as not meant for “me”.   

Another characteristic of newer participants is said to be that they are much more interested in 

doing things than to discuss them theoretically or to reflect upon issues. As the vast majority 

of education consists of vocational education and theoretical work, the ones attracted by 

projects such as Ecological Starters have other aspirations of doing something practically 

instead. Motivation for some new participants was the subject of ecology but they are not sure 

whether they were willing or able to commit themselves for a longer period of time. 

Ecological Starters is, as a consequence of the decreasing number of young people and the 

increasing attention with getting these in ordinary education as soon as possible, facing a 

situation with larger and larger parts of the participants being older and a having a history of 

long unemployment, social or personal problems or problems with ordinary social 

commitment and responsibility. Another consequence is that the young people left over 

already are struggling with severe problems or are very low in resources. 

This development forced Ecological Starters to turn from being both a social and professional 

ecological organisation towards only being the latter. From 2002 more participants who 

already are engaged in a qualifying education have been admitted. Motivation has increased 

along side the success in turning the focus to a more professional one. But motivational 

factors have shifted as well. More participants now find motivation in a qualifying process of 

getting formal knowledge and doing things in a more traditional way, than finding motivation 

in living out political or ideological ideas and dreams or just by working within a project of 
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“winners and losers” and getting knowledge and competence in just doing practical work 

carrying out small- or large-scale projects. 

 

5.3.4 Personal relations between young people and project workers, trust and empathy 

The relation between participants (young people) and project workers is described as build on 

trust. As all parties work together and it is difficult to point out for sure who is employed, 

activated, volunteers and etc., relations merely reflect how people attached to Ecological 

Starters relate to each other. People entering the project as volunteers or as activated can later 

on become employees or they can take over a special project, which can involve marginal 

participation of workers. 

Ecological Starters is a practical and working project, but that does not mean that newcomers 

are supposed to do what they are told. Whenever introduced, people are regarded as equal 

partners that can take part in all issues. Some informants tell how project workers being very 

competent in counselling, project planning etc. grow into informal leaders and this is what is 

problematised most: that everybody knows who is “informal (or natural) leaders”, but no-one 

talks about it.  

Last but not least, even though everybody is expected to show responsibility for their 

activities, some employees are responsible in a juridical way. Informants explain how power 

and decisions in the project are regarded as a democratic process, which includes everyone. 

At the same time, some people are supposed to take decisions and to take charge whenever 

trouble with participants being activated or not showing enough interest in the project occurs. 

The ideology of a movement or family, including views and needs of everybody is 

maintained, even though the fact is, that some participants are more equal than others and 

when it comes to it, responsibility, wages and conditions are unequal among the participants. 

The key concept to be able to bridge this gap, is trust. Important issues to insure trust are, that 

everybody paid gets the same wage by the hour and everybody is expected to work from their 

own enthusiasm. What is getting more obvious for participants is, that it is necessary not to 

demand too much from the individual, which is dealt with by setting up smaller and realistic 

goals along the larger projects – to divide tasks into smaller units in order not to put too much 

of a burden on the individual. 

Relations have changed alongside the shift in focus. In the beginning participants were able 

just to hang out in the project and be left alone in a friendly atmosphere. Gradually the project 
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has become more and more ambitious and demanding, challenging participants to participate 

in an active manner and to focus their efforts. Frame Makers have been accused of being 

bossy by some participants, if they set demands on people to keep time or appointments. 

These confrontations are explained by project-leaders as examples of how participants are 

socialized in being critical towards any system or towards anyone seen as an authority. “Too 

many of the actual participants take the attitude of self-determination, which is like: You are not going to decide 

when I have to come – that is the reason I came here – to get rid of these kinds of demands”(Ecological Starters, 

former project leader, female). 
This is both a disappointment to the frame workers (project-leaders) and an obstacle hard to 

handle for the project. If participants entering the project mainly wanted to be left in peace, a 

mismatch appeared. The advice from some project-leaders was that these young people were 

better off in a place or a project capable of taking care of their personal wellbeing as first 

priority. Ecological Starters never was just a social project, except an educational setting 

working with both social and environmental issues heading for carrying out projects actively. 

 

5.3.5 Concepts of learning/learning experiences 

Informal learning is central in the learning concept of Ecological Starters. Participants have 

realized both that other people are capable of getting things done in different ways and to 

discover that they themselves can do likewise. One expert interviewed (Frame Maker) points 

to this as being very important: “If there is something that I find it necessary to do, then I can actually do 

it- it is possible”. 

Frame Makers and Project Initiators are ready to discuss the ideas of participants and they are 

willing to help or ask other people for help, when that seems necessary.  
“This learning is different from the one you are getting in an ordinary learning system, that is more like: You 

can’t do that or you can’t do it without somebody telling you or informing you what to do and how”.    

An example of informal learning is one of the informants, who had one year in Ecological 

Starters. A project-leader tells: “It was important for him to realise, that someone did something, in which 

he could take part. After this experience he went out to have a youth education and you could say that he 

reconciled himself with society in that respect, that he wanted to have anything to do with official 

society….”(Ecological Starters, former project leader, female). 
The point is, that institutions being able to gap the contradictions between society and the 

individual not being able or willing to deal with society in a “normal” way, a kind of 

“clearing-institution” are a good way of trying to get people to take part in societal life again. 
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Informal learning, as carried out in Ecological Starters, is the overall starting point. Once the 

planning of how to realise an idea is done, the formal qualifications for projects come along 

the way, as soon as the idea is there.  “…Knowledge is something we get along the way when we need 

knowledge – and that is why you need a network of people – a network who can provide you with bits and parts 

of knowledge, know-how, practical help or other things – that is the system. As soon as the project gets going, 

because somebody wants it strong enough to be there, then the network and co-operators will occur….” 
(Ecological Starters, Frame Maker & Project Initiator, female). 

It is argued though, that the network will not occur except if the need for one really exists. 

Other aspects of informal learning are underlined. The informal learning of being able to 

work together with people being different from oneself, to realize that people have different 

qualifications and that these can be used for common purposes. It is stressed that people being 

different, with different competencies are seen not as a problem except as a crucial 

prerequisite. 

Cooperation is regarded as the most important tool and goal, but it is mentioned how 

cooperation is getting still more complicated, as new participants have less and less personal 

basis for cooperating. More and more young people attaching the project have a variety of 

concrete problems – problems in housing, social problems or problems with drugs. Ecological 

Starters has not been good enough in the eyes of the experts, to deal with these problems and 

finds it hard to deal with older people, who have been living for 10 or 15 years without any 

need of working in cooperation with others. Fewer participants have the reserves of energy 

left to handle the “chaos” which characterizes the project. 

Former participants of Ecological Starters can tell how their wish and aspiration for seeking 

more formal learning/qualifications have increased during their involvement in the project. 

For some, this gives the spark of getting on with further education. For other participants, this 

creates problems, as the possibilities of getting admission to further education can be limited. 

In few words – participants of Ecological Starters might become very competent in a variety 

of ways, but they might still be in a position of having no formal qualification, no diplomas or 

evidence, that they are actually capable of doing what they claim. And regarding further 

education or labour market, some lack an overall theoretical or coherent knowledge. 

5.4 Case study 3: The Girls- and Boys-house. 
5.4.1 Description 

The Girls- and Boys-houses are two separate but similar projects located in a more 

encompassing project called “The Settlement”, a Christian/humanitarian project established in 
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1911, in a traditional working class area of Copenhagen. The Settlement was and is founded 

on the principles of facilitating space and possibilities for active participation in activities and 

projects, which have as their goal to help participants develop a “qualified everyday life”. This 

is thought to be accomplished by giving the local community the possibility of engaging in 

activities with the goal of strengthening and empowering the local community itself, to 

facilitate the establishment of social relations and networks, and the social and personal 

development of the individual participants. In order to realise the goal of participants 

developing a “qualified everyday life”, the Settlement focuses on creating optimal 

possibilities in peoples’ everyday life by meeting people on their own individual 

backgrounds, qualifications and needs, and by making it possible for participants to have a 

very high degree of influence on and active participation in the many different projects taking 

place. Besides many different social projects in and around the Settlement, a psychological 

counselling service is located in the Settlement, with social workers and a psychologist 

employed. 

The Girls- and Boys-houses were established in 1997, based on the same basic 

principles of empowerment, active citizenship and the pedagogical principles of active 

participation and influence on the project’s content and structure. The Girls-house was 

established as a result of a growing attention to and concern about the problem of the so-

called “veil-girls” (pointing to ongoing discussions of migrant girls wearing head scarves), 

who did not participate in any leisure- and youth activities because they weren’t allowed by 

parents to interact with boys, and who were generally described as very quiet and introverted 

at school, with very little or no social network besides their family.  

As the ideology of the Settlement is to try and break free from too strict a target-group 

definition which has characterised much social work in Denmark, the Girls- and Boys-house 

did not strictly define their target group as young people with other ethnic origin than Danish, 

as this was thought to contribute to pointing out and maintaining ethnic young people as 

bearers of problems in themselves. Focussing too much on a specific target-group was 

thought to result in further marginalisation, and would not contribute positively to a general 

integration with other Danish young people. Nevertheless, most participants since 1997 have 

been ethnic young people, due to the fact that many of these young people didn’t use the 

traditional youth clubs, either because they weren’t allowed (in the case of girls) or because of 
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the content, the price, or because being together with other ethnic young people feels more 

secure. 

The Girls- and Boys-houses function to a large degree as normal youth clubs and drop-in 

centres, with the exception that pedagogical methods are oriented on meeting the needs and 

wishes of the participants and encouraging them to participate actively by giving them 

influence on decisions concerning the content of the project. The project is both a place for 

activities (arranging different sports activities, outings to the city or countryside), a place 

where participants can get help with homework and questions regarding education (project 

workers assisting the participants, seeking information or inviting experts to talk about 

subjects of interest), and the young peoples’ own place and haven, where they can be together 

with friends after school hours. Especially for the girls, the Girls-house has represented a 

haven from daily duties at home where they were allowed by parents to come (because there 

are no boys present), and where they could develop more independence from their parents.  

 

5.4.2 Concepts/experiences and relevance of participation for project workers and young 

people 

For both the Settlement in general and for the Girls- and Boys-house in specific, the ideal of 

participation is not seen as arranging ready-made activities, that participants can come and 

use, as this form of participation is seen as reflecting a widespread tendency in the Danish 

welfare society of people becoming welfare-consumers, rather than welfare-producers 

themselves. The goal of the project is to overcome the passiveness, victimisation and lack of 

responsibility, that characterises the passive consumption of activities, organised by the 

projects alone. Behind this thought lies the opposite ideal of active participation as facilitating 

the development of peoples’ belief in their own abilities, resources and competencies to create 

something in accordance with their own interests and needs, as this is thought to strengthen 

the responsibility and the autonomy of the participants. These ideals of the Settlement have 

lately been embodied by “taking over” a whole street in the neighbourhood, and turning the 

street with its empty shops and workshops into a co-operative enterprise, in order to try to get 

the perspective through that people can actually take over a whole street with all kinds of 

activities, if they themselves want to pull it through. 

For the project workers in the Girls- and Boys-house, the possibility of influence 

on activities was seen both as vital for the development of the young peoples’ independence 
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and active participation, and also as a way of ensuring that the participants experienced the 

project as their own place. It is possible for participants of the Girls- and Boys-house to 

participate and have influence on the different levels of decision-making, and for participants 

to become voluntary workers in the different projects in the Settlement, as mobility and a 

“project career” is both possible and encouraged in the non-hierarchical structure of the 

Settlement. Especially in the Girls-house, the project workers emphasised the importance of 

allowing the girls to take independent decisions about the content of the project and regarding 

their own life, as some of the girls were not allowed to decide very much regarding their own 

life and future, at home.  

With regard to the participants of both the Girls- and Boys-house, participation 

and influence was emphasised as important. As one girl said: “This is the only place we’ve got that 

is really our own, where we can decide and where we feel that we can be ourselves”. 

Asked whether they felt that they had influence on and could participate in the decision 

making of the project, one girl said: “Yes, the project is all about us, the club exists because of us, so of 

course we can participate. The club wouldn’t exist at all if it weren’t for us. We are a part of the club. We the 

girls are the club…” (Su., Girls-house, 17, female). “Yes, here we can participate and decide. Of course it is 

more fun when you get to decide – the place becomes more like a home (although some of them couldn’t 

decide that much at home) Here we can participate in influencing the rules, but of cause we cannot just 

make any rules”. (Participants in the Boys-house). 
Comparing project workers’ concepts and ideals of participation to those of the 

girls, it was clear that there was a considerable difference between possibilities given and the 

young peoples’ actual use of these possibilities for influence and participation. Often, it was 

sufficient for the girls to have influence on which activities should take place (renting a 

movie, or going to a café), but more often, the girls expected the project workers to present 

them with exiting ideas. The girls were in general not very interested in more comprehensive 

participation and influence in the project, as for example becoming voluntary workers. It 

seemed as though it was sufficient for the girls to know that they actually had the possibility 

to participate, if they wanted to.  

With regard to the Boys-house, the boys were at one time given their own key to 

the house, so that they could freely come and go and use the two rooms of the Boys-house 

when they wanted to. The boys experienced this as being given trust, responsibility and 

possibility for participation in the Boys-house on their own terms. Unfortunately, the boys at 

one point lost the key and they accepted that they weren’t given a new key right away, as they 
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felt that loosing the key had been their own responsibility, and that it was only fair that they 

as a consequence would be without their own key for a period. This “key-experience” is one 

example of the possibilities for participation and the trust given in the project, and also shows 

how this gesture makes the participants feel responsible for their own actions.  

As was the case in the Girls-house, the boys also did not actively use the possibilities for 

participation and influence to the extent that they actually could, but seemed content with the 

activities and offers at hand. 

As a consequence of wanting to meet the wishes and needs of the participants, at 

the same time as giving them influence and possibilities for active participation, the aim of the 

Girls-house was formulated by a project worker as “creating possibilities and space for action in 

addition to having a sofa-pedagogy, because most of the time, the girls just want to sit in the sofa”. (The 

Settlement; Girls/Boys-House, leader of counselling service and founder of the Girls-house, female). 

 

5.4.3 Concepts and experiences of motivation in the project 

Project workers closely connected the concepts and ideals of motivation to the possibilities 

for active participation. The leader of the Settlement hoped that participants would learn to 

develop motivation on other grounds than just passively receiving and using what the projects 

offered, and would instead become motivated from experiencing that they could actually 

create and do things themselves, which would give participants the chance of realising their 

own resources and competencies. Although this understanding of the connection between 

active participation and motivation was shared by the project leader of the Girls-house, the 

content and scope of the connection was in reality clearly different from the ideals formulated. 

The leader of the Settlement experienced that a growing number of young people in general 

lacked motivation and found it hard to concentrate, due to the variety and amount of choices 

and possibilities. Young people in general were described as being overwhelmed and 

disoriented, some without a sufficient secure upbringing with necessary support and comfort 

during childhood to cope with the actual societal demands. As a result of the overwhelming 

amount of demands and choices, the leader of the Settlement saw a tendency for people to 

become more involved in their own private, individual everyday-lives, than to participate 

actively and be motivated for broader (political) reasons. This opinion was to a certain degree 

reflected in the Girls- and Boys-house: 
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The participants in the Girls- and Boys-house were generally not motivated for participating 

actively on a project level, meaning that they did not engage in voluntary work, seeking 

influence on the over-all project structure and content. The connection between motivation 

and active participation was on the contrary more obvious on a personal level, meaning that 

for example the girls participated in the Girls-house because the project offered them a haven 

and a space to think and act independently, without the influence of parents. As the leader of 

the Girls-house said: “It is a free space, in which they can be together without being concerned of parents 

interfering. In the beginning I was surprised at how much noise the girls made and how much they filled up the 

space. But then I thought that it hopefully meant that here they were able to transcend their usual role of being 

nice girls, and dared to be more wild or domineering…This has been my impression, and also that they find it 

important that they can reflect themselves a bit in us, and hear our opinion of something” (Girls-House, project 

leader, female). Apart from being motivated to participate in the project because it offered the 

young people (especially the girls) a chance for independence and youth life, motivation to 

participate was generally understood as connected to the possibility of being together with 

other young people and having a personal relationship with project workers. In this regard, 

especially the Girls-house was considered by both the girls and the project workers to be a 

sphere of confidence and as a space for personal and social development and clarification. All 

the participants in the Girls- and Boys-house pointed out that the most important reason for 

their participation was the fact that they could be together with their friends after school-hours 

at the same time as getting help and support from project workers. Their relationship with 

project workers was described as one of mutual trust, support and almost friendship. The boys 

referred to project workers as their father and friend respectively, and said that they could talk 

with them about almost everything, and get help in finding work-training placements and 

schools. The girls also stressed the importance of using project workers as role models for 

being girls/women, for becoming adults and for choosing the right education.  

 One main learning objective in relation to transition problems for especially the 

girls was to seek clarification in the multitude of different and often contradictory demands, 

expectations and wishes, both from themselves and their parents. This objective was partly 

met by the project offering the girls space to be themselves and by the project workers 

offering the girls help and advice. Both the Girls- and Boys-house could be characterised as 

being a “free space” for discussing and reflecting upon transition related questions and 

problems with other young people with similar experiences and problems, and with project 

workers. This space for reflecting on transition-related questions was not just connected to 
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theoretical discussions, but was also sometimes connected to practical help in visiting schools 

of interests, assisting the participants in writing applications, and actively seeking information 

about educational options. This help with transition-related issues did in general not transcend 

beyond actual project participation, meaning that project workers were not involved in former 

participants’ transitions, and therefore did not know about former participants’ transition steps 

and destinations. 

 

5.4.4 Concepts of learning/ learning experiences 

Project workers generally applied concepts of learning to the development of personal and 

social competencies of the participants, and hence connected learning with an informal 

learning style and content. Even though participants in the Girls- and Boys-house could get 

help with their homework, and the projects would sometimes arrange for professionals to 

come and talk about different topics of interest, most of the learning taking place was 

characterised by both participants and project workers as informal learning. Learning was 

described by project workers as learning to participate in and have influence on projects and 

activities (as most young people – especially the girls - often had not experienced a chance for 

participation and influence at home, regarding their own life), learning to co-operate with 

other young people, and to take responsibility for actions and activities. As one participant in 

the Girls-house said: “When I’m in the Girls-house, I always learn something, and then I can use it in my 

everyday life. It is not only something that I can use in the labour market” (Su., Girls-house, 17, female). The 

participants in the Girls-house especially pointed out that they learned a lot about other 

cultures and traditions by talking about their different cultures of origin and discussing 

differences between that culture and the Danish way of life. Through this possibility of 

intercultural learning, the girls felt that they had learned to be much more tolerant and 

internationally minded, compared to other Danish young people. Another important area of 

learning was to be able to talk with each other and project workers about topics concerning 

sexuality, having boyfriends, etc., as these topics were often “forbidden areas” at home. It was 

generally pointed out by the girls that the participants and the project workers in the Girls-

house were all strong and independent women, which inspired them to believe in their own 

dreams and pursue them very independently. 

Learning in both the Girls- and Boys-house and in the Settlement was non-

formally organised around being together and learning by doing or watching other people. 
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The ideal of learning was formulated by one project worker as “learning through being 

allowed to steal with the eyes” (The Settlement; Girls/Boys-House, leader of counselling service, female). 

This concept was explained by referring to southern parts of Europe and past times in 

Denmark where it is/was possible to see how things and jobs are done in open shops, garages, 

workshops and construction sites. Being able to see how things are done, made it possible to 

realise how big, complex and varied working life was, but at the same time was thought to 

take some of the mysticism out of what working life was all about. The leader of the 

Settlement qualified this kind of learning as: “It is kind of a mental competence, something to do with 

watching what other people can do and what they are doing, and then reflecting yourself in it, so that you realise 

that you also can do something”. (The Settlement, leader, male). 
 

6. Success 
6.1 What means success for young people themselves and project workers (Open Youth 

Education) 

The Open Youth Education was not expected to be the only solution to solving the problem of 

the residual group of young people, who do not start at, or complete a secondary youth 

education. In order to reach the goal of having at least 95 % of a youth generation complete a 

secondary education other interventions were made as well to improve existing youth 

education and to make transitions to them easier. One success criterion for the Open Youth 

Education was thus to contribute to increase the share of young people who would complete a 

youth education. This was done by getting in contact with at least some of the young people, 

who did not feel that the traditional educational offers, demands and structures fitted or met 

their wishes, needs or abilities for education and development.  
“The opinion was that it is not up to us to decide why the young person does not want to take on 

a traditional youth education. If he does not want to then we cannot force him to do so, at least 

not in the kind of society we wish to have. But we can try to create incentives and believe that 

because he gets started at something, he will discover that he is actually able to do something”. 
(Official of the Ministry of Education). 

One success criterion for the Open Youth Education was thus to represent a new possibility 

and start for those young people who either were not interested in or capable of starting at a 

traditional youth education, or who had dropped out. The possibility of independence, 

responsibility and close personal guidance in planning one’s own education according to 

interests and needs, was thought to be a structure that could ensure the motivation and 
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perseverance of the students, while giving them the chance of experiencing success and a new 

insight into abilities and possibilities for further education, based on them finding out in 

which direction their interests and competencies were.  

For project workers, (in this case an Open Youth education adviser) success was 

differentiated relative to the degree of motivation, clearness of goals, and effort made by the 

students from the outset. Success was both seen in the case of students working hard and 

persistent to reach definite educational goals and continuing to work for that goal after 

finishing their Open Youth education (in the case of for example young people continuing to 

apply and qualify for admittance to the state drama school), and success could also be for 

some students to reach a new level of confidence, clearness of goals and competencies. In the 

last case, success could be that the student would start at a traditional secondary youth 

education after finishing the Open Youth Education. The general belief was that such a 

student had not wasted the last two or three years, because the student would never have 

started at or completed for example the gymnasium, had he not been given the chance of 

orienting himself and experiencing success and motivation for further studies. In this regard, 

the Open Youth Education was also successful in building a bridge toward the formal 

educational system.  

For the young people interviewed, success was also characterised in various 

ways. Success was to be admitted to schools applied for as part of their Open Youth education 

and qualifying and acquiring new skills within their area of interest. Success was also 

characterised as maturing personally and being able to interact and co-operate with other 

people. And finally, success could be to have the maturity and strength to change one’s mind 

with regard to one’s educational goal, in order not to be too determined on only wanting one 

thing that one would later risk regretting.  

 

6.2 Are they successful – in which of these perspectives? 

In general, one could say that the eight participants have been successful with regard to their 

own expectations and goals, in the sense that 6 out of eight informants were sure of the next 

step to take in their transition. Two participants were still rather confused about their next 

step, and needed more time to take decisions regarding their future education: “My problem is 

that I cannot motivate myself to start an education when I do not know what I want. It is hard to find your way, if 

you don’t know the goal yet”. (K., OYE, 20, male). With this said, it is important to keep in mind, that 
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an important factor for success or failure was to find schools with professional and committed 

teachers, and then actually being admitted to these schools. This was not always the case, but 

nevertheless, the participants were able to rationalise and find some meaning in not being 

admitted the first time around.  

The evaluation of the Open Youth Education also shows figures of considerable success: Of 

the 24 % residual group, the Open Youth Education succeeded in educating 4-5 % every year 

(about 3500 young people every year). The drop-out rate for the Open Youth Education has 

been a bit higher, compared to traditional forms of youth education (26 %), but most of this 

group can be considered as “positive” drop-outs as they dropped out in order to work or start 

at another form of youth education. Of those having completed the education, more than half 

are engaged in further education and 4 out of 10 are working. The majority (83 %) of students 

who have completed the education believe that attending the Open Youth Education has 

increased their motivation and has strengthened their qualifications for further education.  

 

6.3 Critique of young people, project workers and funders 

One general political and public criticism of the Open Youth Education has been that the 

education did not succeed in getting hold of the most disadvantaged or disengaged young 

people of the residual group. No special outreaching interventions toward this group were 

organised. On the contrary, some critics feared that the requirement for independence and the 

ability to formulate an individual education plan two or three years ahead in time, were 

challenges that seemed more to fit the strong, advantaged and creative individualists. It was 

never examined how these two “groups” were distributed in the Open Youth Education, but a 

month before the education was closed down by the Liberal government, the former, social-

democratic government had made some amendments to the Act, in order to comply with the 

critique. The results and consequences of these amendments never came to be known.  

With regard to the participants interviewed, three main points of critique can be 

found. First, some participants were quite dissatisfied with the help and guidance they 

received from their adviser. Some thought their adviser had been too inflexible and too 

obsessed with informing about rules and restrictions, and not very helpful in the process of 

finding out which possibilities there were for composing a personal education plan, and 

supporting this individual reflection-process. Another kind of critique was that the adviser 

was not able or willing to approach and help the student on a more personal level, as this 
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student had some psychological problems that necessitated a much closer and directed 

guidance. A second point of critique was that some of the participants had experienced 

schools, courses or work-training placements, where they were not given responsibility and 

qualifying assignments, or where they weren’t treated as equals and adults. This critique was 

directed at the respective schools and work training placements and not directed at the Open 

Youth Education as such. Active participation and influence of the students was no distinctive 

requirement of the different schools and projects administrating the Open Youth Education, 

but in our opinion, more control with and requirements of the education responsible schools 

could have ensured a better quality in the different projects and schools participating in the 

Open Youth Education. 

Third, a common point of critique concerned the lack of motivation and responsibility 

displayed by some students in the Open Youth Education. Some informants pointed out that it 

was very hard for them to maintain their own motivation and discipline when some of the 

students approached the classes and assignments with too much of a laissez-faire attitude. 

Because the Open Youth Education is voluntary, no interventions were made toward these 

students. Several of the participants thought it would have been a good idea to combine 

responsibility and independence with demands and concrete tasks or assignments, in order to 

prevent some students from taking things too lightly, or not being able to handle the 

responsibility given. As one participant said: 
“Responsibility consists of a balance or a zigzag movement between freedom, spontaneity, and 

relaxation and being disciplined and goal-directed”.  (F., OYE, 18, female). 

Another participant interviewed, argued that you cannot really criticise the Open Youth 

Education, because: “It is very free, it consists of what you do yourself and it is up to you what to make of 

it…If I wanted to criticise something, then it would have to be myself, because I maybe did not do something. 

The education only sets the scene for you to do something, to try out different things. So you cannot criticise it, it 

is just an empty box which you yourself have to fill out”. (M., OYE, 18, female).  

In our perspective, one point of critique is that the training of Open Youth 

Education advisers was never formalised, meaning that there were no discussions of or special 

requirements to methods that could facilitate the possibility of students being capable of 

independent decisions based on insight into interests and competencies. That there actually 

were some very good advisers connected to the Open Youth Education can be said to be a 

matter of coincidence – based on the advisers’ prior training. Training of Open Youth 

Education advisers took place during a four-day seminar, and mostly focused on informing 
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about the specific rules and regulations. Had the training of advisers focused more on 

methods, principles and techniques for establishing contact and giving advice in a non-

directive way, it is possible that the advisers in the end would have played a more important 

role in the survival of the education, as they would maybe have had more personal and 

professional experience with and commitment to the education. 

The reasons of the present liberal government for closing down the Open Youth Education 

were based on several points of critique: The education was too expensive compared with the 

results, it was seen as just a warehouse for young people and hence a waste of their time, and 

it was said to lead nowhere and not qualify the young people in relation to the needs of the 

labour marked. As the education has not been evaluated after it was closed, there is not much 

knowledge of whether former students in fact were employed in private or public enterprises 

due to their specific competencies. Only a small, preliminary inquiry exists, that showed that 

some private companies were very interested in the students’ educational qualifications and 

profile of being independent, innovative, flexible and creative. The closing down of the Open 

Youth Education has been part of a more general trend of streamlining and standardising 

secondary youth education in Denmark, with the new reform of the gymnasium being the 

latest example. The Open Youth Education has however been part of another general trend of 

improving individualised guidance in the transition system. 

 

6.2.1 What means success for young people themselves and project workers (Ecological 

Starters) 

The understanding of the project from both project workers and some participants is that 

Ecological Starters is an agency of learning. This reflects the double goal of both popularizing 

ecology and to qualify to everyday life. Even though qualifying to everyday life does not 

directly or immediately lead to employment or formal qualifications similar to the ones in 

traditional education, qualifying to everyday life or learning as such is viewed positively and 

as a necessary prerequisite for further development. 

The goal is to qualify or to provide some kind of education15. The motto of the project on 

behalf of the participants is: “you do not get an education – you take it”, which underlines the 

implicit assumption that education is close to development and that you have to take part in 

                                                           
15 2 specific and larger schoolingsystems have grown from Ecological Starters. One is a productionschool and 
another the folk High School. These are both more traditionally structured with teachers and pupils and are 
excluded from the discussion. 
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and maybe even take charge over things in order to develop. Activity and involvement is both 

necessary and the only guarantee of getting anywhere. 

In other words, the ambition of the project is to make space for and to challenge people to 

take over the initiative in project(s) and in their own lives. When initiative is taken and people 

start striving for different goals, when they realize what they want to pursue, and start 

working towards it, the criteria of success of the project is fulfilled.  

The idea is crucial: A project started in Ecological Starters has to be based on 

someone’s idea, in which that someone wants to actively take part. The demand for running 

some activity (project) is that at least one person is dying to do it. There has to be at least one, 

saying “this is important – this is what I want to do”.  

The criteria of success are challenged in different ways. Some participants in the 

project are more focussed on doing than actually learning, as a result of the disappointment 

with the educational system in general. And even though learning is an explicit goal of the 

Frame Makers, it is not very usual to discuss pedagogical matters. The principle of Learning–

by–Doing is sometimes mixed with a Do-it-on-your-own principle, which indicates that the 

Frame Makers both take different attitudes towards the participants and that conditions for 

Ecological Starters, the possibilities of carrying out projects, the changes in participants and 

the strength and engagement of FM’s change over time. 

Another important criteria of success, which is part of the above mentioned, is that 

participants reach some clarification of what they want to do. 

With regard to participants, they of course have several different individual criteria for 

success. Some want to escape unemployment or at least to be left alone. Some want to 

develop personally, make new friends/network, to be part of something bigger which is 

regarded as meaningful (environmentally, local community-wise etc) or to succeed with their 

own ideas of making something – a project, running a small business, getting a leaflet out etc.   

For the external system (unemployment system, the municipality etc.) the 

criterion of success is that participants of the Ecological Starters will be integrated in either 

the labor market or the educational system. 

 

6.2.2 Are they successful – in which of these perspectives?   

To decide whether Ecological Starters is successful or not, it seems necessary to insert a 

relative set of standards. The project was initiated in a historical time, in which obviously 
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some alternative agencies were needed. Ecological Starters as a project has managed to 

survive in more than a decade, activities have been diversified and changed according to the 

ever-changing societal conditions. At least the project has succeeded in attracting young 

people and to give them some kind of training, knowledge or time-off, when they needed it 

themselves.  

It is very difficult on the basis of our 7 interviews to say whether Ecological Starters did 

succeed or not, but looking at the interviews, none of the 7 informants would have been where 

they are, if it was not for their involvement in Ecological Starters. Some gained a new kind of 

self-confidence and were able to enter further education. Some gained the knowledge that 

they were able and competent in doing things if they put their minds and efforts into it. Some 

gained the insight that working with certain issues brings you in a position, where other 

people wants your help. 

Another way of thinking of success or failure is to look into more hardcore 

evaluations. Looking at statistics from 1998 made on former participants of Ecological 

Starters, 63% are either in education and/or employed, 26 % are unemployed and the rest are 

either getting a pension (social support) or having their own business (which is not included 

as being employed, as it covers entrepreneurs and people not yet being able to fully live off 

their income)16. The younger the former participants are the higher percentage is either in 

education or employed. 

Also, the former participants of Ecological Starters have been asked what their 

participation meant for their future plans and wishes. 74 % got an increased interest for 

further education within ecology. 77 % had an increased interest for actually working with 

environmental subjects (employment) and 75% or ¾ of the former participants felt more 

clarified about what to do in the future. 

But then these statistics do not reveal very much regarding the content or success/failure of 

Ecological Starters. No one knows where former participants would have been, if they had 

done something else – and people have to be some place and it would not be fair or correct to 

compare the sample of Ecological Starters with the grown population in general as the former 

participants of the project could be identified as exactly unusual with regard to the population 

in general. 

 

                                                           
16 Juul & Henriksen 1998 p. 36 
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Still another way to discuss success and failure is to look at some of the stories told from the 

project. Examples of success and failure are numerous, but mentioning a few, a Frame Maker 

points to both the projects, in which one or more persons really engaged in getting things 

done. One example is the “Garden in a night”, another one is the ecological production-

school, where one person used one year to establish the school and then handed it over for 

other participants to run.  

Other examples of success which are not successful projects as such, is a participant, who 

talked about making designs for gardening, doing artistic ceramics etc. The Frame Maker in 

contact with the woman could not see any efforts done by her. So one day the participant was 

told of a cleaning company, which tried to clean in an environmentally protective way. The 

participant was encouraged to try it out for a short period. Shortly after she stopped coming at 

Ecological Starters, as she had been employed as a gardener’s assistant in an institution. This 

was regarded as a success, as the woman, having been unemployed for a long time, for the 

first time in years met people at the project who actually listened to her wishes and asked her 

critical questions and proposed alternatives to her eventual theoretical aspirations. In that 

respect clarification also is regarded as important for whether some project or individual is 

successful or not. 

The failures mainly concern participants who do not show up or do not want to 

do anything. People being socially marginalized or mistreated by different educational or 

unemployment systems for years, people who have lost confidence or have so many other 

problems on their minds to actually engage in activities. People who just want to be left alone 

and long for some time off create big problems for Ecological Starters. 

 

6.2.3 Critiques of young people themselves, project workers, and funders. 

Critique of the project is not by any means overwhelming. Most informants agree that what 

could be seen as weak points for the individual in the project also is the strength. That an 

individual entering the project is supposed to act herself and show some interest and therefore 

is not being told what to do or guided in a more formal sense.  

Another weak point is that you cannot count on having money enough to carry out activities – 

money is applied for along the work invested in ideas, and participants are expected to be 

creative in raising money to reach goals. This means that participants are under constant 
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pressure looking for possibilities of co-operation with other parties and to seek alliances to 

succeed. This is described as both stressful but also as a developing process. 

Weak points or critique from external sources are focused on participants not 

necessarily being integrated in traditional/formal education or employment afterwards. But 

this has not been a specific goal of the project. Otherwise, external partners are satisfied with 

co-operating with individuals from the project or with some specific project. 

Criticism could be made though on certain parts of the project. Firstly, 

Ecological Starters has been very creative in making its way in stretching legislation in order 

to employ people or to be very large in its demands on activity. Secondly, the project has 

from time to time shown signs of being ineffective and disorganised regarding the 

organisation of the projects running and of living up to their own goals of achievement. In 

some periods, the project has merely been a “family-like” organisation occupied with internal 

conflicts and discussions, not paying too much attention to whether they fulfilled the needs of 

participants or project-workers. 

To criticise individuals attending the project, their attitudes of self-determination 

or overwhelming personal and/or social problems would be unfair. These kinds of things are 

not a result of the project itself, except something, which has other origins and should have 

been dealt with elsewhere. What can be criticised though, is that these unfortunate people 

were not transferred to other and more relevant settings at some periods of time. 

It has already been mentioned that Ecological Starters is facing huge challenges 

because of the shift in potential participants. Another issue, which puts a pressure on the 

project, is the political shifts in both local and national administrations. The new national 

administration does not want to spend money on things that do not clearly indicate formal 

qualifications, and it is getting harder and harder to have the necessary funding for projects 

being occupied with qualifying everyday-life.  

Ecological Starters was initiated when youth unemployment or the number of 

young people being left over was high. The local administration or different smaller 

organisations were interested in both the subject of ecology and in places and social projects. 

For some years, more than 300 social projects were running in the city of Copenhagen. But 

things are getting tougher, and demands of proving oneself in certain ways are getting higher. 

To support a project, it should be beneficial in a direct way with regard to the project and the 

ones funding it being able to show clear results in form of more people making it on their own 
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without any help. These kinds of demands are not fitting projects trying to work in a 

democratic, informal and participatory way, very well. 

 

6.3.1. What means success for young people and project workers (Girls- and Boys-

house) 

Neither the Girls- nor the Boys-house has specific objectives of success, other than the 

general aim of the whole project of “qualifying for an everyday life”. In one respect, being in 

contact with the boys and girls is seen as a success in itself. As long as the participants show 

up, it indicates that they have important reasons to do so. Besides this, most work is done to 

enlarge their knowledge on social relations, help them to get insight into their own situation, 

and to broaden the possibilities of choosing educational directions and schools. Even though 

the project workers have aspirations about participants having better futures and even though 

they encourage both girls and boys to go as far as possible regarding education and careers, 

the expectations seem generally humble: “I do not know what a success criterion could be. That they 

will get an education they like and which they can use”. “We are happy if they come here, if they propose any 

kind of activity and take part in it, and even if they allow us into their discussions on friendship, etc.”. “A 

success would be that they do something that will make them happy…But they do not even know what that could 

be, I think”. (Girls-house, project leader, female). 

And as the leader of the Settlement says: “We are not modern in the respect that we write down that 

during this or next year we have to have reached this or that goal. We measure the wellbeing of people…If 

people develop, then to us, it is a success”. (The Settlement, leader, male). 
Because the aim of the Girls- and Boys-house was the general one of facilitating 

the personal and social development of participants, the project was not specifically aimed at 

and concentrated on the transition of the participants, even though participants were helped 

and given advise on these issues. The leader of the Girls-house mentioned the effort to 

support the girls in applying for the education they wanted, even though they were in doubt as 

to whether they could handle the formal demands. One criterion of success could be to 

convince the girls not to give up in advance, but to take it one step at a time.  

The participants themselves did not explicitly mention what success in the project meant for 

them, but in general pointed out that the project had been of considerable help through their 

development of growing up and in their transition, either by supporting decisions taken, or by 

helping them to find out in which direction to go concerning education. It was in general 
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realised, that an important basis for taking decisions: developing personally and trying to 

clarify one’s life situation, were competencies learnt by participating in the project. 

 

6.3.2 Are they successful – in which of these perspectives? 

Since 1997, both the Girls- and Boys-house has succeeded in attracting a lot of participants 

(around 20-30 young people showing up in each “house” twice a week, when the project is 

open), but lately, the girls-house has had some problems with attracting participants, for 

reasons still unknown to project workers. As participants have generally used the project for a 

considerable amount of years, the project has succeeded in constituting a primary arena for 

leisure- and youth-life for its participants. But because there have been no follow-up studies 

on former participants, the project had no knowledge of the effects participation eventually 

had for former participants’ further transition. Therefore, it is not clear whether the project has 

produced sustainable and meaningful biographic progress among participants, other than in a 

general sense being a secure place of orientation and support as well as a centre for the 

maintenance of friendships, during the childhood and youth life of the participants.  

 

6.3.3 Critique of young people, project workers, etc. 

Even though it is not an explicit point of critique from project workers, it was mentioned that 

there was a tendency for especially the girls to expect project workers to come up with and 

arrange exiting activities for them, while the girls themselves only rarely came up with joint 

ideas for activities. The girls would sometimes sit and complain about how boring it was, but 

would nevertheless not finish projects or activities initiated by the project workers.  

The participants did not have any points of critique towards the project itself, 

but only criticised those participants who used the project instrumentally (using phones and 

the internet for free), without feeling responsible for the project. This point of critique made it 

clear, that a high degree of order, discipline and mutual trust was managed by the participants, 

in order to secure the continued functioning and existence of what was essentially felt as their 

own space. 

 

6.3.4 Factors of success and failure 

One of the ongoing goals of the Girls-house was to establish a co-operation with the different 

local primary schools, around those ethnic girls, who the project still had not succeeded in 
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getting in contact with. The general impression of both project workers and school-teachers at 

the respective schools was that there were still a lot of Muslim girls, characterised by having 

both very poor academic skills, and an almost non-existing social- and leisure-life, who 

needed both academically, personal and social help and support. The idea was that the leader 

of the Girls-house would visit the different local schools during the week, and meet with a 

group of these girls in order that they could get help with homework and personal problems. 

In this group they would have a secure space for talking about different issues and problems, 

and could eventually start participating in the Girls-house as a group, if the content of the 

project was explained to, and accepted by parents. The main obstacles for carrying out this 

project and extending it were the lack of funding and the lacking will or time of some schools 

to participate. But nevertheless, the leader of the Girls-house continued this project, even 

though she had to take working hours from the Girls-house.  

In general, both the Settlement and the Girls- and Boys-house are broadly recognised as 

important pioneering social projects, and the idea and concept of establishing clubs for 

especially migrant girls, is starting to become widespread in the Danish society. 

The over-all factors of success and failure were the number of participants in the project, and 

the degree to which the project had established contact to those young migrants who most 

needed what the project could offer: an opportunity for leisure-time and a space for 

developing independence from parents, while getting support and needed information and 

help both from project workers and other young people. 

 From our point of view, some points of critique or suggestions can be made.  

It was clear in especially the Girls-house that project workers had succeeded in establishing a 

very close and personal contact with the participants. Participants experienced the project 

workers as personally interested and caring, and as trusted adults to confide in. The problem 

with such close contacts could be that project workers try to avoid using their role and 

position as adults to interfere when some of the participants’ dreams and ideas for a future 

career seem unrealistic with regard to their actual abilities and accomplishments so far. This 

points to the potential challenge of balancing between wanting to support the girls in 

developing independence and following their dreams, and also having the courage to 

intervene and point out when dreams get too unrealistic. A possible way to provide 

participants with realistic insights into educational and work-related demands could be to 

have young women with similar ethnic and social backgrounds employed as project workers. 
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These older young women could constitute important role models and could provide 

important insights into which special challenges ethnic girls could maybe meet in their 

transition. As the Girls-house constituted the main area for leisure- and youth-life for the 

participants, we find it important, that the project not only constitutes a secure and casual 

place for dreams to be fabricated, but also constitutes a place for experience and confrontation 

with real demands and challenges. This could either be done by strengthening co-operation 

with transition-related agencies, using the counselling service in the Settlement, or by project 

workers entering the role of being both supportive and advising by giving realistic feedback to 

the participants.  

 
Overview of concepts of participation, motivation, and learning in the projects: 

 
 OPEN YOUTH 

EDUCATION 
ECOLOGIAL STARTERS GIRLS/BOYS-HOUSE 

 
Concept of participation* 

 
Project-related decision 
making 
Biographical dimension 

 
Community approach 
Project-related decision 
making 
Biographical dimension 

Attendance of project and 
choice 
Community approach 
Project-related decision 
making 
Biographical dimension 

 
Concept of motivation 

Intrinsic (biographical 
approach) 
Extrinsic (goal attainment: 
further qualifications, 
staying in and completing 
education) 

Intrinsic (formulating 
projects and realising them, 
biographical and community 
approach) 
Extrinsic (goal attainment) 

Intrinsic (biographical 
approach) 
Extrinsic (goal attainment) 

 
Learning concepts 

Personal and social 
development and 
maturement. 
Informal as well as formal 
qualification. 
Peer learning 

Informal learning. Learning 
by doing. Peer learning 

Personal and social 
development. Peer learning. 
Informal learning. 
Intercultural learning. 

 
Relationship between 
project workers and 
participants 

Symmetrical. Trust and 
close, personal guidance 

Symmetrical. No formal 
distinctions between leader 
and participants 

Symmetrical; trust. 

 
* According to different types of projects as well as different aspects within projects the YOYO project 
distinguishes: 
- Participation as attendance of the project by own choice 
- Participation as possibility of decision-making in the project 
- Participation as community approach 
-      Participation as biographical dimension 
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7. Recommendations on political and policy levels 
The main political conclusion to be drawn from the three very different 

agencies, is that giving young people influence and responsibilities over their own transition 

process obviously makes a lot of sense. 

From the Open Youth Education, the idea of seriously looking into what young 

people have done (during unemployment) and to reconsider, whether these non-formal 

activities do fit some kind of qualification-process, seems to be one way of taking care of 

young people, who are endangered of giving up further education. 

An issue to reflect upon is the question whether the Open Youth Education has 

been successful exactly by incorporating the concept of participation and the tool of non-

formal education from its very inception in the legislation, as opposed to projects, where 

participation has been used in a more haphazard way, often by chance rather than by design. 

If a project is designed using concepts of participation and the tool of non-formal learning 

from the beginning, can this improve the chances of engaging the young people involved? 

The Open Youth Education has shown the importance of guidance and 

counselling for supporting very independent and responsible educational processes, if 

guidance style and methodology is reflected and oriented at facilitating independence, rather 

than being direction-giving. Reflexive guidance should facilitate the reflection, clarification 

and informed choices of the person seeking advice and guidance. 

Another element to be learned from the Open Youth Education might be that to 

provide young people with possibilities of getting acquainted with or experiencing a little bit 

more about the things they have in mind like their aspirations or wishes - whether it is 

creative performance, dancing, singing or working with media or other things - might be a 

very good idea for focusing young peoples’ efforts and to give them insight in their own 

abilities. 

Similar to this - at least in larger cities or very technical surroundings - the idea 

of stealing with the eyes - to have some kind of opportunity to have a closer look at things for 

people of the coming generations seems to be more and more important. Transparency and 

the chance of getting the feeling of how things are done very different places in society, could 

prove to be still more necessary, as more and more people are getting individualistic or too 

focused too early in their planning of future life. 

Giving people opportunities to see and experience things and to do this across 

generations, geographical places, gender, ethnicity and classes, that is in co-operation with 
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other people, provides important experiences and a more tolerant attitude towards future tasks 

and involvement. 

Political key words seem to be that it is necessary for society not to be too demanding of 

people hurrying to find their place in society, but rather to make room in order for people to 

find their way, instead of just trying to fit into pre-established structures, roles and demands. 

The willingness to take peoples’ wishes and aspirations serious, to listen and to learn from 

people and to provide them with an environment, in which they can discuss their worries and 

qualify their aspirations, could easily turn out to be the most efficient way of dealing with 

those individuals or groups of people, who do not feel that well-integrated from the 

beginning.  

An example of this is the prevalent discussion in Denmark about the tendency of young 

people to choose 10th grade, and to complete this at boarding schools. This tendency 

signalises the experienced need of young people to get time off to develop personally and 

socially, to mature and grow as a result of living and working together with other young 

people, and to be given time and space for reflecting and deciding upon the next transition 

step. This “message” about needs that young people give here, does not seem to be received 

well by the liberal government. Instead, they would like to see fewer young people taking 10th 

grade, as it is considered a waste of time for the majority of young people. Again, we see a 

tendency for wanting young people to complete their education as soon as possible.  

In the end, permitting young people this “time out” for reflection, clarification, further 

learning and personal development, can maybe result in less time being wasted on dropping 

out of an education chosen, based on the pressure from society and transition-agencies, that 

young people should start and finish secondary education earlier.  

Unfortunately the Danish system more and more seems to turn in the opposite 

direction right now, cutting down projects and counselling-places and putting further pressure 

on the ones, not acting as "efficient" as prescribed. 

In many ways, the societal changes in which people increasingly are expected themselves to 

organise, plan and implement their ideas, whether it comes down to business, social or 

personal life - these new and increasing professional and social demands on the individual 

contradict the conditions in the ordinary education system, in which less and less room seems 

to be available to learn exactly this. 
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Informal learning, participation, influence and the ability to negotiate interests 

are key elements for people of the coming generations. And it might be disastrous if the belief 

and the politics carried out merely underlines that the abilities to be flexible, curious and 

willing to integrate lies only with the individual and not in the institutional settings, in which 

people are supposed to be integrated. 

 

Comparison/Transfer to other European projects in the context of YOYO: 

None of the projects/agencies seem to be transferable as such, as they all have evolved in a 

certain political, historical and local (national) context. 

Nevertheless, comparison to other agencies in other countries might improve agencies and 

activities both ways. 

The overall idea or feature besides the democratic, participatory, and informal side of the 

content, is that social contact with other people and the necessary space for this contact is 

crucial in all settings. 

This idea of getting people together - to benefit from smaller units, in which people can either 

live together for a period of time, work together or just meet is transferable - and perhaps 

already similar to a number of projects and agencies throughout the YOYO-project. 

For all three agencies - the limited contextual setting - the folk high school in Open Youth 

Education, the locality of Noerrebro for Ecological Starters and the rooms of the Girls/Boys 

house, gave some kind of platform. 

A platform, in which most people felt secure and well known and a platform where activities 

had to be carried out in co-operation with a common understanding of all the participants 

being there. 

In these platforms focus was set on how to organise things - it was the methodology of either 

planning one’s own educational path (Open Youth Education), setting up a project 

(Ecological Starters), or negotiating activities or discussing everyday life (Girls/boys-House). 

This idea of getting together to find out how to plan and implement some 

activity, in co-operation with each other, some professional (on methodology) and maybe 

external partners is the main line in the activity - and this might be the most transferable issue 

of all. Transition processes, that do not go smoothly by themselves, might need just that 

contextual setting in which no demands are set for individuals to be integrated. In that respect 

- "organising" or "contextualising the un-organised (young people not able to reflect their own 
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potentials) - might just be a way for people to get a grip of what they want and how they get 

there, to be taken serious as partners involved in organising their own transition and future 

trajectory. These efforts however still depends on pointing more formal and firm tasks or 

goals for the activities and to recognise participants as responsible people under education 

similar to any other more formally identified students. 
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