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The topic of current research is a closed educational institution in Estonia for young girls who are defined as having different kinds of problems - both making trouble and getting into trouble, and the national system of residential management of troubled young people in the unique historical period of transition in Estonia.





The general objective of the study at hand is to approach the problem of the residential care of troubled young people from a new perspective. I attempt to analyse the impact of interactions and the role of interpretations and explanations in the everyday life situations of a closed institution, the official goal of which is the re-socialisation of troubled girls under the age of 17. My aim in this study is to reconstruct the everyday activities at the K. School and the effects of this on the girls, the staff, and the society in general. By doing this, I hope to add a new approach to the Estonian professional discourse on troublesome children and young people, as well as their residential care. 


	  


I seek answers to the following main research questions: 


How are the social actors (residents and staff) constructed? 


How is the residential management (social activity) constructed in the everyday   institutional operation?  


How are the changes in society concerning the transition in Estonia produced at the K. School?


What we can learn about the life today in Estonia on the basis of knowledge obtained from the K. School?





The research was carried out as an ethnographical participant observation in which a social constructionist theory was adapted. With regard to the research at hand, the transition and the consequent changes in the society became the ultimate research topic not only through the process of describing the institution in question and the system behind it, but also concerning the research process as a whole, including the development of my own scientific thinking, and the development of the understanding of social work as a new profession in Estonia. 





The work at hand is divided into three parts. 





The first part, chapters 1 and 2, gives an overview of the theoretical and methodological basis of the research. First I introduce the story of the research and   different theoretical approaches to the problem of children’s troublesome behaviour, as well as possible pragmatic ways of finding solutions to it. There is also an overview of the historical development of residential care of troublesome young people in Estonia which creates the context for the current research.





The second part consists of chapters 3, 4 and 5. It describes the K. School with regard to its physical space as a stage (in Goffman’s understanding of this word), its actors, namely, all people who are participants in the operation of the institution, and the daily regime and other activities at the institution. This description, which also includes an attempt to analyse the institutional activity and explain how the actors in the K. School participated in it, creates the basis for the third part of the study. 








The description of space is important for two reasons. Firstly, space is produced by human activity, and hence tells a lot about this activity. Secondly, the same space may have different meanings for different actors at different times, depending on the relationship between the person and the space and between the persons in space. The particular meaning which is attributed by different actors to the physical space helps to understand the effect of activity on a particular actor. I portray the space of the K. School as I found it during my field work, and try to reconstruct the meaning of this space to other actors: the residents, mid-level staff and managers.





The attitudes of the teaching staff and other personnel, as well as the residents, towards the institution were different, and were often expressed through a characterisation of the place (the building, the dormitory, the area around the institution, and the village). Two confronting metaphors, a ‘madhouse’ (used by the residents and mid-level staff) and a ‘home’(used by the managers), were the most obvious expressions of these attitudes. The two metaphors are connected with each other, and express the symbolic meaning of the phenomenon to the actor. 


 


In the fourth chapter, I attempt to represent the participants of the institutional activities in the K. School. The main actors are the residents and the staff. Because this research focuses on the role of interactions in the process of managing troubled young people, I focused on the description which is construed through self-presentation and presentation of the ‘other side’ of the interactive partners. In the process of interaction, people interpret not only the events and phenomena around them including other persons, but also their own personal selves. Other people’s interpretations of oneself plays a specific role in this construction of discourse about oneself or in construction of self identity. 





The data used in the fifth chapter were produced on the basis of my observations and on the basis of the interpretations made by both the residents and the staff about incidents and events. In the description of how the residents first arrived in the institution, for instance, I include both the residents’ own memories and feelings about their first day or days in K. and the staff’s narratives of the same events. 


 





The description in chapters 3, 4 and 5 creates the basis for the third part of the study. The third part, chapters 6 and 7, focuses on the analysis of the rhetoric of changes, changes in rhetoric, and the contradictions that the new rhetoric includes with regard to the context of the transition time Estonia. 





The most typical topic of the conversations in which the staff on different levels characterised the K. School was making comparisons between the institution in its current state with ‘old’ one, that is, before the reorganisation. The most important rhetorical point in these characterisations was the emphasis on the belief that the ‘new’ institution is greatly different from the ‘old’ one.





The last seventh chapter also includes certain general conclusions of the whole study and critical remarks on the present tendencies of development. In this last chapter I make some final notes and with this consolidate the information and knowledge I acquired in the K. School. I discuss the process of transition in Estonia with regard to the problems of childhood and residential management of troubled young people. I express some thoughts and doubts concerning social work as a helping profession in Estonia today. I discuss its role and function in the society with regard to the general expectations of both Estonian society and the state policy towards social work, as well as how these expectations influence the status of social work today and its possible development in the future. The last thoughts should be perceived as hypothetical assumptions, which result from the knowledge that was produced during the research process and create a basis for further investigatsions.





Conclusions





On the basis of the whole research I made th following conclusions:





First, the residents’ and the staff’s  representation of themselves and each other add an important factor to the knowledge about how the institution operates and what its impact is on the residents.





Second, the construction of the personalities of the residents is deeply influenced by definitions and interpretations made by the staff. The residents’ presentation of themselves is in fact a mirror image of the staff’s representation of residents.





Third, the relationships between the different actor groups in the institution (residents, mid-level staff and managers) are based on mutual expectations towards each others, accusations against each other, and discontentment with each other. The relationships between the residents and the staff differ from the relationships between the different levels of staff in the regard that there is a clear lack of direct, comprehensive and professional discussion between the management and the mid-level staff. The interactive process is not that between equal partners and does not include verbal information of expectations, but is based on the assumption that the other party knows and understands what is the correct way to behave.


	


Fourth, with regard to the relationships between the staff and the residents, it should be underlined that the residents expect self-sacrificing work from the staff, whereas the staff sees the residents not as a subject, but an object of their work.





Fifth, it is characteristic to the relationships between the residents and the staff that the residents are willing to and actively seek opportunities to talk to the staff, but the staff is more reluctant to do so. The residents seek communication  and conversations with the staff as the most desirable form of interaction, whereas the staff sees it as an extra work load outside their duties. From the staff’s point of view, communication with the residents should be of an ‘educative’ quality with an aim to provide help, solve a problem or engage in some activity; to achieve a desired goal. 


 


Sixth. The function of the institution’s daily activities appeared to be first of all to occupy the residents’ time in order for them not to have time for antisocial activities (prevention through the diversion method).  


		


Seventh. The educational character of the institution was continuously emphasised. The institution was first of all a school which provides primary education. However, this aim was not adequately reached because of the different problems in its realisation dependent on both the outside (all-the-year-round acceptance of residents) and inside circumstances. In connection with the circumstances inside the institution, there is reason to point out there was no special needs education programme at all, which certainly would exist if the residents’ problems, such as long absence from school, poor learning skills, deep gaps in academic knowledge and low intellectual capacity due to a multiplicity of reasons, had been properly considered and met.


		


Eighth. Education and schooling in Estonia are traditionally important values. The saying that without education a person is nothing is a typical Estonian saying. However, nobody at the institution seriously believed that the primary education given by the K. School was the needed resource on which basis the residents’ future success in life could be constructed.


		


Nineth. The educational (upbringing) function of the institution was realised first of all as oral teaching of the ‘correct’ behaviour to the residents, a method which has few confirmations in behavioural modelling. 


	


Tenth. Informal relations between the residents created a subculture which was built on power relations, and as such, added to characteristic of the K. school as a total institution, i.e. built on power relations.


	


Eleventh. The activities at the institution were organised not as a response to the real needs of the residents based on deep and continuous study and analysis of them, but on an abstract thinking pattern about what seemed to be important for a person for coping tomorrow, namely, the operation was based not on reality or the actual, present context, but on theoretical thinking. However, in concern to the so-called female education the staff’s activities had a quite realistic basis. However, personally I can not agree with such development of girls’ personalities. 


	


Twelwth. There was a clear absence of the essential co-operation between the staff members on the different levels, which revealed an absence of trust toward one another on the professional level: people were afraid to discuss professional matters with each other because of the irrational notion that a successful professional must cope with her/his professional duties by him/herself.


	


Thirteenth. Simultaneously with all of the matters mentioned above, there were many attempts to change the situation at the institution and to begin to operate in a new way. Many new ideas, however, were experimented with merely on the basis of learning-by-mistakes method.





I believe that there was a genuine will to change the institution into a more democratic place, but there were three major problems which interfered in the attempt to reach this goal. Firstly, the understanding of ‘democracy’ had various meanings in the minds of the different staff members and it was connected with other concepts. Moreover, it was differently interpreted by different actors. For instance, such notions as ‘human rights’(including the ‘rights of the child’), ‘personal freedom’ and ‘privacy’ were interpreted as opposite to previous Soviet concepts of being under the state control. If earlier it was the right of the state to control an individual and intervene into his/her personal private life, now these notions were understood as the right of an individual to keep personal secrets. But how does this accord with institutional control, without which the K. School could not function? 





Secondly, there was an irrational expectation that the democratisation would take place by itself, that is, the other staff members and the residents were going to understand by themselves that now they had to think, behave and deal with issues and each other in a new way – a democratic way. There was a tendency to democratise the institution without open discussions of collective activity.





Finally; the managers were hoping to succeed in realising the principles of democracy by simultaneously holding on to their traditional power. 


	


Because of such discords, contradictions and wishes to conform, the disharmony, the ideology of residential management was given new versions of interpretation and argumentation. Hence the rhetoric of change was switched to changes of rhetoric. The new rhetoric was continuously given new interpretations.








The transition process in Estonia as ‘Westernisation’ has a clearly visible impact on the K. School. The most relevant characteristics to this process, which I perceived during my fieldwork period in the institution, are the following.





The new values expressed in the institutional rhetoric are based on denial and the destruction of former values. This destruction happens mostly through a simple positioning of what is desired in opposition to what was before; through replacing the minus sign with the plus sign and vice versa. 


	


The way in which people speak about their past shows a deep alienation from that past. Today they reconstruct their past as if they themselves were not participants in that life, but only passive sufferers.





The adaptation of so-called ‘Western’ attributes to the institution begins with external manifestation of things. This includes the application of new vocabulary into the operation of the institution and a new rhetoric. However, the new words now in use have their very specific local meanings, which become clear when the new rhetoric is compared with the concrete activities. 





Both activities (schooling and vocational training) have one true aim - to divert children from the activities that are conceived as dangerous. To be brief: the aim is to isolate them. And K. is a place of isolation; moreover, it is isolation without a single thought about the outcome; what is going to happen to those young people who leave it and return to the society.





The staff is there to solve the problem of how to keep the residents in isolation. It seems that the staff is left with a very difficult problem to solve, a problem, which has its inbuilt contradictions. They have to prepare young people to be (re)socialised into a society which is not ready to integrate (to accept) them. This work is prescribed to failure in principle. It is not surprising that the staff has multiple health problems and burn-out symptoms. Moreover, they are not only left alone with their problems, but they also are step by step pushed in the direction of marginalization (low salary, low social status, lack of professional regard). 





In this, I find, they are in a situation which is similar to that of social workers. 





The following discussion should be considered a hypothetical assumption that the work of the K. School staff is similar to social work and has the effects I perceived on the activities of the K. School. On the one hand, the hypothesis summarised the results of the research; and on the other hand, it offers some outlooks for the future investigations in the field of social work research.





First, the contemporary Estonian society gives such a task to the special needs school staff (social work) which consists of deep contradictions: the task to integrate people (residents or social work clients) who have dropped out and marginalized into a society that is not ready to accept, integrate, and include them. The work profile is a circle: from beyond the outline, the social worker pulls the client into the society which discharges him/her out time and time again. What is the benefit of such work? The client’s problem is not solved, because it is impossible for an individual to solve a problem which is produced by the system. The society continues to produce marginalization  (exclusion), because there is nobody to deal with problem of structural marginalization. The social worker burns out, because his/her work has no permanent results. In brief, there are no winners. Naturally we can imagine that somewhere there operates a genius of social work who is capable of solving the clients’ problems, but no profession at large can hope to resort to a few superhuman workers.





Secondly, client social work (helping individuals) has its negative outcomes not only for the client, but also for the society in general, because of its stigmatising function. To be a client of social work is an unpleasant role. It means affirmation of marginality. In a word, social work produces its clients as long as it deals with clients as bearers of troubles. As a result of this process the society will be even more divided into those who are inside and to those who are excluded.





Thirdly, the production of clients takes place because of the power of a social worker’s to which he/she is licensed. Social worker is a license-holder of norms, who has the right to his/her own opinion and definitions of issues accordingly. The license and certainty in one’s own opinion also provides the certainty and right to work on the client as on an object. 





If social problems and troubled people are a product of collective activity, then the solving of such problems and helping such people should also be collective activity. Working in collaboration with the system social work would have the potential to help in developing an integrative society, in developing social solidarity, which seems to be especially needed in a society such as the Estonian one where the identity as an independent nation is built up as an opposition to foreign power because of historical fate.   





