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The aim of this thesis was to benefit the school community in Tiistilä secondary school 

(Espoo, Finland) in their future development and to increase the pupils’ participation 

in school community development. This thesis aims to provide answers to the ques-

tions of: How do the pupils in Tiistilä secondary school experience their school com-

munity? and What kind of hopes and ideas do the pupils have for change and improve-

ment of the school community, and how can the existing assets be utilized to achieve 

that change? 

 

Positive Youth Development, Good relations and Sense of community are presented 

in the theoretical framework to describe the relevance of community relations for 

youth development. By offering the pupils opportunities to participate and influence 

in their community a stronger sense of community can be achieved, Good relations 

can be fostered and Positive Youth Development can occur. Asset-based approach is 

chosen in order to recognize and utilize the capacities of both individuals and the com-

munity.  

 

Mixed methods and triangulation were used in data collection and data analysis. The 

data was collected by using both quantitative (online-survey) and qualitative methods 

(workshops). All the pupils in the secondary school on grades seven to nine, were 

asked to answer the online survey, and the peer support pupils of the school were in-

vited to participate in two workshops. 

 

76 percent of all the pupils replied to the online survey. The main findings of the re-

search show that pupils in Tiistilä secondary school recognize assets within their 

school community in human, social, cultural and physical capitals. The importance of 

social relations together with the school atmosphere and the sense of community, was 

emphasized as the assets of the school community, but also as issues that caused wor-

ries amongst the young people and as issues that the pupils wanted to improve. Racism, 

smoking, bullying, violent behaviour and loneliness were the five most worrying as-

pects of the school community indicated by pupils. The desired changes and ideas for 

improvement the pupils suggested related to strengthening a safe and an equal school 

atmosphere and a comfortable school environment. Ideas for achieving the desired 

change involved organizing discussions about discrimination, teaching pupils non-vi-

olent conflict resolution skills, organizing more activities, increasing adults’ role in 

supervision and making contributions to the physical facilities of the school. 

 

The findings of this research are presented for the school community as suggestions. 

The responsibility to implement the presented ideas lies within the schools. 

 

Keywords: Asset-based community development, mixed methods research, school 

community, youth participation  
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The aim of this research is to benefit the school community in Tiistilä secondary school 

in their future development and to increase the pupils’ participation in school commu-

nity development. By offering pupils opportunities to participate in and influence their 

community, a stronger sense of community can be achieved (Evans 2007). By using 

an asset-based approach to community development, this research aims to provide an-

swers to the following questions; 1) How do the pupils in Tiistilä secondary school 

experience their school community?, 2) What kind of hopes and ideas do the pupils 

have to change and improve the school community, and how can the existing assets be 

utilized to achieve that change? 

 

Tiistilä secondary school is a public school located in Espoo, in the second largest 

municipality of Finland. I got to know Tiistilä secondary school through my work at 

Espoo family social work starting in 2018. Since that I have been part of a multi-pro-

fessional network that operates in the region. This network consists of actors such as 

local youth services, the library, NGOs, the parish and the police, and has organized 

activities, such as theme days, parental evenings and youth clubs. These activities have 

often been planned as a reply to a worry raised by the employers. These worries have 

related to the well-being of the youth community for example when violent behaviour 

has emerged or the behaviour in social media has been considered alarming.  

 

I realised that my awareness of the pupils’ realities and thoughts about their daily youth 

community was limited despite my participation in the activities of this regional net-

work. In contrast to my limited awareness, youth workers, school staff and library 

workers interacted with the youth much more in their natural environments, which 

allowed them to grasp a better understanding of the youths’ school community. My 

position as the family social work representative was different by nature as I mostly 

worked with those youth who were clients in the family social services, and the inter-

actions mostly took place in formal meeting settings. I wanted to contribute more in 

the regional development to better understand the youth perspective, and to offer the 

youth more opportunities to participate in the development process. 
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To ensure that the voices of the pupils of the Tiistilä secondary school are heard in the 

future development, I conducted a participatory research that enabled the pupils to 

share their own experience and thoughts. I presented my draft idea to the school prin-

cipal in February 2020, who recognized the need for more knowledge and we agreed 

for cooperation in organizing this research as my Master’s thesis. The pupils’ experi-

ences of the school community were considered as valuable and useful for planning, 

organizing and developing the school community. 

 

This thesis aims to better understand the pupils’ experience of their school community 

as well as to identify strengths and weaknesses of their school community. Pupils were 

asked what they would want to change or improve, and to suggest ideas for achieving 

the desired change. The data collected was analysed using mixed methods, including 

both quantitative (online survey) and qualitative methods (workshops). By using an 

asset-based approach to community development, the aim of this thesis is to identify 

the assets of the school community and to help the school utilize these assets in creat-

ing the desired changes. (Green & Haines 2016.) The findings of this research are 

presented for the whole school community as suggestions for improvement but the 

responsibility to implement the presented ideas lies within the schools. 
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 YOUTH AS PARTICIPATING COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

 

 

Youth is an important phase of each individual’s development. The values and behav-

iour patterns that one start in adolescence can continue throughout one’s life. In this 

chapter the main concepts of Positive Youth Development, Good relations and Sense 

of community are presented. These concepts were chosen to describe the relevance of 

community relations for youth development. Participation is an important aspect of 

being part of a community as well as a right that is determined in laws and treaties. 

Positive Youth Development, Good relations or Sense of community do not occur 

without opportunities to participate.  

 

Participation is one of the guiding principles of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UNDESA 2013). Through active participation, young people are empowered 

to play a vital role in their own development as well as in that of their communities. 

Active participation can also help young people to learn vital life-skills, develop 

knowledge on human rights and citizenship and to promote positive civic action. To 

participate effectively, young people must be given the proper tools, such as infor-

mation, education about and access to their civil rights. (UNDESA 2013.) The Finnish 

Constitution determines that children must be treated equally as individuals and they 

must be able to influence matters concerning themselves according to their level of 

development (A 731/1999). The same principle applies in the Finnish school settings, 

and the Basic Education Law (A 628/1998) regulates that the education providers must 

promote pupil’s participation, and make sure the pupils have opportunities to partici-

pate in school activities and development, and opportunity to express their opinion in 

issues related to the status of pupils.  

 

 

2.1 Positive Youth Development 

 

The research and discussion around youth work has earlier focused much on problems, 

and on identifying risks and prevention methods. In the early 1990s Karen Pittman 

presented the phrase “Problem-free isn't fully prepared" and started to lead the focus 

of youth work from fixing and preventing problems into building and strengthening 
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the assets that result in a healthy and productive adolescence and adulthood. Develop-

ment can occur in different areas. For example, in cognitive area of development mov-

ing from problem free to fully prepared would mean that instead of just aiming to 

reduce school drop outs, the goal is to increase high academic motivation. Later 

Pittman and fellow researchers suggested to move forward from “Problem-free isn't 

fully prepared" into “Fully prepared is not fully engaged.” It was no longer expected 

that young people would be just prepared to act and learn, but that they would already 

act and learn. For example, instead of reducing the school drop outs, the pupils’ en-

gagement here would mean fostering peer tutoring, critical problem solving and en-

gaging in school decision making.  (Pittman, Irby, Tolman, Yohalem & Ferber 2003.) 

Curran’s and Wexler’s literature review (2017) about School-Based Positive Youth 

Development gives evidence on how research about youth is not only focusing on ad-

olescent risk and prevention anymore, but also on the protective factors and strengths.  

 

The idea of Positive Youth Development (PYD) is based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

ecological systems theory of human development, which suggests that all human de-

velopment should be looked through the relationships with communities and the wider 

society. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory offers an ecological framework that consists 

of five systems; individual, microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem. 

Individuals live in an active interaction within the surrounding community. Individuals 

both influence and are influenced by the different levels of the environment and cannot 

be examined separate from the surroundings. The process of PYD involves mutually 

influential and beneficial relations between individuals and their contexts. These rela-

tions are described as individual⇔context relations. (Lerner 2017, 1184.) 

 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) emerges from the assumption that every young 

person has the capacity and potential for positive development (Lerner, Lerner, Al-

merigi, Theokas, Phelps, Naudeau, Gestsdottir, Ma, Alberts, Smith, Simpson, 

Christeansen, Warren & von Eye 2006). There is a growing number of definitions for 

PYD. Pittman (2014) emphasizes that PYD is an intentional pro-social approach that: 

“focuses on engagement and strengths, providing young people with opportunities and 

supports, that are grounding into relationships”. In her presentation, Pittman (2014) 

uses the definition by the Interagency Working Group on Youth Programs which 

claims that; 
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“PYD is an intentional, prosocial approach that engages youth within 

their communities, schools, organizations, peer groups, and families in 

a manner that is productive and constructive; recognizes, utilizes, and 

enhances young people’s strengths; and promotes positive outcomes for 

young people by providing opportunities, fostering positive relation-

ships, and furnishing the support needed to build on their leadership 

strength.”  

 

In defining positive youth development (PYD) it is crucial to discuss what are the 

desirable outcomes and what is defined as positive development. In PYD a model of 

five Cs is often presented. The Five Cs are: Competence, Confidence, Connection, 

Character and Caring. The Cs are considered to present those characteristics that youth 

need in becoming a successful and contributing member of the society. The five Cs 

are also linked to the positive outcomes of youth development programs. (Weiner, 

Lerner, Easterbrooks, Mistry & Weiner 2012, 381.) If the five Cs are achieved, the 6th 

C, Contribution, can be achieved. The 6th C involves contributions to self, family, com-

munity and civic society (Weiner et al. 2012, 375). 

 

Lerner (2018) emphasizes the meaning of character development and defines it as the 

foundation on which the other four Cs can be built on as the basis for enabling a young 

person to contribute positively to their own lives and to their families, schools, and 

communities. Lerner (2018) believes that promoting character virtue development 

serves as the foundation for thriving youth and flourishing civil society. 

 

Numerous researchers and practitioners have studied and discussed the kind of youth 

development programs and community-based programs that are the most efficient and 

successful in supporting the development of the 5 Cs. Lerner et al. (2006) introduced 

the “Big Three”, a design of effective positive youth development programs. In order 

to achieve positive youth development, the youth development programs should in-

volve the three components of; 

 

1. Opportunities for youth participation in and leadership of activities; that 

2. Emphasize the development of life skills; within the context of 

3. A sustained and caring adult-youth relationship. (Lerner et al. 2006, 11.) 

 

Although these components are presented as a list, in order to effectively promote 

character and the other Cs, these components must be simultaneously and integratively 
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present (Lerner 2018, 270). These components of effective positive youth develop-

ment programs are similar to the basic inputs presented by Pittman et al. (2003) to 

promote youth development and engagement: Services, Opportunities and Support.  

 

The key hypothesis of the PYD model is that when the strengths of youth, and the 

resources and assets for positive development are recognized in the young people’s 

communities the lives of all youth can be enriched (Lerner 2017, 1184).  

 

 

2.2 Good relations model 

 

The idea of Good relations model can be seen to have roots in similar thinking than 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory of human development, which 

suggests that all human development should be looked through the relationships with 

communities and the wider society. The model of Good relations is one way to look at 

the interaction between individuals and different groups of society, and it is connected 

to the promotion of equality between people (yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi. What are 

good relations?). How the relations between population groups influence everyone in 

the society is presented in figure 1. 

 

The policies linked with good relations aim to increase interaction between population 

groups. The increased interaction prompts in turn people’s sense of security, attitudes 

and participation (yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi.). Like positive youth development, 

well-being of people is also supported by fostering the relationships in a community. 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1. Relations between population groups influence everyone in the society 

(yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi.). 
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Fostering good relations in a society between different population groups, is an im-

portant way to promote equality among people (yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi. What 

are good relations?). The idea of improving relations between population groups is 

often associated with interactions between people from different ethnic backgrounds, 

but it covers even a broader phenomenon. There are different prejudices towards dif-

ferent groups of people, that reflect the existing atmosphere of the surrounding society. 

(Ekholm, Tuokkola & Luhtasaari 2018, 9.)  

 

 

FIGURE 2. Indicators on good relations. (yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi. What affects 

good relations?) 

 

The model of Good relations identifies four indicators as represented in Figure 2; atti-

tudes, safety, interaction and participation. The four indicators impact each other and 

create the good relations between population groups (yhdenvertaisuus.fi. equality.fi. 

What affects good relations?). Attitudes constitute the first domain of the model. Atti-

tudes are formed based on what people think of others, and how they believe they are 

seen by others. In order for good relations to exist attitudes must occur and simultane-

ously these attitudes are shaped by the good relations. Attitudes are strongly linked to 

social capital of a community, and can be measured by indicators such as feeling re-

spected, valuing diversity, trust and admitted prejudice. Attitudes affect the emotional 

and physical sense of safety which is the second domain of the model.  (Wigfield & 

Turner 2010, 35-41.) 
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Positive interactions start with the feeling of safety which means that good relations 

cannot be experienced on individual nor communal level without that feeling. The 

feeling of security also has a continuous interaction with the other domains. Peoples’ 

attitudes (domain 1) towards others, and especially towards those who are considered 

to be different, affect their experience about safety (domain 2), which in turn impacts 

their behaviour in terms of interaction (domain 3). (Wigfield & Turner 2010, 66.)  

 

Attitudes to others (domain 1), perception of security (domain 2) and the experience 

of interaction (domain 3) can determine participation (domain 4), which is also seen 

as a result or outcome of people’s experience of good relations. Through interaction 

an individual becomes a member of a community. The fourth domain of the model 

includes both participation and influence. (Wigfield & Turner 2010, 141-152.) Inter-

action creates participation, which adds safety and through these factors atmosphere 

of positive attitudes is promoted (Ekholm et al. 2018, 9). 

 

 

2.3 Sense of community  

 

When talking about communities and the individual⇔context relations, an important 

concept is the sense of community, which reflects on the subjective experience and 

feeling a person has about being part of a community. A classic definition for sense of 

community proposed by McMillan & Chavis (1986) has four elements, 1) member-

ship, 2) influence, 3) integration and fulfilment of needs, and 4) shared emotional con-

nections. These are presented in figure 3. The need for participation is inevitable for 

these four elements to occur. 

 

Membership means the feeling of belonging, and this feature also has boundaries 

meaning that there are people who belong and the ones who don’t. Influence means 

the influential relationship between the member and the group and vice versa, and 

refers to a sense of mattering. The third element, integration and fulfilment of needs, 

means that the member’s needs are met and satisfied by being a member of the com-

munity. The last and fourth element, shared emotional connections, means that the 

members have shared and will share history and similar experiences. (McMillan & 

Chavis 1986, 9.) 
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FIGURE 3. Elements of sense of community (McMillan & Chavis 1986, 9). 

 

In Evans’s study (2007) the idea of the sense of community theory is presented - people 

have a tendency to feel more attracted to groups in which they feel to have a chance to 

influence. Unfortunately, there are many contexts where young people find themselves 

to have no voice or no influence. The findings show that young people feel a stronger 

self‐described sense of community in contexts where they experience voice and reso-

nance, power and influence, and adequate adult support and challenge. (Evans 2007.) 

These findings that the youth described as the features of context for strong sense of 

community, are much aligned to the features of the Big Three design for effective 

youth programs that foster positive youth development.   

Sense of 
community

Membership

Influence

Shared 
emotional 
connection

Integration 
and 

fulfillment 
of needs
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 ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT (ABCD) 

 

 

The guiding principle of Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) is that every 

community has a huge amount of assets and resources that can be used to build the 

community and solve problems (Foot & Hopkins 2010, 20). This approach brings to-

gether the concept of Positive Youth Development (PYD), the model of Good relations 

and the concept of sense of community which were presented in the previous chapter. 

In the light of these theories presented, the assumption is that having youth as partici-

pants in the asset-based school community development process, positive develop-

ment for the young people themselves and for their ecological environment is likely to 

take place.   

 

The idea of community development is to help communities to learn to help them-

selves and to improve the quality of life of the community members. This is done by 

utilizing the community assets that reinforces the capacity of the residents. The asset-

based approach in community development presents a similar shift of approach that 

was earlier described in Positive Youth development. Instead of starting with a needs-

assessment, the ABCD approach focuses on identifying the strengths and resources of 

the community which can be used in the development planning. The model does not 

leave the needs of the community without notice, but the primary focus of this ap-

proach is on the goals and strengths of the community. After the initial detection of 

strengths, the focus is shifted to the problem-solving. In other words, before naming 

what you need, you need to first know what you already have. The asset-based ap-

proach to development can be better understood as a method than as a single theory of 

community social change. (Green & Haines 2016, 8-14.)  

 

 

3.1 Identifying community assets 

 

Aistrich & Absetz (2013) concluded the positive impacts of youth participation in their 

study to promote health in Finland. Including youth at the different phases of develop-

ment has several benefits for the whole community. For example, young people might 

have different perspectives than adults about the assets and organizations that have 

power and are able to influence the change. Youth also have their own social networks 
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where it is possible to find new partners for the development. Youth need to have an 

active role in the community but they need adults to facilitate the opportunities (Curran 

& Wexler 2017.) 

 

There are different methods and approaches for discovering and identifying the assets 

in communities. One commonly used tool is creating an asset map, in which the par-

ticipants make a map of the skills and resources in their community. Creating an asset 

map is not only about collecting data and information but can also be an empowerment 

tool and a process that can help the participants to discover hidden assets and new 

possibilities in a community. In creating an asset map, Foot & Hopkins (2010, 20) 

categorises actual and potential assets into six levels, the assets of individuals, associ-

ations and organizations, and the physical, economic and cultural assets. Another com-

monly used categorization for community assets, introduced by Green & Haines 

(2016, 16) includes seven levels of assets: physical, human, social, financial, environ-

mental, political and cultural.  

 

 

3.2 Forms of community capital in a school community 

 

To better suit the school setting, the categorization of asset mapping was narrowed 

down to four categories: social capital, human capital, cultural capital and physical 

capital. By doing this the environmental assets are seen as part of the physical capital, 

and the political assets as part of the cultural capital as the cultural capital also involves 

the aspects of the school’s operating culture. The cultural capital and the operating 

culture in the school community include both physical and social aspects. As the mean-

ing of school atmosphere and sense of community in school has a strong connection 

to pupil’s well-being and school experience (Schaps 2003; Ahonen 2008), they were 

added as the fifth category of community assets. This was situated in the middle of the 

map, as atmosphere and sense of community are structured from, and influenced by 

the surrounding assets. The framework for mapping assets in the school community is 

presented in figure 4. The different categories are introduced in more depth below. 
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FIGURE 4. Framework for mapping assets of the school community. 

 

Human capital represents the talents, skills and knowledge of the individuals. The as-

sumption behind asset-based community development is how every single person has 

capacities, abilities and gifts. People with their gifts and capabilities are the most fun-

damental building block of a community (Green, Moore & O’Brien 2006, 13).  When 

these capacities of a person are used and expressed, the person feels valued, powerful 

and well-connected to the people around them, and this strengthens the whole com-

munity (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993, 13). A good community fosters every individ-

ual to express their own individuality, and the diversity of individuals brings the en-

ergy that builds the community (Paasivaara & Nikkilä 2010, 37). 

 

Social capital refers to social relationships within the community and can also refer to 

the trust, norms and social networks that are established (Green & Haines 2016). In a 

school community, social capital can be measured in relations and cooperation be-

tween peers, in relations between pupils and teachers and between other members of 

the school staff. Social capital is considered as an asset that also fosters the develop-

ment of the other forms of community capital (Green & Haines 2016, 165). 

 

In community development cultural capital are the beliefs, traditions, history and eth-

nicity of the community. For example, arts, events and activities can be used as a cul-

tural capital. Cultural capital can occur in both community of place and community of 

interest, and different places for example can be utilized to promote arts. The physical 

capital in this context means the stock of buildings and infrastructure of the locality. 

(Green & Haines 2016.) In a school community, cultural and physical capital consists 

of the school conditions. This includes both the customs and traditions of the school 

and its operating culture which presents the cultural capital, and the school facilities 

Human capital Social capital

Physical capital Cultural capital

Sense of community & 
atmosphere 
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such as the school building, school environment, time schedules, group divisions, 

breaktimes and school lunch, which are considered to be the physical capital.  

  

The fifth category sense of community and atmosphere refers to experiences of being 

accepted and feeling part of the school community. Atmosphere is also linked to the 

feeling of safety which is essential for pupils’ participation and learning. The role of 

school atmosphere will be explained more detailed in the next chapter. 
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 SCHOOL AS A COMMUNITY FOR YOUTH 

 

 

School is one of the most important communities in the lives of young people. As this 

thesis focuses on school community development, this chapter presents school both as 

an institution in a Finnish society and as a community for youth. In addition, the School 

Well-being model is presented to describe which factors affect pupils’ well-being in 

school. The role of school atmosphere is also presented as it strongly relates to pupils’ 

experience about feeling good about going to school. 

 

 

4.1 School institution in a Finnish society 

 

A school is an institution that reflects on the surrounding society and plays a major 

role in it. School as an institution and as a physical building has different and multilevel 

roles, and impacts on individuals and on the wider community and society level as 

well. School is not only a place where civilization is provided and new information 

and skills are learned, but also a place for social and mental development. In the pre-

sent time the emphasizes of what skills are learned in schools, has been on good basic 

skills such as reading, writing and mathematics, but also in active citizenship, infor-

mation skills, and on communication and collaboration. These skills are seen as nec-

essary in a global and diverse society. (Mäensivu 2002, 3-4.) 

 

Gibson & Blandford (2005) define school communities as communities within a com-

munity. Functioning within a community creates the need for the school to create an 

identity that reflects the community’s location and desired direction. Like every com-

munity, each school has their own culture which is determined by individual and col-

lective beliefs and values. When talking about the school as a community and the 

school culture it is critical to keep in mind that the school community does not consist 

of only like-minded people who all share the same believes and identities, but instead 

schools are collections of individuals within a shared culture. The school culture can 

appear in many forms like in the existing practices and rituals, in communications as 

stories and slogans, in physical forms like the location and style of the school buildings 

and in common language such as phrases that are common to the school. (Gibson & 

Blandford 2005, 34-36.)  
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For the wider community and society level, school as an institution has an important 

role in maintaining and building security, stability and balance. School buildings are 

important public buildings in their surrounding communities and reflects on the sur-

rounding society, it’s values and attitudes. Schools’ task is also in promoting the sense 

of community in its region. (Mäensivu 2002, 3-4.)  

 

The right for participation and the right for a safe school environment are regulated in 

the Basic Education Law (A 628/1998). Sense of community and opportunities for 

participation are considered as the building blocks for a safe and secure school. But it 

goes both ways, in order for a pupil to participate and express his/her own ideas, the 

group and environment must be safe enough. (Salovaara, Hokonen & Honkonen 2011, 

17, 41-42, 68-69.) The feeling of being safe is one factor for enabling the learning 

process in a school setting (Salovaara et al. 2011). Threats for security and feeling safe 

at school can be for example bullying, racism and school violence. 

 

Participation in a school setting has been researched and the conclusion is that partic-

ipation, especially the lack of it, is often found as an issue that should be developed. 

Promoting participation and inclusion has been recognized in political will, and in con-

crete actions. (Kiilakoski 2016, 41.) The peer support scheme is a good concrete ex-

ample of how youth participation is supported in Finnish schools. In 1972 The Man-

nerheim League for Child Welfare (MLL) started peer support activities in Finnish 

secondary schools. The system is based on the idea of peer support where the peer 

supporter is an ordinary pupil that voluntarily works to help other pupils with the aim 

to strengthen the school community. Peer supporters act for example by organizing 

games and theme days for other pupils in the form of non-formal learning and support 

the newcomers by providing information about school services and activities. In seri-

ous situations such as school bullying, peer supporters can inform the school staff 

about the on-going situation. The peer support scheme is a dialogue between the young 

and the adults, and aims to enable pupils to be active participants in decision making 

processes. This scheme aims to benefit the whole school community by addressing the 

common concerns and making sure that the voice of the young people is heard and 

acted upon. (MLL. Tietoa MLL:sta. Welcome to the Mannerheim League For Child 

Welfare / MLL. Peer Support Scheme 2019.) 
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4.2 Pupils’ well-being in school 

 

Building the sense of community in schools has multiple benefits for the pupils’ well-

being (Schaps 2003; Ahonen 2008). A school with a strong sense of community and 

good atmosphere can motivate pupils in their studies, foster enthusiasm for postgrad-

uate studies, develop social and emotional competencies, and act as a protective factor 

to avoid disruptive behaviours such us use of drugs and violence. (Schaps, 2003; Aho-

nen 2008, 197, 209.) The positive effects of sense of community to well-being has 

been researched in other setting as well than the school setting. In for example a work 

setting, the sense of community is a supporting factor for health, well-being, learning 

and performance.  (Paasivirta & Nikkilä 2010, 37.) 

 

The affecting factors to the well-being of pupils’ in school communities have been 

recognized through research. Konu (2002) created a model to present the pupils’ well-

being in a school community, which is based on Allardt’s (1976) sociological model 

of well-being. Konu’s definition of the school well-being is composed of four catego-

ries; school conditions (having), social relations (loving), means for self-fulfilment 

(being) and health status. These are presented in Picture 1. School conditions (having) 

include the physical environment, the school building, school safety, and other matters 

related to the learning environment such as timetables, class divisions and school 

lunch. Social relationships (loving) are formed of the social environment, social at-

mosphere and the relations between pupils and teachers, and also between school and 

the surrounding community including the relations between the school and the pupils’ 

homes. Bullying is a sign of social relations not working well. Means for self-fulfil-

ment (being) are seen as all pupils having possibilities to study according to their own 

capacities. This also refer to having opportunities to participate and affect issues re-

lated to oneself and the school. Every pupil should be considered to be an equal part 

of the school community and have a chance to gain positive experiences about learn-

ing, and to receive positive feedback and encouragement. Health is considered to be a 

separate part of well-being, which involves both physical and mental illnesses. Health 

is also seen as an asset, that helps achieving the other areas of well-being. (Konu, 2002, 

43-46.) 
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PICTURE 1. The School Well-being Model (Konu & Rimpelä 2002) in Konu, Alanen, 

Lintonen & Rimpelä (2003). 

 

The school well-being model involves the features from the Big three design; oppor-

tunities to participate, learning life skills and teacher-student relationships. The social 

relations and caring adult-youth relations are emphasized in both models, which indi-

cates that teacher’s encouragement to express opinions and to share experiences is 

proven to support the participation of pupils in the learning community. (Rasku-Put-

tonen 2008, 16.) 

 

 

4.3 School atmosphere 

 

The well-being of pupils’ in a school setting also reflects pupils’ experiences about the 

school atmosphere. In Ahonen’s research (2008, 207), school atmosphere had the big-

gest correlation than any other variables with pupils’ experience about feeling good 

about going to school. Similar indicators that Konu identified as the categories in the 

model for pupils’ well-being in school, can be seen as the building blocks for school 

atmosphere.  
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The Good relations model, as presented before, fits well in a school community as a 

tool to promote equality, the well-being and the positive youth development of pupils. 

Salovaara et al. (2011) link together the interactive relationships between security, par-

ticipation and sense of community in a school setting, and define these as subjective 

feelings and experiences, that are the structure for the school atmosphere.  

 

In Moisio’s master thesis (2017), she studied the experiences pupils on grades 7 to 9 

had about school atmosphere. 678 pupils from four schools in Rovaniemi region took 

part in the study. The findings show that the atmosphere of the school was structured 

through feeling good at school, the feeling of acceptance in peer relations ang the feel-

ing of safety. Moisio (2017, 98) sees atmosphere as a phenomenon that relates to com-

munality since an individual cannot experience atmosphere without the presence of 

others. In experiencing atmosphere, the meaning of social relations is emphasized. 

Good atmosphere is part of a wider concept of well-being, and in a school community 

good atmosphere supports the well-being of its members. (Moisio 2017, 2.) 

 

Based on the findings of her study, Moisio (2017) claims the importance of supporting 

peer relations, communication skills and actions against school bullying. The school 

atmosphere improves when enough time is invested in getting to know each other and 

by offering pupils opportunities to participate during school days. Teachers and pupils 

can improve the school atmosphere by using different kind of functional methods and 

by organizing activities and events. These findings follow the principle of the Good 

relations model - the atmosphere of attitudes is influenced by increasing interaction 

and participation. 

 

As a conclusion, achieving good relations leads into sense of community which in turn 

fosters the good atmosphere in school, which again fosters the well-being of pupils. 

This chain of thought is relevant and an interesting starting point for the research set-

ting of this thesis.   
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 METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS DESCRIPITION 

 

 

In this chapter I introduce Tiistilä secondary school as the community of research, the 

research purpose and the research questions. I describe the whole research process and 

introduce the methods used in collecting and analysing the data. The validity and reli-

ability of the research are also examined, and ethical views discussed at the end of this 

chapter. 

 

 

5.1 The purpose of the research and research questions 

 

Tiistilä school is a school in Espoo that includes both a primary and a secondary school 

and all together has approximately 720 students in grades 1–10 and in pre-school ed-

ucation. The primary and secondary schools are located close together in the same 

courtyard. (Espoon kaupunki. Tiistilän koulu.) This research will focus on the second-

ary school, where the number of pupils according to principal Mirja Pirinen (personal 

communication, October 27,2020) is 349. 

 

The purpose of this research is to benefit the school community in Tiistilä secondary 

school in their future development and to increase the youth participation in school 

community development. This research aims to produce new information about the 

assets and the worrying aspects the youth themselves see in their school community, 

and to utilize this knowledge in brainstorming new solutions for practice and creating 

new ideas for development and improvement of the school community. 

 

The research questions for this research are: 

 

1) How do the pupils in Tiistilä secondary school experience their school com-

munity? 

 

The focus of this question is to find out what the pupils define as the existing assets in 

their school community, and what do the pupils experience as the worrying aspects in 

the school community. 
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2) What kind of hopes and ideas do the pupils have to change and improve the 

school community, and how can the existing assets be utilized to achieve that 

change?  

 

The second research question aims to involve the youth in visioning and planning the 

change of their community. What are the objectives they would like change in their 

school community, and what kind of ideas they come up with to utilize the assets they 

have defined? 

 

 

5.2 Planning the research 

 

In February 2020 I contacted the principal of Tiistilä secondary school and suggested 

to conduct an asset-based research about their school community with a participatory 

approach. The value of the research was recognized immediately by the school and the 

co-operation started. The principal, vice principal and the teacher in charge of the peer 

support activities took part in the planning process. The research plan contained two 

workshop sessions with peer support pupils and an online survey for all the pupils in 

the secondary school. The different phases of the research are presented in figure 5. 

 

 

 

FIGURE 5. The research process included two workshops and an online-survey. 

 

WORKSHOP

ONLINE 
SURVEY

WORKSHOP

RESULTS
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Only after I had started to make my research plan, I found out about a major change 

the school was about to face. The current school building had been decided to be tear 

down and replaced with a new bigger school and kindergarten building. The current 

school building has a long history and the first parts of the building were completed in 

1970’s. Building a new school is going to have a big impact not only on the school 

community, but also to the community of the neighbourhood around. For the three 

years’ time of construction the school will need to move in to an evasive mode. (Es-

poon kaupunki, Tilapalvelut-liikelaitos 2019, 4-5.) 

 

In the planning phase of constructing of the new school, the idea of supporting the 

sense of community in school has been considered. The new school spaces are to be 

built as transformable spaces, which will be partially openable and connectable spaces 

that support the sense of community. (Espoon kaupunki, Tilapalvelut-liikelaitos 2019, 

8, 13, 14.) However, a school is a special combination of physical and social place. 

The places in a school building that might have been designed to be accessible and 

communal, only get their real meaning after the people of the school are situated in it. 

(Hoikkala & Paju 2013, 29, 82.) By first discussing this topic with the school princi-

pals, we decided to involve questions related to the demolition of the school building 

in the online survey to find out pupils’ thoughts about this big change they were about 

to face. 

 

I applied a research permit from the city of Espoo, and it was granted in May 2020. 

The data collection took place during the fall semester 2020. The principal informed 

the pupils, their guardians and teachers of the school about the research, and the teach-

ers were involved in collecting the consent forms from the pupils’ guardians and facil-

itating the lessons where the pupils replied to the online surveys. The peer support 

pupils were invited to the workshops to take part of the planning of the online survey 

and to discuss the results and to plan action for development.  

 

The ongoing COVID-19 situation had some effects on the research setting and in or-

ganizing the workshops. This decreased the level of pupils’ participation and shifted 

the focus of the research more from the workshops to the results of the online survey. 
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5.3 Methodology 

 

This research is a participatory research and it has an asset-based approach to commu-

nity development (ABCD). As the aim is to provide new information that could be 

utilized in creating action, some principles of an action research are also involved. The 

research is based in triangulation as mixed methods are combined to collect and ana-

lyse data. Triangulation means combining different types of data and is used to add the 

credibility of the interpretation (Ivankova 2015, 208). 

 

Participatory research includes different approaches and trends. In general, participa-

tory research refers to the partnership and co-operation between the researcher and the 

stakeholders in different parts of the research including planning, data collection and 

analysing and sharing the results. Participatory research is often used to combine re-

search and development activities. (Keskitalo, Vuokila-Oikkonen, Karvinen & 

Launonen 2016, 229.) According to Chevalier & Buckles (2013) participatory research 

aims to collaboratively produce information while action research aims to change the 

practice by using the collaboratively produced information (Keskitalo et al. 2016, 230). 

The research setting of this thesis aims for both. 

 

An action-based research includes identifying the problem, developing an action plan 

and implementing, evaluating and monitoring the action (Ivankova 2015, 37). This 

research follows some principles of an action research but leaves out the phases of 

implementing, evaluating and monitoring the action. The purpose of this research is to 

provide information of the existing assets and challenges in the school community, 

and facilitate the peer supporter pupils in creating new ideas for development. These 

steps create the base for future action and community development efforts. After the 

results and recommendations of the research are presented, the school holds the re-

sponsibility in deciding on the future action, implementations and evaluations, which 

would complete the full cycle of an action research. 

 

 

5.4 Data collection  

 

Triangulation was used in the data collection and data analysis. I used mixed methods 

including both quantitative (online-survey) and qualitative methods (workshops) to 
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collect the data. Combining the quantitative and qualitative data together, a more com-

plete understanding and a holistic view of the research phenomena is developed. 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 142-143; Ivankova 2015, 128-130.) 

 

The qualitative data consists of the peer support pupils’ comments in the workshops 

(N=4 & N=8), and the open-ended questions in the online survey (N=265). The quan-

titative data is consisted of the online survey (N=265). 

 

First workshop 

From the total of 12 peer support pupils, four participated in the first workshop. The 

workshop was held online whereas the plan was to have it face-to-face. The workshop 

did not foster a fruitful discussion, but each of the peer support pupils provided at least 

one or two comments about the assets and worrying aspects of the school community. 

Three of the participants left the online session early, and only one stayed until the end 

and took part in testing the online survey. No critical comments about the online survey 

were given, so no changes were made to the survey after the workshop. The plan of 

the first workshop is found in Appendix 1. 

 

Online survey  

All the pupils in the secondary school on grades seven to nine, were asked to answer 

an online survey. The online survey involved questions about the pupils’ experiences 

of the school community. The online survey was completed during a theme lesson 

which served as an introduction to the research topic and to the sense of community. 

In the beginning of the lesson the teachers played a video greeting from YouTube, in 

which I shortly introduced myself and the research setting. In the video I emphasized 

the active role of the pupils and presented my role as a facilitator whose task is to 

collect and present their ideas and thoughts forward. After the video, PowerPoint slides 

guided the class to discuss more about communities, sense of community and the 

school as a community before the pupils started to fill in the online survey. The pupils 

were informed that as the survey was part of a research, participating was voluntary.  

 

The online survey was held in Finnish and it is translated into English for the thesis 

(Appendix 2). The survey was categorised into seven sections, each focusing on one 

theme. The categories were 1. sense of community, 2. social relations, 3. cultural cap-

ital and customs, 4. physical capital, 5. development, 6. worrying aspects and 7. human 
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capital. The first four sections included 34 statements that the participants replied to 

on a Likert-scale according to the level of agreement or disagreement. The fifth part 

of the survey consisted of three open questions and provided the pupils an opportunity 

to present their own ideas for change. There was on option to skip the open questions. 

In the sixth part the pupils were asked to choose alternatives from a given list that 

presented worrying aspects in the school community, and the last section consisted of 

one open question that requested the pupils to name one of their personal strengths that 

they consider to be positive assets for the school community.  

 

Second workshop 

The second workshop was organized as a live session but by following the guidelines 

given from the school to prevent the spread of the COVID-19. This meant gathering 

in an outdoor space at an inner ward of the school. Eight peer support pupils partici-

pated in the workshop session. Two of the participants left during the break held in the 

middle of the session.  

 

In the second workshop I introduced the main findings of the online survey to the peer 

support pupils and invited them to share their comments and thoughts on the results of 

the online survey. The peer support pupils were also asked to work in pairs and decide 

on an idea which they would prepare an action plan for. As a result of the second 

workshop four action plan proposals were created.  

 

 

5.5 Data analysis  

 

The quantitative data was analysed with SPSS statistics software 25. The statistical 

analysis was mostly performed by factor analysis, mean values and percentile figures. 

The comparison between the different variables is presented in frequencies, mean val-

ues, percentages with cross tabulations and one-way between-groups ANOVA. 

 

In analysing the qualitative data, I used the principles of both data-guided and theory-

guided content analysis (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 108-117). In organizing the named 

positive aspects of the school community and the things in which pupils felt satisfied 

with, I used 16 intermediate categories based from the data to divide all the replies. In 
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total 157 statements were counted into these categories. From the intermediate cate-

gories, I formed five main categories following the framework for mapping assets of 

the school community as presented in chapter 3. These main categories are positive 

atmosphere/sense of community, social capital, human capital, cultural capital and 

physical capital. The combining theme of these five main categories is the existing 

assets of the school community. (Appendix 3) 

 

In organizing the aspects in which pupils were hoping to achieve some change I used 

18 intermediate categories based on the data and involved 178 statements. From these 

intermediate categories based on the data I formed three main categories which are 

Increasing activity and participation in the school culture, improving safety and the 

school atmosphere and making contributions to a comfortable school environment. 

Together these three categories formed the combining theme Actions to strengthen a 

safe and an equal school atmosphere and more comfortable school environment. (Ap-

pendix 3) 

 

The findings of both quantitative and qualitative data were brought together and pre-

sented and discussed together in convergent manner. The findings are presented in 

chapter 7 and discussed in chapter 8. 

 

 

5.6 Validity and reliability of the research 

 

Validity and reliability are traditional means used for evaluating the methodological 

quality of quantitative data. Validity assesses whether the research measured what it 

was supposed to measure, and reliability assesses whether the instrument consistently 

and accurately measure the concept it claims to measure. In qualitative data, instead of 

testing the validity and reliability Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggests four indicators of 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability to be used for assessing 

the trustworthiness of a qualitative data. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 136-139; Ivankova 

2015, 260-265.) 

 

The use of triangulation is considered as one research validity criteria. In the research 

setting of this thesis triangulation was accomplished by using mixed methods in both 

the data collection and the data analysis. The quantitative data formed the basis of the 
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research and was complemented with the qualitative findings. Triangulation can also 

be found in the theory of the research, in processing the different perspectives of the 

main concepts. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2009, 143-149.) 

 

The total sample of the online survey was 265 (N=265) which represents 76 % of the 

total amount of 349 pupils in the Tiistilä secondary school. The reliability of the factors 

in the quantitative data was analysed by using Cronbach’s alpha.  

 

As the concepts of school community, sense of community and assets, might feel 

strange and abstract to pupils, teacher-lead discussions were organized in the class-

rooms before pupils started to reply to the survey. These discussions aimed to provide 

pupils a deeper understanding of the concepts, by first asking the pupils in what com-

munities’ they consider they are part of and what kind of a community their school 

community is. In planning the online survey, I also tried to pay attention in writing 

clear instructions and in using clear expressions. Some pupils had written a criticism 

in the online survey regarding the limitation of number of alternatives they were al-

lowed to choose as the worrying aspects of the school community. They said that if it 

would have been allowed, they would have chosen more than five of the given alter-

natives. 

 

As Tiistilä secondary school is a multicultural school community, there are number of 

pupils who do not speak Finnish as their first language. This might have limited the 

participation of some pupils, or how they interpreted the questions, as the language of 

the survey was Finnish. The teacher in charge of peer support activities commented 

that in her class there was a large scatter in the level of Finnish language between 

pupils. Some pupils had filled in the survey in less than 10 minutes, as some struggled 

in understanding the questions, and some might have even left the survey unfinished 

because of the language barrier.  

 

As the mother tongue or ethnicity of the pupils were not asked in the survey, it is not 

possible to know whether the set of respondents represent a truthful set of the pupils 

in the secondary school. Based on the previous reflection, it is likely that the pupils 

whose mother tongue is something else than Finnish, might be underrepresented in 

this set.  
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Another limitation of the survey is the fact that the gender or grade of the pupils were 

not asked. It is not known whether an equal number of the 7th, 8th and 9th graders 

responded to the questionnaire, and if boys and girls are equally represented in the data 

as in the school setting. This also ruled out the possibility to compare the responses 

based on gender or grade.   

 

 

5.7 Ethical views on the research 

 

Information about the research process was first sent to all the pupils and their guard-

ians through the Wilma online-system. The guardians were asked to give a consent for 

their child’s participation, and they had a right to deny their child’s participation if 

they wanted. Before answering to the online-survey, pupils were shown a video where 

I shortly explained the research setting and reminded that participating to the research 

was voluntary. No personal data was gathered in any stage of the research, and no 

specific age or gender groups can be recognized from the data. 

 

The peer support pupils received additional information from the peer support teacher 

and in addition to the online survey, they received an invitation to participate into two 

workshops. The peer support pupils and their guardians were also asked to give a con-

sent for recording the workshop session. The purpose of the recording was to be able 

to check and confirm the notes made during the workshop. Some pupils or their guard-

ians did not give the consent for recording, and for this reason did not participate in 

the first workshop. When planning the second workshop, it was decided that having 

more participants involved would be more valuable than having the workshop out-

comes recorded. Instead of filming or recording the workshop, I decided to invite a 

colleague of mine to assist me by taking notes of the discussion during the workshop. 

In the second workshop the peer support pupils were also asked to write down some 

ideas on templates, which were collected in the end of the workshop (Appendix 4).   

 

The worldwide COVID-19 pandemic has had some effect on the everyday school life 

in Tiistilä secondary school, and impacted the workshop arrangements of the research. 

To prevent the spread of the pandemic, the school had decided not to mix the school 

groups, which meant that the group of peer support pupils were also not allowed to 
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gather in a classroom setting. This meant changing the live session to an online meet-

ing, which strongly decreased the level of the pupils’ participation. The timing of the 

workshop also suffered, as originally the workshop was planned to take place during 

the school day, but because the distance learning and other arrangements had already 

had a big influence in the study-schedules, the pupils were not allowed to skip any 

classes and the workshop needed to be arranged after classes. 

 

The level of pupils’ participation in the online workshop after a long school day was 

not relatively high. Another factor influencing the level of participation, was the fact 

that I was just a stranger and outsider of the school community to the pupils, and the 

online setting kept the distance between us. In the online platform I was not able to get 

the pupils to participate as actively as I had thought, and the bigger role and responsi-

bility stayed on my side. I believe the workshop would have led into more fruitful 

discussion and other outcomes if instead of interacting through a screen, we could have 

been in a classroom together.  

 

The level of pupils’ participation in the second workshop proved to be higher com-

pared to the first workshop. This was seen in the number of participants and in the 

bigger amount of interaction.  The pupils followed the instructions that I gave and 

presented their comments when asked for but did not show much own initiative. Pupils 

had great ideas and thoughts, but they needed adults to facilitate the session and en-

courage them in expressing their opinions. The outdoor setting in the end of October 

was not ideal for the workshop as the pupils were complaining that they felt cold. The 

uncomfortable physical setting could be a factor that influenced the level of participa-

tion. Some pupils also said how they were tired and out of energy as the session was 

held in the afternoon and their school day had started at 8am.  

 

In a community-based participatory research the community should be part of all the 

research phases, and people from different parts of the community should be involved. 

In a school community this would mean involving also the school staff and pupils’ 

guardians. Due to the limitations of time and resources, I narrowed my thesis to focus 

only on the youth perspective. Despite these limitations, I believe that the findings of 

this research bring a lot of valuable information to the whole school community and 

these findings will be utilized in the planning and implementation of the school’s fu-

ture development projects.  
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 FINDINGS 

 

 

In this chapter I present the findings of the data analysis. I start by presenting the quan-

titative results of the online survey which forms the basis of the results and presents 

the overall picture. I then present the main findings of the assets of the school commu-

nity followed by the worrying aspects of the school community, jointly by using some 

numeric results from the quantitative data, and by using citations from the qualitative 

data to deepen the meaning of the presented issues. I then present the objectives that 

the pupils named for desired changes and improvements, and the ideas they have pre-

sented for creating this change. Finally, I present the action plan proposals of the peer 

support pupils to implement these ideas into practice. 

 

 

6.1 Pupils’ experiences in the school community 

 

In the online survey the pupils were asked to reply 34 statements on a Likert scale, 

from 1-5 according to the level of their agreement (Figure 6). Value 1 means fully 

agree and 5 fully disagree. These statements measured the pupils’ experiences in the 

school community related to the sense of community and safety, to cooperation with 

others and social capital, to the cultural capital of the school community and to the 

school building and the physical capital of the school. Figure 6 gives an impression 

that most of the pupils are feeling good in their school community. Majority of the 

pupils feel like being part of the school community (83%) and that they are accepted 

as they are in school (82%).  
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FIGURE 6. Pupils replies to the statements related to the school community in the 

online survey, (%) N=265. 
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In order to summarize the findings presented in figure 6, I used factor analysis to form 

five factors that describe different aspects of the school community. The aim was to 

reduce the number of variables and to find those variables that describe similar aspects 

of the school community, and to build a useful indicator for describing and analysing 

the phenomenon. The clearest solution proved to be a five-factor model. These five 

factors were named as F1 Our school is safe and has a sense of community, F2 Our 

school is a multicultural and a networked place for hobbies, F3 The school building 

creates the school atmosphere, F4 The demolition of the school worries me and F5 The 

adults of our school are aware of what is happening and intervene.   

 

The first factor, Our school is safe and has a sense of community, is formed out of 15 

variables with the highest load. These variables measure the pupils’ experience about 

being part of the community, the feeling of belongness, caring about others, the feeling 

of acceptance and safety, and expressing one’s own opinions. Factor 1 is a strong factor 

(Cronbach’s alpha .93). The variables and the divisions of the factors are presented in 

table 1.  

 

The second factor, Our school is a multicultural and a networked place for hobbies, 

includes ten variables. These variables measure the school’s own culture and customs 

related to organizing events, activities and hobbies, attitudes for multiculturalism and 

how pupils’ skills are utilized inside the community. The experience of how the school 

cooperates with other actors in the region and access to the school welfare services are 

also involved in this factor. Factor 2 is also a strong factor (Cronbach’s alpha .86). 

 

The third factor, The school building creates the school atmosphere, is formed out of 

five variables that all indicate the role of the school building for creating the school 

atmosphere and the school community. Factor 3 is a quite strong factor (Cronbach’s 

alpha .77). 

 

The fourth factor, The demolition of the school worries me, consists of two variables 

that relate to the worries about the demolition of the school building and its effect on 

the school atmosphere. Factor 4 is a quite strong factor (Cronbach’s alpha .70). 

 

The fifth factor, The adults of our school are aware of what is happening and inter-

vene, includes two variables that measure the pupils’ experience about how the adults 
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of the school are aware of what is happening and their interventions to bullying situa-

tions. Factor 5 is also a quite strong factor (Cronbach’s alpha .70). 

 

TABLE 1.  Rotated Factor Matrix measuring the pupils’ experiences about the school 

community from scale 1 to 5. 

Rotated Component Matrixa  

 F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 h2 

At school, other pupils are interested in my well-being and 

how am I. 

.761     .526 

There is a good atmosphere in our secondary school. .741     .528 

At school I feel safe.  .676 .334    .605 

I feel good about coming to school. .671     .519 

At school, teachers are interested in hearing my opinion. .652     .477 

In the class there is a good team-spirit. .635     .509 

It’s easy for me to express my opinion in class. .634     .622 

Pupils and teachers respect each other. .628     .606 

The idea that every pupil is important is true in our school. .619 .449    .525 

I feel being part of our school community.  .600 .388    .595 

Cooperation between pupils and teachers works well. .587 .363    .552 

I feel accepted at school as I am. .579    .350 .390 

In our school, helping and caring for others is a common 

principle. 

.541 .410    .403 

The joint events of our school strengthen the school's sense of 

community. 

.466 .382    .713 

My guardians are interested in the affairs of the school com-

munity. 

.415 .339    .667 

Our school organizes various events and theme days.  .667    .545 

The school organizes a voluntary club and hobby activities 

for the school's pupils. 

 .660    .489 

I have received information about various school hobby and 

leisure activities. 

 .622    .532 

I know I get help from the school welfare group (curator, 

school nurse) when needed. 

.332 .620    .659 

Our school has common customs and traditions. .349 .600    .372 

Pupils' skills and competences are utilized in everyday school 

life. 

.402 .533    .566 

The multiculturalism of our school is utilized, for example, in 

teaching situations and events. 

.315 .486   .315 .557 

Multiculturalism is a strength of our school.  .484    .538 

Our school also cooperates with other actors in the region, 

such as the library, youth services, the police, etc. 

.314 .481    .630 

I am aware of the plan that the school building will be demol-

ished 

 .454    .609 

The school building has a great influence to the school atmos-

phere. 

  .760   .549 

Building a new school will increase the sense of community.   .743   .320 

Building a new school is a good decision.   .651 -.396  .628 

School lounges are important places to create the sense of 

community. 

  .647   .686 

I enjoy a large school with a lot of opportunities.   .400  .312 .409 

Moving to temporary school facilities worries me.    .758  .684 
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I am afraid that the demolition of the school building will 

have a weakening effect on the school atmosphere. 

   .752  .636 

The adults of the school are aware of what happens in break-

time between the classes. 

    .767 .602 

The adults of the school intervene in bullying situations.  .419   .642 .573 

  

  

Figure 7 shows how approximately two thirds of the pupils agree with the first three 

factors. This means that more than two thirds of the pupils (68%) consider their school 

to be safe and have sense of community. The same number of pupils see their school 

as a multicultural and networked place for hobbies. Similar percentage (65%) agree 

that the school building creates the school atmosphere. The division of opinions seems 

to be very similar with the first three factors, with two thirds agreeing and one third 

disagreeing.  However, the number of pupils who tell they fully disagree is only 5-7%.  

 

The demolition of the school building divides opinions between the pupils, and a big-

ger number of people has a strong opinion about this than about the other statements. 

71 percent of the pupils are not worried about it. However, more than every 10th pupil 

(13%) fully agree that the demolition of the school worries them. In total a bit less than 

one third of the pupils (29%) is worried about the demolition of the current school 

building. In the open-ended questions, some pupils expressed a hope that the school 

building would not be demolished, or that the demolition would happen only after they 

have first completed their studies in the secondary school. The peer support pupils 

commented these findings in the second workshop by also saying that pupils would 

like to finish their studies in this building. Peer support pupils on the 9th grade thought 

that from their grade level’s perspective this was not an issue. From the perspective of 

the 8th grade peer support pupils, in their grade level the demolition of the school is “a 

basic thing” and pupils don’t talk about it much, but only that there is no information 

about the transition to evasive modes.    

 

The fifth factor divides pupils’ opinions clearly into half and half. Half of the pupils’ 

(51%) agree that the adults of the school are aware of what is happening and intervene, 

as the other half (49%) disagrees. In this factor there is the biggest number of pupils 

strongly disagreeing (16%). This division is seen in the open-ended questions as well. 

Some pupils describe the actions and interventions related to bullying as the positive 
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assets of the school community, as others describe dissatisfaction in this, and in the 

low level of intervention by adults of the school. 

 

 

 

FIGURE 7. The five-factor model in a scale where 1-1.49=Fully agree; 1,5-

2,49=Somewhat agree; 2,5-3,49=Somewhat disagree and 3,5-5= Fully disagree. (%). 

N=265. 

 

 

6.2 Assets of the school community 

 

This sub-chapter presents the positive aspects and assets of the school community 

named by the pupils. These findings are presented by combining the results of both 

quantitative and qualitative data, and by using citations from the qualitative data to 

deepen the meaning of the presented issues. The replies to the statement “This thing 

works well in our school / I am satisfied with this” were divided into five categories: 

atmosphere/sense of community, social capital, human capital, cultural capital and 

physical capital. This qualitative data was quantified by counting how many times the 

same thing was mentioned in the replies. The quantification shows how social capital 

and physical capital formed the biggest categories with 44 replies in both. In addition, 

11 pupils answered that they were satisfied with every aspect of the school.   
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FIGURE 8. The five categories in which the pupils identified the existing assets of the 

school community and the times mentioned in the open-ended questions. 

 

 

Atmosphere & Sense of Community 

Starting with the sense of community, four out of five pupils said they feel being part 

of the school community (82 %). 14 pupils (5%) somewhat or fully disagreed with the 

statement “I feel being part of our school community” as 33 pupils (13 %) said they 

don’t agree nor disagree Those pupils who felt like being part of the school community 

experienced the atmosphere of the school and the team-spirit of their class better than 

the ones who did not feel like belonging to the community. Sense of community was 

also mentioned eight times in the open-ended questions, as a positive asset.  

 

“All pupils support each other.” 

 

“Everybody respects each other.” 

 

“There are different kind of people in the school, and mostly everyone 

respects each other.” 

 

The pupils defined the school atmosphere as both as an asset of the school community, 

but also as an objective they would want to improve. Half of the pupils (51%) feel that 

the school atmosphere in their secondary school is good. Almost third (31%) of the 

pupils did not give an opinion about this statement, and less than one fifth (17%) some-

what or fully disagreed. The good team-spirit inside one’s class was experienced more 

often (62%) than the good atmosphere of the whole secondary school. In naming the 

positive elements of the school, atmosphere was mentioned in 21 of the open-ended 

questions, and after peer-relations (which was mentioned 26 times) it was the second 

most often mentioned positive aspect.  

 

The existing assets of the school 
community

Atmosphere/ 
sense of 

community (29)

Social capital 
(44)

Human capital 
(18)

Cultural capital 
(22)

Physical capital 
(44)
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“School has good atmosphere and people are nice to each other.” 

 

 

Social capital 

Social relations were emphasized in the replies. Not just the peer-relations, but also 

teachers were often mentioned (16) as an asset. Following citations describe the social 

capital of the school community; 

  

“Everyone has friends and no one is discriminated against.” 

 

“Everyone is cool with everybody, if one can be a good guy.” 

  

“The cooperation between pupils and teachers works well.” 

 

In the first workshop the peer support pupils also named social relations as the asset 

of the school community: 

 

“There is always someone to talk to (adults of the school).” 

 

“People have courage to join groups and talk to each other.” 

 

“I don’t see anyone alone.” 

 

“If someone has some worries, this can be shared with friends or with 

teacher.” 

 

A sign of social capital was also how majority of the pupils (86 %) know that they can 

get help from the school’s welfare group (curator, school nurse) when needed. One 

important aspect in which pupils told they were satisfied was the fact that there is not 

much bullying in the school community, and if there is, it is addressed quickly and the 

one being bullied will get help. This objective raised some contradictions, as bullying 

was also one of the most worrying aspects of the school community, and the level of 

adults’ supervision and interventions in bullying were hoped to be increased. I will 

discuss the findings related to bullying more in the next sub-chapter The worrying 

aspects of the school community.  

 

Human capital 

While doing the content analysis, in addition to the categories of peer-relations and 

teachers which belong to the social capital, I formed a third category, that is called the 

qualities and characters of people. In some of these replies pupils and teachers were 
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also mentioned, but if the reply focused more on the characteristic of a person, I 

counted it in this one. The qualities and characteristics of people were mentioned 12 

times. These characteristics, together with learning (mentioned 6 times) formed one of 

the five main categories, called the Human capital.   

 

“Teachers are thoughtful and helpful.” 

 

“Kind people.” 

 

“Teachers are nice.” 

 

“I learn well during the lessons.” 

 

“It is easier to learn here than in the old one.” 

 

Human capital consists of individuals’ skills and capacities. To identify the human 

capital of the school community, pupils were also asked to name their own personal 

assets. The pupils named 74 different types of individual strengths and skills that they 

consider to be positive assets for the school community (table 2). 58 pupils (22%) did 

not name any individual assets or the given answer was inappropriate or did not reply 

to the given question. Some pupils named more than one strength, and in total the 

pupils identified 234 individual strengths in themselves. 

 

TABLE 2. Categories of the individual strengths which pupils identified in themselves 

and considered as positive assets from the perspective of the school community. 

 

ability to 

learn new 

skills 

being good 

at school 

work 

creativity gladness 

I don't dis-

criminate 

anyone 

participa-

tion 

skills in 

music 
talents 

accepting 

challenges 

being on 

time 
curiosity 

group 

working 

skills 

naturalness positivity 
skills in 

physics 
tolerance 

accuracy 
being one-

self 
energetic 

helping 

others 

negotiating 

skills 
resilience 

skills in 

sports 

understand-

ing others 

acting ac-

cording to 

rules 

courage enjoying helpfulness nice 
respecting 

others 

skills in 

video edit-

ing 

the joy of 

learning 

behaviour calmness fair honesty 

not leaving 

anybody 

alone 

self-confi-

dence 
smart  

being a 

good friend 

common 

spirit 

friendli-

ness 
humour 

language 

skills 
self-control social  

acting as an 

example 

cooperation 

skills 

enthusi-

asm 

I don't 

bully inno-

cents 

minding 

own busi-

ness 

skills in 

arts 

spontane-

ous 
 

acceptance 
being hard 

working 

critical 

thinking 
gratitude initiative 

skills in 

handcrafts 
strong  
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being able 

to forgive 

communi-

cation 

skills 

giving 

peaceful 

learning 

environ-

ment to 

others 

kindness 
listening 

others 

skills in 

games 

supportive-

ness 
 

being able 

to say I am 

sorry 

considera-

tion 

giving 

positive 

feedback 

knowing 

when to be 

quiet 

love 
skills in 

maths 

taking care 

of others 
 

 

 

Cultural capital 

The school community in Tiistilä secondary school is multicultural and some pupils 

emphasized this as an asset of the school and offered this as an explanation for the lack 

of racism. At the same time, racism was named most often as a worrying aspect of the 

school community, which will be discussed in the next subchapter. 

 

“I am happy that I am in a multicultural school.” 

 

“Our school is multicultural and that’s why there is not so much rac-

ism.”  

 

Almost three out of four pupils (73%) agree that multiculturalism is a strength of the 

school, but only half of the pupils (52%) feel that multiculturalism of the school is 

utilized, for example, in teaching situations and events. 

 

The cultural capital of the school is not formed just out of multiculturalism, but it also 

involves things that relate to the operating culture and the customs of the school. This 

category is formed out of 22 statements. The pupils highlighted that the school func-

tions in an organized way and has good rules. Two pupils mentioned in their replies 

how they were satisfied with the school’s actions in preventing the spread of the corona 

virus and in following the given rules related to this issue. Teaching and lessons (11) 

were often mentioned.  

 

“Our school functions in an organized way.” 

 

“There are good rules.” 

 

“The length of the lessons is good.” 

 

“Teaching is easy to follow.” 
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Physical capital 

The physical capital together with the social capita formed the biggest categories of 

the positive assets. These replies that were counted in the physical capital involved 

things related to the school conditions, and the breaktimes (14) and school lunch (16) 

formed a big part of the total replies. The division of the classes was also mentioned 

six times and counted in as part of the physical capital.  

 

“When we start in the secondary school, the classes are divided and not 

remain same, which is a good thing.” 

 

“In our school, the school lunch works well!” 

 

Outdoor and sport facilities and a snack vending machine were also mentioned, as 

were hobbies and sports. Other positive elements mentioned were school trips, group 

works and spending time with smartphones. 

 

 

6.3 Challenges in the school community 

 

The survey did not ask if the pupils him/herself were experiencing any worrying issues 

in their school, but instead what the pupils think were the worrying aspects for the 

whole school community. This is important to keep in mind when analysing the results 

as these results do not mean that the pupils would have personally experienced these 

issues in their school.  

 

More than two thirds (37%) of the pupils consider racism as a worrying aspect of the 

school community. Smoking by pupils and bullying were the second most commonly 

chosen alternatives, chosen by almost one third (32%) of the pupils.  

 

Figure 9 shows how the pupils choose external factors such as racism, bullying, pupils’ 

violent behaviour and pupils’ substance use including smoking and the use of alcohol 

more often as the worrying aspects of the school community, than internal factors such 

as pressures on appearance and school success. The survey allowed the pupils to 

choose 1-5 options from given 19 alternatives. The pupils could also choose the alter-

native “other” which allowed them to write down their own reply. 
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FIGURE 9. Worrying aspects in the school community (%). N=265. Pupils were asked 

to choose 1-5 options from 19 alternatives. 

 

In the first workshop, the peer support pupils also named fights and shouting as the 

worrying aspects of their school community; 

 

“I have seen several fights… Well not that many, but two days ago there 

was.”   

 

“Not that many fights, but there is shouting (huutelua) towards each 

other”. 

 

Tables 3 to 6 present how four of the five factors presented earlier in figure 7 connect 

to what the pupils choose as the worrying aspects of their school community. Only 

those variables that are statistically significant have been involved in these tables. 

Based on the findings it is not possible to tell which one is the cause and which one 

the result, but we can tell that there is a strong connection between these variables. 

Table 3 shows how Factor 1, Our school is safe and has a sense of community, is 

connected with five different worrying aspects of the school community. For example, 
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those pupils who did not consider their school to be safe and communal, were much 

more often choosing the offensive way of speech as a worrying aspect of the school 

community. Pupils who agree that their school is safe and has a sense of community, 

were less worried about the school atmosphere.  

 

TABLE 3. The connection between F1 ”Our school is safe and has a sense of commu-

nity” and different aspects which caused worry among the pupils. Only the connections 

with statistically significant differences are reported. N=265. 

 

Name of the worry Fully 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Fully 

disagree 

Sig. 

Offensive way of speech ,11 ,14 ,30 ,42 *** 

The school atmosphere ,09 ,09 ,17 ,37 ** 

Alcohol use by pupils ,15 ,31 ,14 ,11 ** 

Peer-relations ,11 ,08 ,21 ,26 * 

Pupils' mental health prob-

lems 

,07 ,06 ,18 ,05 * 

 

 

Table 4 shows that factor 2, Our school is multicultural and networked place for hob-

bies, has statistically significant connection between two variables of the worrying as-

pects, pupils’ mental health problems and gossiping. The number of stars in the last 

column shows that this connection is not as strong as the examples presented before in 

table 3. 

 

TABLE 4. The connection between F2 “Our school is multicultural and networked 

place for hobbies”, and different aspects which caused worry among the pupils. Only 

the connections with statistically significant differences are reported. N=265. 

 

Name of the worry Fully 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Fully  

disagree 

Sig. 

Pupils' mental health prob-

lems 

,07 ,06 ,13 ,29 * 

Gossiping ,05 ,25 ,22 ,14 * 

 

Factor 4, Demolition of the school building worries me, has a statistically meaningful 

connection with two worries. Those pupils who are worried about the demolition of 

the school building choose more often the demolition of the school building and mov-

ing to temporary school facilities as a worrying aspect of the school community (table 
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5). These pupils were also more often worried about bullying, than the ones who were 

not so worried about the demolition. 

 

TABLE 5. The connection between F4 “Demolition of the school building worries 

me”, and different aspects which caused worry among the pupils. Only the connections 

with statistically significant differences are reported. N=265. 

 

Name of the worry Fully 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Fully 

disagree 

Sig. 

Demolition of the school build-

ing and moving to temporary 

school facilities 

,27 ,21 ,09 ,02 *** 

Bullying ,42 ,51 ,31 ,22 ** 

 

 

Factor 5 The adults of our school are aware of what is happening and intervene con-

nects with three variables of the worrying aspects, offensive way of speech, pupils' 

mental health problems and attitudes glorifying violence (table 6). Those pupils who 

do not feel that the adults of the school are aware about what is happening and do not 

trust they would intervene, are more often worried about the offensive ways of speak. 

 

TABLE 6. The connection between F5 “The adults of our school are aware of what is 

happening and intervene”, and different aspects which caused worry among the pupils. 

Only the connections with statistically significant differences are reported. N=265. 

 

Name of the worry Fully 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Fully 

disagree 

Sig. 

Offensive way of speech ,14 ,13 ,20 ,40 ** 

Pupils' mental health prob-

lems 

,11 ,02 ,17 ,07 ** 

Attitudes glorifying vio-

lence 

,22 ,07 ,13 ,23 * 

 

 

One of the major finding in the quantitative data was the importance of feeling safe at 

school, and how much this experience connects to other experiences in the school set-

ting.  For example, feeling safe at school has strong connections to the feeling of being 

part of the community, to participation and expressing one’s opinions, and feeling 

good about coming to school. 72 percent of pupils claimed to feel safe at school, but 

every 10th pupil disagreed with this statement. 18 percent had no opinion on the matter. 
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Table 7 presents the connection between “I feel safe at school” to other variables. 

Value 1 meaning full agreement, and 5 full disagreement, the lower the mean is, the 

bigger amount of the level of agreement. For example, those who fully disagreed with 

the statement “I feel safe at school”, also disagreed more with the statement “There is 

a good atmosphere in our secondary school”. 

 

TABLE 7. The connection between the statement “I feel safe at school” to the other 

statements, (1=fully agree; 2=I somewhat agree; 3= I don’t agree or disagree; 4=I 

somewhat disagree; 5=I fully disagree). N=265.  

 

  

I feel safe at school (1-5) 

 

 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

sig 

I feel being part of our school 

community. 

1,38 1,74 2,43 2,33 2,83 *** 

I feel accepted at school as I 

am. 

1,31 1,90 2,17 3,00 3,25 *** 

At school, other pupils are in-

terested in my well-being and 

how am I. 

2,06 2,57 3,26 3,40 3,67 *** 

At school, teachers are inter-

ested in hearing my opinion. 

1,71 2,20 2,66 2,80 3,50 *** 

It’s easy for me to express my 

opinion in class. 

1,86 2,12 2,85 3,33 3,08 *** 

In the class there is a good 

team-spirit. 

1,82 2,38 2,70 3,20 3,50 *** 

There is a good atmosphere in 

our secondary school. 

1,83 2,62 3,21 3,80 3,92 *** 

I feel good about coming to 

school. 

1,62 2,24 3,13 3,67 3,58 *** 

Cooperation between pupils 

and teachers works well. 

1,74 2,17 2,66 2,80 3,00 *** 

Pupils and teachers respect 

each other. 

1,87 2,42 2,81 3,07 3,33 *** 

My guardians are interested in 

the affairs of the school com-

munity. 

1,61 1,98 2,34 2,60 2,58 *** 

Our school also cooperates 

with other actors in the region, 

such as the library, youth ser-

vices, the police, etc. 

1,97 2,21 2,62 2,53 3,08 *** 

The adults of the school are 

aware of what happens in 

break time between the clas-

ses. 

2,23 2,67 3,19 2,80 2,67 *** 

The adults of the school inter-

vene in bullying situations. 

1,77 2,07 2,62 2,47 3,42 *** 

The school organizes a volun-

tary club and hobby activities 

for the school's pupils. 

1,78 1,99 2,26 2,73 3,25 *** 
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The experience of feeling safe is connected to how the pupils experience adults being 

aware of what is happening during the breaktimes and intervening in bullying situa-

tions. Those pupils who did not feel safe at school, more often claimed that the adults 

of the school do not intervene in bullying situations. Figure 6 earlier showed how only 

half of the pupils (51%) thought that adults of the school are aware of what is happen-

ing during the school breaktimes, and one fifth (22%) disagreed with this statement.  

 

The open-ended questions also offered some explanations for the fact how adults’ in-

terventions were experienced. Some pupils experienced that adults paid attention and 

intervened in irrelevant issues such as issues related to pupils clothing, but some more 

serious issues like bullying where left without notice. The way of intervention was 

criticized as one pupil explained in his/her reply that teachers assume always the wrong 

thing and there is no space for explaining what really happened. Some pupils mention 

the disregard of adults as their concern: 

 

“One teacher does not care what happens during the breaks. A pupil 

took a bike from the bike rack during a break and rode around the break 

yard. This teacher didn't react in any way. Such disregard of school 

adults can lead to serious events.” 

 

“During breaktimes, many go to the woods and to the store, even though 

it’s not allowed, smoke and use snuff, and teachers just look and do noth-

ing.” 

 

However, the other half of the pupils agree that adults do intervene, and some pupils 

also named this as the asset of the school community.  

  

“Bullying is addressed.”  

 

“If there is bullying, help is immediate.”  

 

 

6.4 Desired changes and ideas for development in the school community 

 

The things in which pupils hoped change and improvements relate to what the pupils 

identified as the worrying aspects in the school community. From the given answers 

and proposals, I identified three main categories in which pupils hoped for change: 1. 

Improving safety and the school atmosphere, 2. Increasing activity and participation 
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in the school culture and 3. Making contributions to a comfortable school environment. 

These desired changes and improvements I concluded as changes that related to 

strengthening an equal and safe school atmosphere and comfortable school environ-

ment, this is presented with examples in figure 10.  

 

FIGURE 10. Examples of actions the pupils named as the changes they desired for, 

which result in equal, safe and comfortable school community. 

 

The biggest single category of desired change was formed out of replies that claimed 

how everybody should be treated equally and with respect (23). The need for respect 

was mentioned both ways, pupils claimed that pupils should respect teachers more, but 

also that teachers needed to show respect to pupils and treat them equally in order to 

gain respect.  

 

“Everybody should be accepted as they are, and nobody should be dis-

criminated based on their looks for example” 

 

“No racism.” 

“Teachers should not choose favourites.” 

 

“Teachers always say to boys, not to girls.” 

 

“Pupils should respect teachers more.” 

 

“Teachers should be listened.” 
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The changes that the pupils desired relating to safety and school atmosphere were de-

creasing bullying (20) and offensive speech (3), improving the school atmosphere (15), 

activating the presence of teachers in supervision and interventions for bullying (8) 

and having a more peaceful learning environment (7). 

 

“Everyone would be open-minded and more positive and would accept 

people exactly as they are.” 

 

“Relations between pupils could be somehow developed.” 

 

“Have more discussions in the school about homophobia and other dis-

crimination.” 

 

“Adding the number of teachers in breaktimes and in corridors.” 
 

 

Pupils also wanted to increase the number of activities (12) and the level of pupils’ 

participation in the school (4). More activities and events were hoped for the break-

times, but also more trips, projects, sport clubs and hobbies were suggested.  

 

“More some special days among certain age groups could be arranged, 

in which different classes would do something together.”  

 

“More activities for the breaktimes.”  

 

“If the student council asked questions more often and these would be 

implemented and not only read.” 

 

“That there would be discussions for pupils about, that things can be 

resolved in other ways than by using threat or violence.”  

 

”Replacing detention with a communal service.” 

 

The pupils’ replies highlighted the meaning of the physical facilities to their school 

experience and this formed an important category of the desired changes. These in-

cluded improvements to school facilities (18), school lunch (17), breaktime facilities 

(15), indoor breaktimes (10), school schedule (9), hygienic toilet facilities (6), and 

snack opportunities (3).  

“Following the lunch menus as announced online.” 

 

“Improving basketball hoops and adding benches.” 

 

“A trash can for menstrual padding and tampons, could be placed in the 

toilets.” 
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Some pupils (5) also mentioned they wished changes to those teachers who they were 

not satisfied with, and some (4) hoped for less supervision. Other things mentioned in 

which pupils hoped change were receiving more information about opportunities for 

support and help in studies, having less homework during distance learning, a wish to 

listen to music while studying in the class, kicking out ”the bad pupils” from the 

school, mandatory Swedish lessons, indoor air problems and wearing school uniforms. 

Some pupils hoped improvements to the content of the lessons. One said lessons are 

boring, one hoped that teaching coding could start already on the 8th grade, and one 

wished for more alternatives at the technical work lessons.   

 

 

6.5 Action plans proposed by the peer support pupils 

 

In the second workshop the peer support pupils discussed the presented findings of the 

online survey and were asked to work in pairs and to create action plans for the sug-

gested development ideas. Six peer support pupils worked in two pairs and two did the 

assignment individually. In total four ideas were chosen, and four action plans were 

submitted. The importance of physical facilities for pupils was again emphasized as 

three of the action plans focused on school lunch and snack opportunities. Peer support 

pupils defined these ideas as a way to support pupils energy levels and concentration 

during the long school days and saw these ideas as a solution to prevent pupils going 

to the store during the school day. The fourth action plan aimed at improving the class 

team spirit by organising more common activities and recognized the opportunity to 

cooperate with local youth services in the implementation of the proposal. These four 

action plans are presented in tables 8-11. 

 

The first action plan proposal presented in table 8 suggests organizing snack sales in 

the afternoon a few times a week. The pupils would be the ones who decide what items 

are sold. The aim is that pupils would have more energy during the long school days, 

and to prevent pupils going to the store during school days. Cooperation among pupils, 

teachers and the canteen staff as well as communication skills are needed for the im-

plementation.  
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TABLE 8 Action plan proposal, “Organizing snack sales”.  

 

Idea/proposal The school would hold snack sales from time to time, and pupils 

would be able to suggest themselves what products are for sale.  

 

Goals 

 

Pupils would have more energy during the long school days. 

Pupils would not have to go to store during the school day, as this is 

not allowed.  

School would benefit from the profits of the sale. 

 

Short description of 

the plan 

The school would organize snack sales few times a week during the 

break starting at 14.15. The sales would be targeted to those whose 

school day continues to later in the afternoon. The sales could be or-

ganized in the canteen. 

 

What community 

assets will be used 

in implementation? 

Communication skills are needed in order to communicate the pupils 

hopes to the organizers of the snack sale. 

What/who is needed 

in the implementa-

tion? 

The help of teachers and the canteen staff is needed, and the snack 

products. Information about pupils’ hopes is needed. 

Other things to be 

considered 

The prices should be reasonable. 

 

 

The second action plan proposal presented in table 9 suggests acquiring a vending 

machine for cheap drinks. The aim of this proposal is to affect pupils’ well-being pos-

itively. The peer support pupils explained this idea by claiming that pupils would not 

be so tired and they would be able to concentrate better during the last lessons of the 

school day after gaining more energy form the drinks. For this idea to be implemented 

peer support pupils suggest organizing sales to collect the needed funds and utilizing 

pupils’ skills and creativity in the process. 

 

TABLE 9. Action plan proposal, “Vending machine for drinks”. 

 

Idea/proposal Vending machine for drinks (coffee, tea, cacao) 

 

Goals 

 

Pupils would no become thirsty and they would gain some energy. 

Pupils would not be so restless. 

 

Short description of 

the plan 

A coffee machine that would serve cacao, coffee, juice and tea, and 

it would cost 20-50 cents. 

 

What community 

assets will be used 

in implementation? 

Let’s begin by selling for example cakes so we get money to buy the 

coffee machine. This brings creativity and pupils can bring other 

strengths to this project of organizing the sale. 

Gladness, creativity, sales skills, mathematical skills. 
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What/who is needed 

in the implementa-

tion? 

School, teachers and everything, possibly pupils. 

 

Other things to be 

considered 

Few pupils from each class could take weekly turns to take care of 

the machine. 

 

 

 

The important role of school lunch has been highlighted throughout the results of the 

research both as an asset and as an object that needs improvement. The third action 

plan proposal presented in table 10 suggests making improvements to the school lunch 

by providing a wider range of foods on offer. The peer support pupils defined the main 

goal of this proposal to be preventing pupils going to the store during the school day. 

By asking the support of school’s pupils council and the principal, pupils would send 

message to the school kitchen and present their proposals for food. 

 

TABLE 10. Action plan proposal, “Improvements to school lunch”. 

 

Idea/proposal Better food, for example more choices to choose from 

 

Goals 

 

This idea can affect that pupils would not go to store during the 

school day. 

 

Short description of 

the plan 

Peer support pupils write down proposals for food and tell about this 

to the pupils’ council. The pupils’ council sends a message to the 

school principal and the principal emails to the school kitchen.  

 

What community 

assets will be used 

in implementation? 

Communication skills, fairness and smartness. 

What/who is needed 

in the implementa-

tion? 

Pupils, principal, teachers and the school kitchen staff. 

Other things to be 

considered 

 

 

 

The fourth and the last action plan proposal presented in table 11 focuses to promote 

team spirit and identify the common strengths of the class. This is thought to be 

achieved by organizing more common activities within classes during the school day. 

Peer support pupils claim that these activities help pupils to get to know each other 

and to be helpful. For the implementation of these activities cooperation with the youth 

services is suggested.  
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TABLE 11. Action plan proposal, “More common activities to do among the class”. 

 

Idea/proposal More common activities to do among the class 

 

Goals 

 

To learn better identify the common strengths of the class and to pro-

mote the team spirit of the class 

 

Short description of 

the plan 

Who? All pupils in the class and the class supervisor. 

What? Nice common activities. 

When? During the school time. 

Where? Outdoors / in the home class. 

What community 

assets will be used 

in implementation? 

Strengths: 

- everyone can be as they are 

- being supportive 

- group work skills 

- sociality 

 

What/who is needed 

in the implementa-

tion? 

Participants (pupils, class supervisor). 

Equipment that is needed. 

Other things to be 

considered 

It would be also possible to implement this in some public place dur-

ing the school day. This helps pupils to get to know each other and 

be helpful. Youth instructors for the youth services could help in cre-

ating the ideas and in the implementation. Pupils could be also di-

vided into smaller groups and some competition could be arranged. 
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 DISCUSSION 

 

 

In this chapter I discuss the findings of the research and connect them into the wider 

discussions taking place in the society, as school and the phenomenon of school com-

munity always reflect on the surrounding society. The comments presented by the peer 

support pupils in the second workshop are included in the discussion. 

 

The main findings of the research show that pupils in Tiistilä secondary school recog-

nize assets in human, social, cultural and physical capitals of their school community. 

The importance of social relations together with the school atmosphere and the sense 

of community, was emphasized as the assets of the school community, but also as 

issues that caused worries and that the pupils considered as development areas. The 

physical facilities and conditions also played a big role for the pupils’ school experi-

ence. The most worrying aspects of the school community were named to be racism, 

smoking, bullying, violent behaviour and loneliness. The desired changes and ideas 

for improvement pupils suggested related to strengthening a safe and equal school at-

mosphere and comfortable school environment. 

 

The pupils’ experiences about their school community in Tiistilä secondary school can 

be compared with earlier collected national data about youth and their experiences 

about school communities. The Finnish Institute for Health and Wellbeing provides a 

wide national survey every second year that provides knowledge about the well-being 

of youth and their living environments in Finland. The School Health Survey (SH-

survey) involves groups of 4th and 5th grade pupils in primary education, 8th and 9th 

grade students in secondary education, 1st and 2nd year high school students and 1st and 

2nd year students in vocational schools (who are under 21-years old). (Terveyden ja 

hyvinvoinnin laitos. Tutkimus ja kehittäminen. Tutkimukset ja hankkeet. Kouluter-

veyskysely.) The main findings from the last survey from 2019, indicate how majority 

of children and youth are satisfied with their life and that they enjoy going to school 

(Ikonen & Helakorpi 2019, 1). The research findings from Tiistilä secondary school 

draw a similar picture than the national results of the SH-survey from 2019. In Tiistilä 

secondary school 61 percent of pupils replied they feel good about going to school, 

which is similar than the results of the SH-survey, where 60 percent of the pupils in 
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8th and 9th grades claimed they feel good about going to school (Ikonen & Helakorpi 

2019, 1).  

 

One peer support pupil commented the results of the survey by saying that she was 

actually surprised about how majority of the pupils feel good about going to school, 

even though the discussions in school deal with topics that indicate that the school is 

not good and pupils would rather not be in school.  

 

 

7.1 Addressing the worrying aspects of the school community 

 

Racism, smoking, bullying, violent behaviour and loneliness were the five most wor-

rying aspects of the school community chosen by pupils. All these aspects can be de-

fined as threats to the social capital of the community, and to the pupils’ experience of 

safety and well-being. These factors increase pupils’ risk of exclusion and are im-

portant to be recognized and addressed when they occur.  

 

Racism 

Racism was chosen as the most worrying aspect of the school community (37%) which 

is an interesting finding since at the same time multiculturalism was considered to be 

a strength of the school by almost two thirds of the pupils (73%). The fact that there is 

a chance that the pupils with something else than Finnish as their mother tongue are 

underrepresented in the sample (as presented in chapter 5.6), the percentage could be 

even bigger. This fact is crucial to be recognized and brought into the discussion. The 

peer support pupils thought that the fact that racism was mentioned so often was wor-

rying, but that they were not really surprised about this finding.  

 

Racism is a sensitive topic in Finnish schools in general. Issues related to racism have 

been ignored in examination of the challenges of multicultural schools, despite the fact 

that this phenomenon has been strongly present in schools. (Soutu 2011.) In Soutu’s 

dissertation research she explains how multiculturalism in schools has focused much 

on pedagogical solutions and to guarantee good quality teaching for immigrant pupils. 

Though this is important, from the perspective of racism, more relevant would be to 

focus on the attitudes of Finnish pupils and how they encounter immigrant pupils. 

Soutu suggests that instead of discussing cultural differences, schools should focus 
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more on identifying cultural racism and discuss about group dynamics and influencing 

pupils’ attitudes. By asking the question “Is there racism in our school?”, the school 

opens the opportunities to recognize and discuss this issue, and set rules that help in 

intervening in situations where racism is recognized. (Jokisalo 2011.) 

 

As presented earlier in the Good relations model, the atmosphere of attitudes has an 

effect on people’s experience about safety and it also impacts their behaviour in terms 

of interaction (Wigfield & Turner 2010, 66). Based on this, experiences about racism 

could partly explain the worries related to bullying and violent behaviour in the school 

community.  

 

Bullying and violent behaviour  

The results of the SH-survey show how bullying has been decreasing from year to year 

in the whole country, and the prevalence of bullying is currently lower than in any 

other time before during the 21st century (Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos. Tutkimus 

ja kehittäminen. Tutkimukset ja hankkeet. Kouluterveyskysely. Kouluterveyskyselyn 

tulokset). In addition to the national survey, the experiences of bullying in Finnish 

schools have been followed for a long time by international surveys such as WHO’s 

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC), Trends in International Mathe-

matics and Science Study (TIMSS-survey) and UNESCO surveys as well. On a world 

scale, the prevalence of bullying in Finnish schools is relatively low, and in compari-

son, with other Nordic countries and Western Europe, bullying seems to be a common 

issue. Despite the fact, that the prevalence of bullying in Finnish schools has been 

decreasing, it still occurs in an alarming amount. (Laitinen, Haanpää Francke & 

Lahtinen 2020, 11.) 

 

School bullying and violent behaviour between pupils were among the most worrying 

aspects of the school community of Tiistilä. As school is not only a separate commu-

nity but part an important part of the surrounding community, the phenomena at school 

always reflect on the wider community. At the time when this research was conducted, 

discussion about school bullying and school violence have been going on widely in 

the national media and even in the Finnish parliament. 

 

A violent incident at Vantaa's Kytöpuisto school on 15th of September 2020, where a 

pupil was injured by the violence of 6th grade pupils, started a good deal of discussion 
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and got media coverage (YLE. News. Parents' group calls on schools to intervene in 

school bullying, violence 2020; Vantaa. Uutisia. Varhaiskasvatus ja koulutus. 

Kytöpuiston koulun väkivallantekoon puututtu tiukasti 2020). This event took place 

only 10 days before the pupils filled in the online survey, and it is likely that some of 

the pupils in Tiistilä were also aware of this on-going discussion. The role of social 

media and digitalization has grown to be an influencing part of the lives of the youth 

and has also brought new dimensions to school bullying. As social media plays such a 

major role in the lives of the youth I was surprised, that the behaviour on social media 

did not cause more worries among the pupils. Contrary to my expectations, behaviour 

on social media was one of the alternatives that got the lowest points among the wor-

ries of the school community (12 percent of the pupils). 

  

An interesting finding of the research was how half of the pupils were satisfied with 

the level of awareness of the adults of the school regarding what is happening and how 

they intervene when needed, but how other half of the pupils did not experience this. 

This arises new questions, and makes me wonder what separates these two groups in 

the school community. If bullying exists in the school community, what parts of it is 

visible to who and what is left without notice? There might be also different interpre-

tations among pupils and teachers on what kind of situations require interventions. I 

would also like to know the factors of the positive experiences in which bullying has 

been addressed that some pupils claimed that they were satisfied with. These already 

existing ways of intervention and prevention should be recognized and strengthened.   

 

Tiistilä secondary school has launched their own instructions to intervene bullying sit-

uations. These instructions are also printed and visibly placed around the school build-

ing. According to these instructions, if bullying has been experienced, seen or heard, 

one should tell about it to an adult of the school. The adult who hears about bullying 

will transfer that information to a “kivi”-teacher who are the teachers of the school 

trained for mediation of the bullying situations. The situation is settled between the 

parties involved. The guardians of the involved pupils and their class supervisor are 

notified about the incident, but the confidentiality of mediators protects the pupils 

themselves. 

 

One teacher who has been involved in mediation of a bullying situation argued that 

the different experiences on the adult intervention in bullying might vary because the 
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cases are kept confidential and not all pupils will be aware of these situations. To those 

pupils who are not involved in the situation, it might seem that nothing was done, 

though the situation has been solved among the pupils who were involved.  

 

The peer support pupils thought that teachers are willing to help, but pupils still do not 

always want to tell them because they do not believe that teachers can do anything 

about the issues which most often relate to relationships. Peer support pupils said that 

pupils neither approach them in these issues. From this perspective the peer support 

pupils thought that increasing a more open atmosphere in the school would increase 

the willingness to talk about these issues. 

 

Smoking 

On national level the smoking amongst young people has declined rapidly since 2013. 

From 2006 to 2011, 15 percent of 8th and 9th grade pupils smoked every day, but start-

ing from 2013 that number dropped every year, and in 2019, that percentage was less 

than six. (Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos. Tutkimus ja kehittäminen. Tutkimukset ja 

hankkeet. Kouluterveyskysely. Kouluterveyskyselyn tulokset.) Despite this national 

positive development, one third (32%) of the pupils in Tiistilä secondary school de-

fined smoking by pupils as a worrying aspect of their school community. 

 

Peer support pupils commented this result by saying that smoking is a bad thing as the 

pupils in the lower grades can see this and they might follow the bad example. Peer 

support pupils also commented, that the pupils hide their smoking and smoke more 

outside the school day. 

 

Loneliness 

Based on the SH-survey results from 2019, 11 percent of 8th and 9th grade pupils in 

Finland feel lonely quite often or constantly (Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos. Tutki-

mus ja kehittäminen. Tutkimukset ja hankkeet. Kouluterveyskysely. Kouluter-

veyskyselyn tulokset). Though the number of pupils who feel lonely in Tiistilä sec-

ondary school was not measured in this thesis, the findings pointed out how every 

fourth (25%) pupil considered loneliness as a worrying aspect of their school commu-

nity. Loneliness is a risk factor for pupils’ mental and physical health and well-being 

(Junttila 2016; Terveyden ja hyvinvoinnin laitos. Tutkimus ja kehittäminen. 

Tutkimukset ja hankkeet. Kouluterveyskysely. Kouluterveyskyselyn tulokset). 
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The experience of loneliness is linked to social relations and communities and can 

relate to the feelings of not belonging or to the lack of sense of community. Loneliness 

can be divided into social and emotional loneliness. Socially lonely youth think that 

they rarely have friends, they do not fit in or do not feel accepted by others, as emo-

tionally lonely youth feel they do not have any close friend or a friend who they could 

talk to about their own things. Tackling loneliness improves both mental health and 

social well-being. (Junttila 2016.) Loneliness can be reduced by supporting social 

skills, increasing opportunities for social contacts, and by influencing the attitudes of 

others related to the consideration of the lonely ones. Good and open relationships at 

home between the youth and their parents also prevent loneliness. (Terveyden ja hy-

vinvoinnin laitos. Tutkimus ja kehittäminen. Tutkimukset ja hankkeet. Kouluter-

veyskysely. Kouluterveyskyselyn tulokset.) In schools, focusing on creating and main-

taining good group spirit and paying attention to pupils’ attitudes and behaviour to-

wards each other are central in prevention and in early support for pupils who experi-

ence loneliness (Junttila 2016). 

 

Junttila (2018), has suggested a cheap and simple way to promote the well-being of 

pupils at schools by organizing the “Listening breaktimes”.  This is a fixed time win-

dow when the teachers would have time to listen to the pupils. She says that according 

to previous research for children it is important to be noticed and heard by their teacher. 

(Ministry of Education and Culture. Niina Junttila ehdottaa lasten ja opettajien kuun-

teluvälituntia 2018) 

 

Paying attention and recognizing pupils’ attitudes was mentioned as an important fac-

tor in addressing the worrying aspects of the school community such as racism and 

loneliness, but also in addressing bullying, violence and smoking as well. Though 

adults of the school have an official duty to provide a safe learning environment for 

pupils, the whole community is needed in tackling these issues. Building a stronger 

sense of community and improving the school atmosphere is a way to address these 

issues. As proved before, strong sense of community and good atmosphere in school, 

develop social and emotional competencies of the pupils, and act as a protective factor 

to avoid problem behaviours such as the use of drugs and violence. (Schaps 2003; 

Ahonen 2008, 197, 209.)  
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7.2 Utilizing the assets of the school community 

 

The model of Good relations relates to the pupils’ own suggestions and vision about 

achieving equal, safe and comfortable school community. By making contributions to 

a comfortable school environment, places for interaction are created, and by increasing 

activity and participation in the school culture a positive atmosphere and the sense of 

safety will increase. These investments would affect to three out of the four factors 

named in the School Well-being Model: having (school conditions), loving (social re-

lations) and being (self-fulfilment), and through these factors the investments would 

positively impact the well-being of the pupils.   

 

In addition, the components of Lerner’s “Big Three” design can be identified in the 

ideas that the pupils presented for actions for development. For example, pupils hoped 

for more activities, and that their opinions would be asked more often and took into 

consideration (=1. Opportunities for youth participation in and leadership of activi-

ties), discussions about bullying and discrimination and teaching non-violent conflict 

resolution skills (=2. Emphasize the development of life skills) and adding the pres-

ence of adults in supervision and interventions in bullying (=3. A sustained and caring 

adult-youth relationship.) (Lerner et al. 2006, 11.)  

 

Concrete examples of suggestions were organising more events, projects and activities 

that are ways to create opportunities for interaction and participation. The pupils’ atti-

tudes could be influenced by organizing more discussions about homophobia, bullying 

and other discrimination. By taking part in these activities and through interaction the 

general attitudes can be influenced, which then in turn affect the pupils feeling of 

safety and behaviour. An example of a specific way to influence the pupils’ behaviour 

was by teaching pupils non-violent conflict resolution skills. 

 

Organizing more events, activities and projects formed also a notable category of the 

desired changes and these are tools for fostering the good relations. More than half of 

the pupils (54%) felt that the joint events of the school strengthen the school's sense of 

community. Planning and organizing activities could be a way to utilize the skills and 

gifts of pupils, and the social capital and cooperation of the pupils and the teachers. As 

said earlier, youth need to have an active role in the community, but they need adults 

to facilitate the opportunities. Having pupils as the agents of social and community 
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change is proved to empower and facilitate the sense of community (Torres-Harding, 

Baber, Hilvers, Hobbs & Maly 2017). 

 

As adults are much needed, but the timetables of the school adults and teachers are 

often known to be very tight and the resources limited, it is important to recognize and 

utilize the resources around the school and in the surrounding environment and com-

munity. In Tiistilä school this has already been recognized and practiced and two thirds 

of the pupils (66%) agreed that their school operates with other actors in the region, 

such as the library, youth services, the police, etc. This regional cooperation among 

different services also offers opportunities to interaction and participation between dif-

ferent groups and fosters the development of good relations. These findings support 

the continuation of the regional cooperation and suggests inviting workers from dif-

ferent services to contribute in the continuation of the school community development 

process. 

 

Different Non-governmental organizations can also be recognized as possible commu-

nity partners of the school, and they have supported the anti-racism work and peace-

education in Finnish schools by producing materials and organizing visits, trainings 

and campaigns. Examples of these are the Ahtisaari-days organized by the Crisis Man-

agement Initiative (CMI), Week against racism campaign coordinated by the Finnish 

Red Cross, and different materials and trainings produced by the Peace Education In-

stitute (Rauhankasvatusinstituutti). Recognizing the opportunities that exists in the co-

operation with other actors in the surrounding community is a way to build the social 

capital of the school community. The cooperation with the community partners is also 

a way to implement the pupils’ ideas about organizing more events and projects, to 

arrange discussions about discrimination and bullying, and to offer training to improve 

conflict resolution skills. In the peer support pupils’ action plans the co-operation with 

local youth services was seen as a way to organize more common activities with the 

class and as a way to learn more about the strengths of the class and foster the team 

spirit. 

 

In the times being affected by the COVID-19, the organizing of traditional joint events 

and gatherings is somewhat limited. However, in finding new solutions and ways to 
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foster the school atmosphere with the existing limitations, the pupils’ initiative, crea-

tivity and communication skills is seen as important resources that should be fostered 

in use. 

 

Koivisto & Rautakoski (2013) define that the well-being of youth in school communi-

ties means that the assets of everyone is recognized, which creates the feeling of par-

ticipation and sense of community. These individual assets are referred to as the human 

capital. The pupils recognized a huge number (74) of different individual assets that 

they considered to have positive impact for the school community, and in total they 

named 234 different individual assets. Almost two thirds (59%) of the pupils agreed 

that the pupils' skills and competences are already utilized in everyday school life. The 

amount of this identified human capital in the school community is a major asset for 

the school to utilize in their future development. By highlighting these found assets 

when presenting the research results to the school community, positive effect for the 

atmosphere might be achieved.  

 

However, a notably number of 58 pupils did not name any individual assets or the 

given answer was not legible. From the total of 265 pupils replying to the online sur-

vey, this amount presents more than one fifth of the pupils (22%). These results show 

that a big amount of the human capital remains unrecognized. The peer support pupils 

claimed that by organizing more activities among the class, the class could learn to 

identify their common strengths. 

 

The peer support pupils also recognized how the assets of the pupils could be used in 

making contributions to the school environment by organizing snack sales, purchasing 

a vending machine and making improvements to the school lunch. The implementation 

of these ideas would offer the pupils opportunities to participate and make contribu-

tions in their school community, and to recognize and utilize the skills and capacities 

of pupils. They had good arguments that these contributions would help pupils to con-

centrate and stop their need to go to the store during the school day, which is not al-

lowed. Pupils also brainstormed ideas of how they could organize fundraising and par-

ticipate in the processes of implementing these ideas. In order to move these ideas 

forward, pupils need the support of the school adults to facilitate and guide the process. 
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For example, adults could encourage and help the peer support pupils to make pro-

posals of school lunch opportunities and then organize a way to approach the kitchen 

staff with these proposals and start a dialogue. 
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 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

In this chapter the conclusions of the research findings and the answers to the research 

questions are presented. Based on the process, I offer some recommendations for the 

future as the responsibility of continuing the school community development process 

remains with the Tiistilä secondary school. Finally, I present views on the research 

process and reflect the development of my professional expertise. 

 

 

8.1 Conclusions 

 

By using a participatory and asset-based approach, this research provided information 

about the pupils’ experiences in the school community in Tiistilä secondary school. 

The findings of the research present the experiences of 76 percent of the pupils in the 

secondary school, and provide answers to the research questions How do the pupils in 

Tiistilä secondary school experience their school community? and What kind of hopes 

and ideas do the pupils have to change and improve the school community, and how 

can the existing assets be utilized to achieve that change? Two thirds of the pupils 

considered their school to be safe and to have a sense of community and that it serves 

as a multicultural and networked place for hobbies. Feeling safe at school was found 

to have a strong connection to the pupils’ other experiences in the school community 

such as the feeling of being part of the community, the possibility to participate and 

express one’s opinions, and to the positive feeling about coming to school. The im-

portance of social relations together with the school atmosphere and the sense of com-

munity, was emphasized as assets of the school community, but also as an issue that 

caused worries and which the pupils saw as an improvement object. The meaning of 

physical facilities for the pupils’ school experience was also highlighted throughout 

the results. Racism, smoking, bullying, violent behaviour and loneliness were the five 

most worrying aspects of the school community chosen by pupils, and these can be 

also defined as threats to the social capital. The desired changes and ideas for improve-

ment related to strengthening safe and equal school atmosphere and comfortable 

school environment. The pupils suggested a variety of ideas such as organizing dis-

cussions about discrimination, teaching pupils non-violent conflict resolution skills, 
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organizing more activities, increasing pupil’s participation, increasing adults’ role in 

supervision and making contributions to the physical facilities of the school. 

 

The research findings prove the importance of social relations and safety to the pupils’ 

experiences about the school community. These findings are similar to the previous 

research presented as the theoretical framework of this research; social relations, the 

feeling of acceptance and the feeling of safety are the indicators of a school atmosphere 

and the sense of community in a school (Moisio 2017; Salovaara et al. 2011) The 

school conditions (including safety) and social relations are also important factors for 

the well-being of pupils according to the school well-being model (Konu 2002). The 

model of Good relations and the design of Big Three are considered to promote the 

accomplishment of the desired change for strengthening safe and equal school atmos-

phere. 

 

 

 

8.2 Recommendations  

 

The purpose of the research was to benefit the school community in Tiistilä secondary 

school in their future development and to increase the pupils’ participation in the 

school community development. The findings of this research can be considered as the 

starting point of the community development process. As this research and its findings 

present only the voices of the pupils in the school community, it is crucial to make sure 

that all community members are informed and involved when continuing the planning 

and implementations related to the development of the school community. 

 

The results of the researched are presented to all the pupils and teachers of the second-

ary school, but after that the school community needs to choose who will continue the 

coordination of the steps from here on. This decision is a crucial point to ensure the 

continuation of the process, and the utilization of the results. 

 

The findings and ideas presented by the pupils support the continuation of the regional 

multi-professional cooperation mentioned in the introduction of the thesis. Workers 

and actors from different services in the region can act together with the school and 

the pupils to implement their ideas, and for example organize events and activities, 

provide training, create spaces for interaction and to affect the atmosphere of attitudes.   
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As a recommendation for continuing this process, I suggest arranging a series of com-

munity meetings in which representatives of all community groups are present and the 

desired changes would be further discussed, and a plan for action and implementation 

would be created. It is recommended to invite workers involved in the regional multi-

professional cooperation to participate in the process, and utilize the social capital of 

these existing partnerships. Pupils need to have opportunities to participate in the fol-

lowing steps of the process as well. Pupils have huge amount of capital that consists 

of their ideas, skills and capabilities but they need adults’ encouragement and support 

to facilitate the process and to utilize this capital in turning their ideas into practice. To 

continue the process according to the steps of a participatory action research the next 

steps would be implementing, evaluating and monitoring the action.  

 

As this research aims to increase the pupil’s participation in the future development of 

the school setting, the successfulness of the process should be later assessed by the 

pupils themselves. It is not enough to point out that the pupils’ opinions were asked 

and reported, but what is crucial is how the pupils themselves experienced the success 

of the process. Did they feel their opinions were heard and ideas valued? Were their 

thoughts discussed, ideas implemented, and the expected changes achieved? 

 

 

8.3 Views on the process 

 

Conducting this research process required systematic and active co-operation with the 

school principals and the teacher in charge of the peer support pupils’ activities. This 

co-operation worked well and according to a solution-oriented approach. Together we 

brainstormed ideas in order to find the best possible solutions to adapt the research 

plan in to the prevailing conditions affected by the COVID-19 situation. Solutions 

were found by utilizing the physical capitals of the school community: workshops were 

organized by using online platforms and an outdoor space at an inner ward of the 

school. Though the level of participation likely decreased due to these changes, both 

of the workshop sessions were managed to organize and relevant data was collected. 

Considering the participatory approach of the research, more interaction with the pu-

pils and the school community could have taken place in the planning phase of the 

research. 
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The research process was conducted according to the research plan and followed the 

agreed schedule. The efforts of the school prove how they were committed to the re-

search process and how they valued the new knowledge they gain from the research. 

The school has a high interest to utilize the research results in practice, which proves 

the relevance and usefulness of this research.  

 

From the professional point of view this process offered me an opportunity to apply 

the asset-based approach that I had used when working with families, in to wider com-

munity and school setting. This process challenged me to study new theories and re-

search methodology, and to apply the new knowledge into practice. I believe this pro-

cess improved my competences as a community worker and in project management, 

and taught me how to utilize different methods in collecting new information and to 

analyse and utilize data for planning development.  

 

Finally, I want to thank everybody involved in the process for their participation and 

cooperation. These research findings would not exist without the participating pupils 

of the Tiistilä secondary school, nor without the teachers who facilitated the opportu-

nities for participation.  
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APPENDIX 1. Plan of the first workshop for peer support pupils 

 

The plan for the first workshop was done by using the framework for workshop plan-

ning by adapting Doyle and Straus (1976) as presented in Hogan (2003, 33). 

 

Content 

What?  

Process 

How? 

Structure 

Group-

ing? 

Equip-

ment 

Materi-

als? 

Timing 

(90min) 

1. Introduction and going 

through the purpose of the 

workshop. 

Explanation of the work-

shop by the facilitator. 

 

 

whole 

group 

 10 min 

2. Getting to know the 

group, recognizing indi-

vidual assets. 

Choosing strength from the 

strength cards. 

whole 

group 

 10 min 

3. Introducing the research 

setting and main concepts 

Explaining the research set-

ting, goals of the research 

and asset-based approach, 

inviting the peer support 

pupils in the process.  

whole 

group 

Strength 

cards 

10 min 

3. Defining the assets and 

worrying aspects of the 

school community. 

Learning café, and presen-

tations.  Discussions in 

groups and writing and 

drawing in the flip-charts. 

whole 

group or 

2-3 

smaller 

groups 

Flip-flap 

charts, 

pencils 

20 min 

Break    10 min 

4. Testing the online sur-

vey.  

Peer supporter pupils will 

fill in the survey and then 

give feedback and com-

ments for improvement. Fa-

cilitator takes notes. 

whole 

groups, 

individu-

ally or in 

pairs 

phones or 

tablets 

20 min 

5. Evaluation and feed-

back of the workshop. 

  post-its 10 min 
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APPENDIX 2. Questions of the online-survey translated into English 

 

 

The first four sections of the online survey included statements, in which the partici-

pants were asked to reply on a Likert- scale (from 1 to 5) according to the level of 

agreement or disagreement. In the tables below I present the statements involved in 

the survey translated from Finnish into English. 

 

Section 1 involved nine statements that related to the sense of community.  

Tunnen kuuluvani kouluyhteisöömme.  I feel being part of our school community.  

Koen, että koulussa minut hyväksytään sel-

laisena kuin olen.  

I feel accepted at school as I am. 

Koulussa muut oppilaat ovat kiinnostuneita 

siitä, mitä minulle kuuluu ja miten voin.  

At school, other pupils are interested in my 

well-being and how am I. 

Koulussa opettajat ovat kiinnostuneita kuu-

lemaan mielipiteeni.  

At school, teachers are interested in hearing 

my opinion. 

Minun on helppo ilmaista mielipiteeni luo-

kassa.  

It’s easy for me to express my opinion in 

class. 

Luokassamme on hyvä ME-henki.  In the class there is a good team-spirit. 

Yläkoulussamme on hyvä ilmapiiri.  There is a good atmosphere in our secondary 

school.  

Koulussa minulla on turvallinen olo.   At school I feel safe.  

Tulen mielelläni kouluun.  I feel good about coming to school.  

 

 

Section 2 involved 9 statements that measured the experience about the social capital 

in the school community.  

Oppilaiden ja opettajien välinen yhteistyö 

toimii hyvin. 

Cooperation between pupils and teachers 

works well. 

Oppilaat ja opettajat kunnioittavat toinen to-

siaan.  

Pupils and teachers respect each other. 

Huoltajani ovat kiinnostuneita kouluyhtei-

sön asioista. 

My guardians are interested in the affairs of 

the school community. 

Koulumme tekee yhteistyötä myös alueen 

muiden toimijoiden kanssa kuten kirjasto, 

nuorisopalvelut, poliisi yms. 

Our school also cooperates with other actors 

in the region, such as the library, youth ser-

vices, the police, etc. 

Koulun aikuiset ovat tietoisia, mitä välitun-

neilla tapahtuu.  

The adults of the school are aware of what 

happens in break time between the classes. 

Koulun aikuiset puuttuvat kiusaamistilante-

isiin. 

The adults of the school intervene in bully-

ing situations. 

Koululla järjestetään koulun oppilaille tar-

koitettua vapaaehtoista kerho ja harrastustoi-

mintaa.  

The school organizes a voluntary club and 

hobby activities for the school's pupils. 

Olen saanut koulussa tietoa erilaisista har-

rastus ja vapaa-ajan toiminnoista. 

I have received information about various 

school hobby and leisure activities. 
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Tiedän, että saan tarvittaessa apua koulun 

oppilashuoltohenkilökunnalta (kuraattori, 

koulun terveydenhoitaja).  

I know I get help from the school welfare 

group (school social worker, school nurse) 

when needed. 

 

 

Section 3 included eight statements related to cultural capital and customs of the school 

community.  

Ajatus siitä, että jokainen oppilas on tärkeä, 

on totta koulussamme. 

The idea that every pupil is important is true 

in our school. 

Monikulttuurisuus on koulumme vahvuus.  Multiculturalism is a strength of our school. 

Koulumme monikulttuurisuutta hyödynne-

tään esimerkiksi opetustilanteissa ja tapahtu-

missa.  

The multiculturalism of our school is uti-

lized, for example, in teaching situations and 

events. 

Koulussamme järjestetään erilaisia tapahtu-

mia ja teemapäiviä.  

Our school organizes various events and 

theme days. 

Koulumme yhteiset tapahtumat vahvistavat 

koulun yhteishenkeä. 

The joint events of our school strengthen the 

school's sense of community. 

Koulussamme toisten auttaminen ja huomi-

oiminen on yhteinen periaate.  

In our school, helping and caring for others 

is a common principle. 

Oppilaiden taitoja ja osaamista hyödynne-

tään koulun arjessa.  

Pupils' skills and competences are utilized in 

everyday school life. 

Koulussamme on yhteisiä tapoja ja perin-

teitä.  

Our school has common customs and tradi-

tions. 

 

 

Section 4 included sentences related to the psychical capital of the school community. 

The current Tiistilä school for about 700 students is scheduled to be demolished next 

year and replaced by a new building on the same site. The statements related to the 

demolition of the school building, and the feelings and hopes associated with this 

change.  

Olen tietoinen koulurakennuksen purkamis-

suunnitelmista.  

I am aware of the plan that the school build-

ing will be demolished 

Uuden koulun rakentaminen on hyvä päätös.  Building a new school is a good decision. 

Uuden koulun rakentaminen tulee lisäämään 

yhteisöllisyyttä.  

Building a new school will increase the 

sense of community. 

Viihdyn hyvin suuressa koulussa, jossa on 

paljon mahdollisuuksia. 

I enjoy a large school with a lot of opportu-

nities. 

Koulurakennuksella on suuri merkitys kou-

lun ilmapiiriin.  

The school building has a great influence to 

the school atmosphere. 

Koulun oleskelutilat ovat tärkeitä paikkoja 

yhteisöllisyyden luomiselle.  

School lounges are important places to cre-

ate the sense of community. 

Väliaikaisiin koulutiloihin siirtyminen huo-

lestuttaa minua.  

Moving to temporary school facilities wor-

ries me. 

Pelkään, että koulurakennuksen purkaminen 

vaikuttaa koulun ilmapiiriin heikentävästi.  

I am afraid that the demolition of the school 

building will have a weakening effect on the 

school atmosphere. 
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Section 5 focused in the development of the school community. This section involved 

three open-ended questions.  

Tämä asia toimii meidän koulussa hyvin / tähän 

olen tyytyväinen: 

This thing works well in our school / I 

am satisfied with this: 

Tähän asiaan toivoisin koulussamme muutosta: I would like a change in this at our 

school: 

Jos sinulla on idea, miten tämä muutos voitaisiin 

mahdollistaa, voit kirjoittaa sen tähän. 

If you have an idea how this change 

could be made possible, you can write it 

down here. 

 

 

In section 6 the focus was in identifying the worrying aspects in the school community. 

The pupils were asked to choose one to five alternatives from the list.  

Yksinäisyys Loneliness 

Kaverisuhteet Peer-relations 

Kiusaaminen Bullying 

Käyttäytyminen sosiaalisessa mediassa Behavior on social media 

Oppilaiden alkoholinkäyttö Alcohol use by pupils 

Oppilaiden tupakointi Smoking by pupils 

Oppilaiden muu päihteiden käyttö Other substance use by pupils 

Väkivaltainen käytös oppilaiden välillä Violent behaviour between pupils 

Väkivaltaa ihannoivat asenteet Attitudes glorifying violence 

Rasismi Racism 

Oppilaiden mielenterveysongelmat Pupils' mental health problems 

Juoruaminen Gossiping 

Haukkuva ja herjaava puhekulttuuri Offensive way of speech 

Koulun ilmapiiri The school atmosphere 

Koulun maine The reputation of the school 

Epätasa-arvoinen kohtelu Discrimination 

Paineet koulumenestyksessä Pressures on school success 

Ulkonäköpaineet Appearance pressures 

Koulurakennuksen purkaminen ja väistötiloihin 

siirtyminen 

Demolition of the school building and 

moving to temporary school facilities 

Muu, mikä?  Other, what? 

 

 

Section 7 emphasized how each individual affect their community. In this section pu-

pils were asked to name one personal strength and that way identify the human capital 

of the school community 
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APPENDIX 3. Content analysis of the qualitative data 

 

Content analysis of the qualitative data from the online survey & number of appear-

ances in open ended survey replies.  

 

 

Simplified expres-

sions 

Intermediate category Main cate-

gory 

Combining 

theme 
The school has a good and 

fun atmosphere.  

Everyone respects each 

other.  

I am glad that I am in a mul-

ticultural school. 

There is not much bullying. 

 

 

Teachers are good at teach-

ing. 

Teachers are nice and help-

ful.  

Pupils are nice. 

I learn well during the les-

sons. 

 

 

 

Everyone has friends at 

school. 

Cooperation between pupils 

and teachers. 

 

 

Actions against bullying.  

Preventing the spread of co-

rona-virus. 

The school operates in a 

planned manner. 

Lessons and teaching works 

well. 

 

 

Outdoors facilities, break-

time facilities. 

Sports and hobbies. 

Break times and free school 

lunch. 

Groups are well devided. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Atmosphere (21) 

Sense of community (8)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualities and characters of 

people (12) 

Learning (6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peer relations (25) 

Teachers (16) 

Cooperation (3) 

 

 

 

Rules (3) 

Action in problem solving 

situations (6) 

Customs/ way of doing 

things (2) 

Teaching/ lessons (11)  

 

 

 

Facilities (8) 

Breaktimes (14) 

School lunch (16) 

Group division (6) 

 

Atmosphere & 

Sense of com-

munity (29) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Human capital  

(18) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social capital  

(44) 

 

 

 

 

Cultural capi-

tal (22) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Physical capi-

tal (44) 

 

 

The existing assets 

of the school com-

munity 

(157) 
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Simplified expres-

sions 

Intermediate category Main cate-

gory 

Combining 

theme 

More activities for break-

times. 

Organizing more events, 

projects and trips. 

More sports and hobby op-

portunities. 

Pupils opinions should be 

asked and taken into consid-

eration. 

More information for pupils. 

 

 

 

Less bullying and fights. 

Not being mean to each 

other. 

The restlessness of pupils. 

Teachers should be better 

present during breaktimes 

and better address bullying. 

Rules should be followed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Menus should be accurate.  

Better canteen and food. 

More opportunities for buy-

ing cheap snacks. 

School lounges and outdoor 

facilities should be im-

proved. 

Private lockers for pupils. 

More places to sit on during 

breaks. 

More comfortable seats.  

More sports facilities to the 

school yard. 

Clean school environment 

and hygienic toilet facilities. 

 

More events and activities 

(12) 

Increasing pupils’ participa-

tion (4) 

Detention practice (3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Decreasing bullying (20) 

and defamatory speech (3) 

Peaceful learning environ-

ment (7) 

Everybody should be treated 

equally and with respect (23) 

Improving school atmos-

phere (15) 

Presence of teachers in su-

pervision and interventions 

for bullying (8) 

Acting according to rules. 

(2) 

 

 

 

 

 

Improvements in school 

lunch (17) 

Indoor breaktimes (10) 

Snacks (3) 

School facilities (18) 

Breaktime facilities (15) 

Hygienic toilet facilities (6) 

School schedule (9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Less supervision (4) 

Teachers (5) 

Lessons (4) 

Other (7) 

Increasing ac-

tivity and par-

ticipation in 

the school cul-

ture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improving 

safety and the 

school atmos-

phere. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contributions 

to comfortable 

school envi-

ronment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other 

 

Actions to 

strengthen a safe 

and an equal school 

atmosphere and 

more comfortable 

school environ-

ment. 

(185)  
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APPENDIX 4. Template for action plan proposals 

 

 

Idea/proposal  

Goals 

 

 

Short description 

of the plan 

 

What community 

assets will be used 

in implementa-

tion? 

 

What/who is 

needed in the im-

plementation? 

 

Other things to be 

considered 

 

 


