
NHA CD Journal 2003 Puzzles and Possibilities 

The Educational Chal[enge of 
Stigmatization and Ostracism: A Critical 
Look at Fundamental Issues for Special 
Education and the School System 

Introduction 

Edvard Bef ring, Ed.D. 
Professor of Education 

University of Oslo 
Oslo, Norway 

demic phenomenon (Heinemann 1972; Roland and 
1-------------------4 Ids0e 2001 ). Even though this is the kind ofbehav

lbis article focuses on the problem of stigmati
zation and rejection of children and young people in 
a critical educational context in Norway. Particular 
emphasis is placed on the school system's educa
tional dogmatism and diagnosticism and on the ne
cessity of rethinking special needs education from 
an academic and political viewpoint The significance 
of a positive focus and jointly understood responsi
bility for child-rearing is highlighted. 

The Educational Realities 
When children are together, all is not always 

harmless fun and games. There can be much cruelty. 
We see this when certain children are never invited 
to join the others in games or other kinds of activi
ties, when some are always chosen last, and when 
others are always cast in the role of outsider or 
scapegoat. Those who are shoved aside and kept 
from being together with the others often suffer mis
erably. They have problems being socially accepted 
and are often the victims of other children's attitudes 
and preferences. Furthermore, they are frequently 
badgered and bullied. This not only causes a lot of 
pain; it also represents a personal development risk. 
In fact, there is a behavioral risk for all the parties 
involved, inch.ding those who do the bullying (Befring 
1994/ 1998: 223-224). 

It is noteworthy that, while the Swedish physi
cian Peter-Paul Heinemann (who was the first to 
examine this type of violent behavior scientifically) 
found that bullying occurred on playgrounds, at 
school and at the workplace, some have tried to 
create the impression that this is primarily an aca-

ior that reflects trends in adult society, and even 
though peer intimidation as a phenomenon involves 
many nuances, this type of emphasis undoubtedly 
helps place the moral responsibility for this disgraceful 
conduct on children and young people. lbis is clearly 
a neglected source of stigmat:iz.ation and ostracism. 

Some children, however, appear to place them
selves on the outside. In the professional literature 
they are described in various ways- such as lonely, 
unsociable, withdrawn, taciturn, hypersensitive, ap
prehensive, nervous and vulnerable (Standal 1998). 
These are children who suffer in silence; those ar0tmd 
them have often paid little attention to them, espe
cially at school. For such children, the social envi
ronment is a threatening one, with terrifying elements. 
Their encounter with the world is marked by insecu
rity and a fearofrelationships, which can lead to a 
negative development, e.g. social helplessness. Thus, 
these children have an acute need for care and as
sistance. 

But all children need guidance, support, stimu
lation and protection. From the total dependence of 
infancy to the independent life of adulthood, there 
will always be many demanding development tasks. 
In the first instance, this involves learning. And here 
the vast majority of children have enormous qualifi
cations. In the case of the most vulnerable children, 
it is particularly important to provide learning situa
tions that will give them positive experieoces of dx:rn
selves (Hagtvet and Horn 2001 : 363). B} this we 
mean successful and coping experiences that can 
bring children into a positive learning and develop
ment spiral. The metaphor ··spiral" points up an in-
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teractive process in which the experience of being own choices. . 
able to cope leads to a positive experience of one's We teach children and_ young pe~~le to have 
self, which in turn provides encouragement and the self-<:onfidence by encouragmg and trrumng ~em to 
impetus for further learning. In the case of small chil- give positiv~ feed~ack. And we also help therr con
dren, the playground and kindergarten are impor- textual relationships-parents and teac~ers~ to_be
tant learning arenas, and it is important to give them com~ better supporte~ and so~ces o~ msp1ratio~. 
something interesting to be involved in, such as mu- A third hallmark of this preventive project is an alli
sic, drawing, dancing, grooming pets, sports, and ance with a large popular movement - sports, where 
outdoor activities. athletes serve as prominent figures, role models and 

In all social processes, people of all ages tend guides. This project is based on a holistic concep
to interact with those whose company they enjoy tion oflearning involving actions, emotions and 
and whom they profit from being together with. thoughts, with an emphasis on people's own inten
Friendship isn' t somethirig that can be produced on tions, potential, and perspectives on life (Bjmgen 
demand A child who isa positivecontnbutor in team- 2001 ). It includes an acknowledgment that even 
work with other children will have a greater chance though children and young people are the key play-

ers in their own lives, ev-

A child who is a positive contributor in teamwork 
with other children will have a greater chance of 
being accepted and included. 

eryone needs support, 
inspiration and informa
tion. And, in particular, 
they need help and guid-

------------------------• ance to focus on other 
ofbeing accepted and included. This involves a re
ciprocal give and take (Befring 1997a: 154). One 
vital social learning task involves showing consider
ation for others, being able to decentralize (which 
means being able to see oneself from the outside 
and develop an empathy for the thoughts, wishes 
and feelings of others. These appraisals are highly 
relevant to the inclusion of the disabled in the schools 
and society at large. 

A comprehensive Norwegian children and youth 
project called MOT asswnes that everyone is in need 
of reality-oriented support and learning. What they 
don't need, however, is overprotection and being 
under the thumb of wipredictable adults. This project 
has educational reality-orientation as an expressed 
goal by "learning to resist" (Befring. 2002 b ). 

Traditional preventive approaches of a social, 
criminal and political nature have not been able to 
stem the tide of rising violence, substance abuse and 
entrenched rejection processes. Young people are 
the first to be affected. MOT, with its educational 
and psychological outlook, represents an alternative. 
By attempting to develop their ability to resist, we 
seek to help children and young people respect them-
5:f lves and believe in their own resources and poten
tial. Akey premise is this: Enhanced self-confidence 
an~ self-awareness also enhances personal qualifi
~tI.ons for standing on one's own two feet, for re
SlSting group pressure, and for daring to make one's 

people's personal qualities and resources. This is a 
matter of assuming responsibility for oneself and for 
others, which suggests an ethical mandate: We de
pend on one another, we have power over one an
other, and we must learn to use this power to help 
our fellow human beings {L0gstrup 1989, Befring 
200la). 

The role of the school system can hardly be 
overemphasized, since it is society's most important 
institution for child-rearing and learning. In what fol
lows, we will point out some of the problems of this 
institution, both in terms of what they are and what 
sort of ramifications they have. 

The school system's problematical approach In 
his novel "Jonas," the author Jens Bj0T0eboe gave a 
heart-rending account of how a lonely eight-year
old boy struggled day after day in a merciless school 
environment {Bj0Illeboe 1955). A recent article has 
brought this subject to the fore by telling the story of 
twins who failed to turn up for their 25th class re
union, which was supposed to be a joyous occa
sion. Humiliating experiences from bygone years, 
however, remained a painful memory (FoSS0)' 200 I). 
This is undoubtedly a subject that continues to plague 
many who continue to struggle with unresolved is~ 
sues. 

Degrading experiences are nothing new. But the 
consequences have become more serious - even 
irreparable-since the schools have assumed a com-
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mantling position in children ·s upbringing that was 
unthinkable a couple of generations ago. In light 
ofits goal of creating conditions for greater learn
ing for all - regardless ofbackground- this insti
tution has enjoyed extraordinary growth. Whereas 
in 1950 most Norwegian children attended school 
every other day for seven years, compulsory 
schooling today is a full-time pursuit - an al 1 day, 
every day affair- lasting 10 long years. No other 
country with which it is natural to be compared 
prescribes such a protracted period of compul
sory schooling. 

During the 1950s, school development 
headed in the direction of the "in-
dustrial society's scholastic phi
losophy." This is characterized 
by a lengthy, standardized and 
encyclopedic academic program 
based on a mechanical and com
municative "learning theoty'' that 
leaves little room for practical ap
plication or specialization 
through subject concentration. 
The classroom provides an arti
ficial, drab and monotonous 
learning context. The learning 
progression is governed by pro
fessional logic and by short-term 
goals, which results in superficial 
learning instead oflong-lasting, 
authentic knowledge. This ex
plains why most of what is sup
posedly learned vanishes in a 
flash as soon as young people 
walk past the school gates. 

One comprehensive learning theory analysis 
concludes that the school system is ill-prepared 
for renewal, that it is dominated by ill-founded tra
ditions, dogmas and myths. New dynamic per
spectives on learning have made little headway 
(Bj0rgen 200 I). The need for a contextual and 
situation-based growiding of the learning process 
has been underestimated. And practical and op
erational knowledge has been given low priority. 
There is little scope given for children's dreams 
and ideas about what they want, or for young 
people's plans and intentions with their life and 
their futme. This understanding of reality has been 
sorel) missing in school life. 

In the first place, a critical appraisal of the 

Puules and Po ibilities 

schools should take account of children ·s need to be 
operational in their lives. This means receiving en
couragement being given time, and being able to con
centrate in order to learn important functions such as 
reading, writing, speaking, and arithmetic (which is 
different from abstract mathematics). Moreover, chil
dren must be allowed to become adept in such key 
areas as ICT. In the second place, it must also be 
acknowledged that all children need to learn coop
eration, self-respect and courage, and they must be 
given the means to develop their creative and prob
lem-solving abilities. In the third place, we should ac
knowledge that there are big differences among pu

pils. In most areas individual 
plans are needed which is where 
extensive experience from spe
cial needs education can be of 
assistance. And finally, we 
should assume that everyone 
needs help and inspiration to plan 
their own lives for an uncertain 
future, where much of the for
mal knowledge that currently dis
courages many children and 
young people became outdated 
long ago. 

This paragraph probably 
includes those assumptions and 
learning goals that constitute the 
most important basis oflegiti
macy for a compulsory school 
for all children. In tcx:iay's situa
tion, however, these goals are 
often overshadowed by the au

thorized academic subjects, where mathemarical prin
ciples, for example, are preferred to arithmetic, and 
interpreting poems is preferred to reading. A focus 
on academic subjects instead of functions is thus de
moralizing, and tends to lead to a relinquishing of re
sponstbility. 

The school's ranking of children and young 
people on the basis of academic achievement is an 
issue in itself. The comparisons made between chil
dren based on what they achieve in a number of one
sided intellectual and abstract fields of knowledge 
means that there will always be those who are 
branded as inferior. Moreo"er, this prioritization of 
certain demands for knowledge has discriminatory 
consequences that serve to perpetua1e social inequal
ity. lt also means that many children \\ill never get the 
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chance to develop through learning in areas where vated pupils. They had not given up. and_ be~ieved 
they are particularly well-suited. th~t working harde~ would pay ~ff. Their biggest 

Even though it is an accepted principle that the wish was that learn mg we~e eas_1er, and that there 
schools should be adapted to the pupils, and even would be an end to all teasing. disparagement and 
though good teachers do their best to safeguard each bad. grades. ~hese perhaps r~pres~nt the model 
child. s distinctiveness the school structure itself die- pupils of special needs educallon. Smee they had a 
tates that the collectiv~ aspect must take precedence frame of r~ference ou~id~ the sch<><:> ls, where they 
over the individual. In this context, minority pupils could cultivate practical mterests, it appears they 
areinaparticularlycriticalsituation(Pihl2001;Loona will manage, although it carmot be said that the 
2001). schools are 

The offering 
school sys- Many have suffered the fate of being branded as a them what 
tern in our loser and feeling that they constantly fall short. These they should 
industrial young people are forced to bear the brunt of the The last 

society can schools' failure to meet pupils' needs. ggrrooupu Pn ', 
be charac-
terized as a 
major effort 
but a poorly-thought-out social experiment with nu
merous controversial ramifications. Among other 
things, it has led to the shameful disparagement of 
countless children arid young people. For some, this 
has resulted in heckling and ostracism, which is un
acceptable, and quite a few young people leave 
school in a spirit of resignation. Many have suffered 
the fate of being branded as a loser arid feeling that 
they constantly fall short. These young people are 
forced to bear the brunt of the schools' failure to 
meet pupils' needs. 

The problematical, basic features of the schools 
are expressed by the precipitous drop in motivation 
from the first grade to the last, as well as by the large 
scope of behavioral problems. A major empirical 
study involving 4th and Th graders found (in both 
grades) that teachers regarded 11 % of their pupils 
as "problem pupils,. (Sm-lie and Nordahl 1998). In a 
qualitative study involving 9lh graders, the pupils were 
divided into four groups based on their academic 
achievements and their own reports of their life situ
ation, motivation, interests, dreams and anxieties. The 
information from the pupils was gleaned for the most 
part from essay answers during class hours. 

The four groups can be described in brief as 
follows: First. group A, which constituted 36% of all 
the pupils, which we can call '"model pupils" with 
good grades, positive interests and plans for the fu
ture .. Group B constituted 16% of the pupils and 
consisted of those who .. achieved" but lacked aca
demic motivation. Group C constituted 26% of all 
pupils. These were "low achievers" but well-moti-

constitutes 
22% of all 

pupils; they fall into the lowest category in terms of 
grades and motivation. These are pupils who say 
they are on the verge of giving up. They are beset 
by personal, social and educational problems and 
feel pressured by theory, homework, bullying, teas
ing, disparagement, bad grades, and being left out 
Many of them appear to have developed an inferi
ority complex and a sense of powerlessness. Faced, 
as they feel they are, with a pressure they cannot 
defend themselves against, and a sense that nothing 
seems to help, they are psychologically preparing 
themselves for withdrawal (Befring 2001 ). 

This survey tells us that school life involves sig
nificant personal stress. The essay responses reveal 
many nuances and point up major differences among 
pupils. Perhaps most striking is the fact that the 
schools appear to represent a system marked by a 
lot of anxiety, one that legitimizes a great deal of 
cruelty. In terms of stigmafuation and ostracism, it 
is obvious that pupils in groups C and D are in a 
quandary. They are powerless to fulfill academic and 
social expectations and demands. This study also 
concludes that we appear to have a school system 
that is acceptable only for the minority (i.e. those in 
group A) who excel in theory. 

When yotmg people write in their school evalu
ations about their school experiences and plans for 
the future, and we see that many of them who are 
aiming at care occupations (nurses aides etc.), or 
who want to become builders, machine operators 
etc. also state that they feel inferior and unhappy 
because they aren't good in "theory," this points up 
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a bleak academic reality that is totally unacceptable. 
Notwithstanding all the fine-sounding pedagogical 
statements of principle, the aforementioned fact tells 
us that the very nature of the school system is such 
that those who are destined to make important con
tributions to society must first be intimidated and dis
paraged through a dutiful compliance with an obliga
tory program (Befring 2002a). 

This supports what we have said earlier about 
how the schools are governed less by rationality than 
by ill-conceived dogmatic tenets. lbose who are dis
paraged and ostracized in this system are victims of 
a hidden agenda and a cynicism 
that blocks human compassion 
and fundamental reforms. As a 
development task, this involves 
the abolition of ostracizing preju
dices, institutional dogmas, and 
the discriminatory power of tra
dition 

Critically appraised, the in
dustrial society's scholastic phi
losophy appears to be both an 
experiment and an educational 
and political fraud. Some of the 
fundamental questions raised by 
this scholastic tradition have yet 
to be evaluated in a broad politi
cal or educational context 

The Diagnostics Wave 
Being a pupil at school is not 

without its risks, and many who 
are just starting are facing years of severe trial. 
Granted, schools do have personnel who are there 
to help, such as educational and psychological coun
selors, special education teachers and social teach
ers. This ought to provide a positive set of options, 
since the special education teacher has teaching and 
personal development for a worthy life as his/her 
unequivocal goal. However, some of the practical 
consequences can be problematical. 

One of the critical problems in this regard is the 
requirement for "expert appraisal" for receiving spe
cial education help. It isn't enough that the pupils 
themselves or their guardians feel they need it The 
requirement for a report and a diagnostic appraisal 
can result in children being descnl>ed in detail in ar
eas where they are not functioning up to par, where 
they are assumed to be in need of special help. While 
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this increases their chances of receiving help, the re
sulting emphasis on problems is a poor starting point 
for the kind ofleaming the schools are meant to pro
mote. Such children can be asked to "stand in the 
comer," so to speak. And this stigmatization, with 
its attendant risk of ostracism, does not appear to 
have registered as a recognized concept. 

Based on this diagnostics philosophy, which has 
largely been adapted from somatic medicine and 
psychiatry, certain children will be branded, and some 
problem or other at school wi II be blown all out of 
proportion. For example, reports might read: "prob

lems with reading and writing," 
or "difficulty with math," or"be
havioral problems." In some 
cases this leads to supportive 
measures that free children from 
these kinds of problems. But 
such diagnoses often follow the 
child throughout his school 
years and well into adult life. 
The most serious stigma of all 
is undoubtedly the label "be
havioral problems," (there are 
many synonyms for this). Any 
child can have trouble learning 
what constitutes their 
environment's expectations and 
nonns for "desirable" conduct. 
But such problems are usually 
bearable. For some children 
and young people, however, at 
some point and at some place, 

and for some reason or other, someone will come 
along who assesses their behavior in terms of"be
havioral problems." And this is quite serious. 

Based on what we know today about the nega
tive snowball effect ofbeing stigmatized with such a 
label, this particular emphasis raises ethical and peda
gogical issues. Thus, greater caution is indicated 
when making this kind of diagnosis than is often the 
case today (House 1999/2002: 179 ft). It is often 
both right and important to support parents in their 
skepticism of .. expert asses.mients" of their children. 
This paradox points up a deep professional chal
lenge that has received far too little attention. The 
same thing applies to the alarming reports of how 
approx. 50,000 Norwegian children and young 
people today have received the controversial diag
nosis ADHD (which a couple of decades ago re-
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placed the diagnosis of MBD). and that cxtcnsi\.c 
medication (Ritalin) is being pre ·cribcd. \\bat this 
suggests is that we are increasing)} thinking of our 
children and young people as sick people. That la
bel is sticking, and no-one can foresee\.\ here this 
will lead. 

In any educational assessment the question of 
what is the ··right" level of activity must be judged in 
tenns of the conditions for self-development. Here. 
as in so many other areas, it is first and foremost a 
question of tolerating variation in social environ
ments. When the schools cavalierly dispense labels 
such as "hyperactivity" and "restlessness," and ""hen 
they invoke the need for medication to suppress 

\\ h trul} need help will inc\. itablj have less access 
to it. 

l lO\.\c\ er. it is the failure to see the big picture 
that is most alarming. From a pedagogical stand
point. it is also important that we meet children·s 
n~d to be acti\'e and burn off enerfil by providing 
them \\ith the prerequisites for problem-solving and 
practical. creative learning. Boarding schools and 
other reform schools with an emphasis on work have 
shown that they are able to provide motivation and 
hold out hope for young people who were once 
considered problem pupils. Such schools come 
across as promising agents with a forward-looking 
perspective (Hammer 2002). 

From a pedagogical standpoint, it is also important that we 
meet children's need to be active and bum off energy by pro
viding them with the prerequisites for problem-solving and 
practical, creative learning. 

One 
problem 
with the 
current 
method of 
ensuring 
that sup-

activity, this tells us something about the narrow 
constraints for self-expression that the school envi
ro~~t represents. The schools are largely a place 
fo~ s1ttmg and listening; they are poorly suited for 
children's overwhelming need to be active. From 
another angle, we could say that the schools are 
poor~y s~ to safeguard society ·s need for active, 
creative, unaginative people. 

~~ed on a meta-analysis of 74 research pa
pers, it lS concluded that both the diagnostic criteria 
and the reported prevalence varies widely (from 3% 
to 200/o), and that the diagnoses involve a consider
able degree of conjecture. The short-term effects 
of medicatin hil . g c dren and ymmg people do not give 
us sufficient gr~unds for confirming the true basis 
for.anADHD diagnosis, nor have the positive edu
~onal benefits of medicating children been scien
hfi~ally documented (Purdie et al. 2002: 61-99). 
This suggests that in this area there is a need for 
more educationally relevant research, and that 
~efforts should be made to change the school 
enVIronm~t, which runs contrary to nature. 

JOO diagnostics wave has intensified during the 
~~~;at worst, it could lead to a widespread 
dren ~~and pedagogical invalidation of chil
an app yo~g people. One consequence of such 

the sai:~~~~-fact that ~en so many are given 
"""'&~e>, those children and yO\IDg people 

18 

port is 

given where needed is the negative emphasis~ it 
involves. By expending a great deal of energy high
lighting what doesn't work, one runs the risk of ~x
acerbating a negative trend, no matter what ~ehef 
measures are employed. In practical educational 
terms, this could mean that all that is lacking drowns 
out the promising potential for development that all 

children have. uild 
All good teachers know that you have to b 

· dde-
on what a pupil already masters. Learmng.~ 
velopment will always build on those pos1nve re-
sources and opportunities that exist. And the~~ 
positive traits in everyone, and traces of the pos1uve 

ineverysituation. fro a 
It is a major challenge t~ free omsel~es :ai 

tradition that does its surveymg by focus~g on .th 
. . . A t, our expenence WI 

which is neganv~ ... ~ p~n . . an irope>r-
f<"" .c>no on possibilities lS lirruted. Here 15 

. """....,~ "t> ·a) eeds educatlOO. 
tant development task for spect n 

·~ __ i.;- Inurnal of Education. Vo/UJ'll 
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rejection processes will become even more en
trenched. 

Heretofore, school policy has dictated that chil
dren are to be protected from physicaJ assault (cor
poral punishment was criminalized in 1936), and shel
tered from disparaging remarks in their homes and 
social environments. These defense mechanisms are 
now prescribed in the Education Act (Section 1-2). 
On the other hand, it has not been emphasized that 
children also need to have 
their self-respect safe
guarded. They need to feel 
that their lives are worth 
something; they need help 
to develop trust in their own 
abilities and potential. This 
is safeguarding personal in
tegrity. 

The most serious re
jection processes spring 
from children's and young 
people's having suffered a 
fatal blow to their self-es
teem by being constantly 
disparaged and pestered by 
others. These pupils risk 
losing much of tre drive and 
energy they need for suc
cess. They feel rejected by 
their school, their teachers 
and their fellow pupils.. and 
they cannot see any bright 
spots in their existence. In 
view of the school system's 
official goals, it is paradoxi
cal that this problem has been given so little attention 
in academic and child-rearing policies. 

But since the schools don't function in asocial 
vacuwn, we should expect that in some ways schools 
will are bound to reflect a society with lots of sharp 
elbows, a society that cheer.; a few winners and looks 
down on those who "come in last" 1bis tells us that 
when holding down a regular, honest job at an hon
est salary no longer commands respect and approval. 
this affects the life perspective of those who are SUJr 
posed to be entering this society. In this light we can 
understand young people who fall out with society 
and perhaps wind up being branded as criminals. 
Often these are young people who at a tender age 
were branded as having "behavioral problems." 

Puzzles and Po ibilities 

From that point on. the snowball began to roll. 
Despite the best intentions of educational reha

bilitation, many young lawbreakers often encounter 
restrictive,punitiveandotherostracizinganitudesand 
stratagems. There is often little that these )Oung 
people can do to change their behavior, and in prac
tice, very little is done to see that they are included in 
alternative environments. This makes it very hard for 
them to forsake their undesirable behavior, even un-

der threat of punishment 
and other unpleasant con
sequences. The vagaries 
oflife are often such that it 
is this Ver) behavior that 
gives these young people 
the sense of belonging 
they need in order to feel 
like they are part ofa com
munity. 

From the viewpoint 
of special needs educa
tion, young people who 
risk getting into trouble 
should receive whatever 
support they need to ex
tricate themselves from 
their predicament ln prac
tical terms, this means 
concrete offers of mean
ingful alternatives before it 
is too late, so that they can 
have the chance to be 
somebod), feel a sense of 
belonging, and experience 
self-worth without resort

ing to crime (Ericsson 2001 ). However, this will re
quire a form of rationality in child-rearing. the school 
system. and the criminal justice system. a rationale 
for which there has hitherto been little basis. The 
actual situation, as well as the various efforts, often 
remains guided by dogmas that serve as barriers to 
new ways of thinking. Strong forces in society are 
eager to maintain the status quo. 

The enrichment perspective gives us a starting 
point for working from a joint platfonn. This per
spective states that whatever is done to foster an 
inclusive spirit of community in those \\ho arc in 
greatest need is a key qualitative indicator for~
ety as a whole (Befring 1997). Actions initiated in 
our encounter with children and young people will 
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