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Abstract: The aim of the present study was to evaluate the digitally supported pedagogical tool for
promoting students' well-being, developed during Erasmus+ project. The research includes the data
from 59 fourth-year students in a five-year MA degree program in psychology (50 women and 9 men)
aged 22-46 (M = 26.51, SD = 5.43). We used a survey questionnaire developed for the purposes of the
study to assess the attractiveness and usefulness of the e-tool, the effectiveness of the different forms
of communication used in the tool, and its overall strengths and weaknesses. The mean overall
satisfaction with the tool was high. Among the factors contributing to the overall satisfaction with the
tool, the content of the tool and the attractiveness of its message form was rated the highest. Online
videos were considered to be the most effective form of communication used in the tool. The most
appreciated features of the tool were the use of multimedia and remote resources and an attractive
form; the weakest side of the tool, according to the respondents, turned out to be its appropriateness
for the recipients’” developmental stage. Erasmus+ projects can develop valuable outcomes for school
practice. They have also the potential for educating future staff working in various areas of
psychological practice. Future psychologists and prevention providers should come into contact with
the international nature of education, psychoeducation, and modern prophylaxis already during their
studies.
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Abstrakt: Celem podjetych badan byla ocena multimedialnego narzedzia pedagogicznego do
promowania dobrostanu uczniéw, opracowanego w ramach projektu Erasmus +. Badaniami objeto 59
studentow IV roku piecioletnich studiéw magisterskich z psychologii (50 kobiet i 9 mezczyzn) w
wieku 22-46 lat (M = 26,51, SD = 543). Wykorzystano kwestionariusz ankiety opracowany na
potrzeby badania, w celu oceny atrakcyjnosci i uzytecznos$¢ e-narzedzia, skutecznoéé réznych form
komunikacji wykorzystywanych w narzedziu oraz jego ogélnych mocnych i stabych stron. Sredni
ogdlny poziom satysfakcji z narzedzia byl wysoki. Wéréd czynnikéw wplywajacych na ogélne
zadowolenie z narzedzia najwyzej oceniono jego zawarto$¢ merytoryczng oraz atrakcyjnosé¢ formy
przekazu. Za najskuteczniejsza forme komunikacji uzywana w narzedziu uznano filmy online.
Najbardziej docenianymi cechami narzedzia bylo wykorzystanie multimediéw i zdalnych zasobéw
oraz atrakcyjna forma; najstabsza strong narzedzia, zdaniem badanych, okazala si¢ jego adekwatnosé
do etapu rozwojowego odbiorcéw. Projekty Erasmus+ moga rozwija¢ wartoSciowe narzedzia
pedagogiczne, przydatne w praktyce szkolnej. Maja tez potencjal do ksztalcenia przysziych kadr
pracujacych w réznych obszarach praktyki psychologicznej. Przyszli psychologowie i realizatorzy
profilaktyki powinny juz w trakcie studiéw zetknaé sie z miedzynarodowym charakterem edukacj,
psychoedukacji i nowoczesnymi formami profilaktyki.

Stowa kluczowe: e-narzedzie, profilaktyka, psychoedukacja, dobrostan

QUARTERLY JOURNAL FIDES ET RATIO 3(47)2021 ISSN 2082-7067 Page nr 324



https://doi.org/10.34766/fetr.v47i3.802

LIFE AND HEALTH. INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

1. Introduction

Young people in the WHO European Region enjoy better health and development
than ever before, but are failing to achieve their full potential. Recent reports of the
increasing prevalence of frequent health complaints and mental health problems among
adolescents call for directing more attention to the determinants of adolescent health and
well-being. Important results are provided by the HBSC (Health Behaviour of School-Aged
Children) research, which monitors the state of health, well-being, and the social
environment and preserves the health of European youth aged 11-15. However, the general
subjective well-being of young people seems to be relatively high, though influenced by self-
image, relationships with parents, moods and emotions, the school environment, and
socioeconomic factors. Life satisfaction, determined as a score on the Cantril ladder,
decreased with age in teenagers of both genders aged 11-15 (Inchley et al., 2016). Other
studies confirm these results but indicate that life satisfaction levels differ across domains.
For example, in studies on the psychological well-being of children and adolescents in
Poland it was found that, despite a relatively high general level, satisfaction with school
functioning was the lowest (Strézik et al.,, 2016, Kossakowska & Zadworna, 2019). This
suggests the need for more precise exploration of factors related to the school environment,
which may determine the satisfaction with this life domain in adolescents.

Students” well-being can be strengthened in the spirit of positive psychology, which
attempts to answers to the question of what actions must be taken to promote happiness and
flourishing. The ideas of positive psychology are gaining more and more popularity,
especially in the field of interventions and preventive programs aimed at developing mental
well-being and the underlying personal resources. Those interventions can provide young
people with the necessary life skills, support, and resources to fulfil their potential and cope
with adversities in preventing mental disorders (Barry et al., 2013). Schools are one of the
most important community settings where the mental health of young people can be
promoted (Puolakka et al.,, 2012). The literature suggests that mental health promotion
programs in schools produce long-term benefits for young people, especially if these
programs are conducted as part of school activities and adopt a wider approach, promoting
generic psychosocial competence and life skills rather than focusing on specific behavioural
problems (Jané-Llopis et al., 2005; Greenberg, 2010; Zadworna-Cieslak, 2018). The aim of
positive education in schools is to produce well-being and at the same time to further the
traditional outcomes of schooling. For this purpose, in the era of extraordinary technological
development, it seems reasonable to use modern online tools (Gigantesco et al., 2019).
Modern technology has transformed adolescents’ experience of growing up. For the

generation of contemporary young people, technology has assumed a substantial stake in
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their social and educational lives (Koivusilta et al., 2007; Thompson, 2013). Teenagers all over
the world are growing up in a world in which the Internet, smartphones, text messaging,
television, video games, and other technologies dominate in communication and are an
integral part of everyday life.

According to WHO (2019), the promotion of mental health and well-being helps
adolescents build resilience so that they can cope well in difficult situations or adversities.
These aims are being implemented through various European international educational
projects, such as the Erasmus+ program. Erasmus+ is the EU’s program to support
education, training, youth, and sport in Europe. It offers opportunities for a wide range of
institutions and organisations, including universities, education and training providers,
think-tanks, research organisations, and private businesses. Organisations wanting to
participate in Erasmus+ may engage in a number of development and networking activities,
including strategic improvement of the professional skills of their staff, organisational
capacity building, and creating transnational cooperative partnerships with organisations
from other countries in order to produce innovative outputs and exchange best practices. In
addition, organisations facilitate the learning mobility opportunities for students, education
staff, trainees, apprentices, volunteers, youth workers, and young people. More detailed
information about the Program is available at https:/ /ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-
plus/opportunities/organisations_en.

A prominent example of an initiative undertaken to support the mental well-being of
school children and teenagers is the WST! international Erasmus+ project, which was
operated in years 2016-2019 at the University of ... [omitted for blind review]. The aim of the
project was to provide and foster the development of the skills necessary to maintain mental
well-being among secondary school students through the development of a digitally
supported pedagogical tool based on the good practices and expertise in the field of mental
well-being exchanged among the partnership. The pedagogical tool was developed, available
in five European languages, for teachers and educators to cope with complex school-based
problems and mental health promotion by strengthening emotional and social skills. The
good practices collected in the project research phase were adapted into multimedia
resources, including interactive exercises and videos, and shaped into an online
application —a user-friendly and attractive tool that can be used in the classroom as an aid
for health promotion interventions or as part of school prevention programs. The online
psychological training starts after choosing among the following eight topics: decision
making, coping with anger and aggressiveness, conflict resolution, stress management, self-
esteem and self-awareness, collaboration and team work skills, empathy, and
communication skills. For each topic there is a brief theoretical introduction, intervention

(most commonly: videos, questionnaires, quizzes, interactive games, or case studies), and

1 The WST project... [omitted for blind review]
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final questions summing up those activities. Every outcome can be resumed and saved as a
pdf file. The pilot test with school-aged children and their teachers yielded satisfactory
results on the acceptability and usefulness of the pedagogical tool [omitted for blind review].
Developing prevention and intervention strategies for enhancing the well-being of
young generations using modern technologies is a current challenge in the education of
future psychologists and educators (Zadworna-Cieslak & Kossakowska, 2018). Universities
are often places where international educational projects are implemented. The results of
such projects can be used both in school prevention and in teaching. One of the good
practices is the inclusion of psychology and pedagogy students in the process of creating,
implementing, and evaluating projects aimed at strengthening the mental health and well-
being of various groups. Prevention and health promotion are compulsory contents of
education in the field of psychology. Developing preventive interventions, recognising
students’ individual needs, and identifying their strengths are the tasks of the school
psychologist, which are regulated in particular by the Regulation of the Minister of National
Education of 25 August 2017 on the principles of providing and organising psychological and
pedagogical assistance in public kindergartens, schools, and institutions. Psychoeducational
interventions conducted by the school psychologist are part of the implementation of the
school educational program, or they may be a reaction to the situation reported to the
psychologist by the teacher. The psychologist may either design interventions and scenarios
of psychoeducational activities or use the available prevention programs (Frackowiak, 2016).
From this point of view, it is reasonable to provide future psychologists with the latest
practical results developed in the course of various international projects, which they will be
able to use in their professional work. Students in their last years of psychology can be both a
target group of psychoeducation and evaluators of the prevention or health promotion
activities designed in the course of Erasmus+ educational projects. After all, they will be the

providers of modern prevention and psychoeducation in the future.

2. Methodology

2.1. Objectives

The aim of the present study was to evaluate the digitally supported pedagogical tool
(further referred to as the “tool” or “e-tool”), developed in the course of the international
WST project?.

The discussion of the tool developed in the course of the project had an educational
aspect for students because of the inclusion of modern preventive interventions in the
content of their education in an international framework. At the same time, the presentation

of the e-tool was not only a promotional element for the results of the project, but also an

2 The project and its outcomes were previously described by [omitted for blind review].

QUARTERLY JOURNAL FIDES ET RATIO 3(47)2021 ISSN 2082-7067 Page nr 327




LIFE AND HEALTH. INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

opportunity for students to use the acquired knowledge on prevention in evaluating the
impacts of the implemented project.
Due to the exploratory nature of the study, we only formulated research questions,
without presenting any directional hypotheses.
Question 1: How do students in their final years of psychology evaluate the various
aspects of the pedagogical tool?
Question 2: Are there any gender and age difference in the evaluation of particular
aspects of the tool?
Question 3: What features, in the students’” opinion, are the strengths of the evaluated
tool?
Question 4: In the students” opinion, is there a relationship between the attractiveness
and the substantive value of the tool, both for its implementers and for the

recipients?

2.2. Material and Method

The study was conducted from May to June 2019. The participants were 59 students
(50 women and 9 men) aged 22-46 (M = 26.51, SD = 5.43). They were all fourth-year students
in a five-year MA degree program in psychology pursuing a specialisation in psychological
prevention and behaviour modification; they were full-time (1 = 26, 44.1%) or part-time (n =
33, 55.9%) students. The selection of participants for the study was purposeful —students
with knowledge in the field of prevention were selected.

Before the beginning of the study, the participants were informed about its purpose
and procedure. Participation was voluntary; students did not receive any remuneration and
they were free to withdraw from participation at any time without any consequences. All
participants gave their informed consent and were told that the results of the study would be
used solely for research purposes. The assumptions and the research procedure were in line
with the ethical requirements set out in the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical
Association, 2013).

We used a survey questionnaire developed for the purposes of the study. The survey
consisted of four parts. The first part contained six questions relating to the assessment of the
attractiveness and usefulness of the e-tool both for its recipients (primary school students)
and for its implementers (i.e. “To what extent, in your opinion, can the presented
pedagogical tool be useful in preventive activities?”). The respondents assessed it on a 5-
point scale, where 1 meant not at all and 5 meant very much. The items of the first part of the
questionnaire also contributed to the overall score, called Satisfaction with the tool. In the
second part, using the same 5-point scale, the respondents answered questions concerning
their assessment of the effectiveness of the three forms of communication used in the

pedagogical tool: Online videos, Case studies and Role-play activities. In the third part of the
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questionnaire, the participants were asked to select (possible multiple choice) the strengths
of the tool and to indicate the elements that they believed were missing from it. The last part
consisted of two questions: about the durability of the preventive results and the
respondents” willingness to recommend the evaluated tool. Information on the respondents’

age, sex, and mode of study was also collected.

2.3. Data analysis

Data were analysed using the IMB SPSS Statistic 25 statistical package. Except for
descriptive statistics, we used the Mann-Whitney test to determine the differences between
groups in terms of sex and age and Spearman's rho correlation coefficient to assess the
correlations between the variables. We applied the criterion of p < .05 to determine if the

results were statistically significant.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive statistics and general evaluation of the tool

In the first step, before starting the analyses, we computed descriptive statistics for
the analysed variables (see Table 1). When analysing the data presented in Table 1, it is
worth noting that the skewness of the distribution does not exceed the conventional absolute
value of 2 for any of the variables; this means the distributions of all variables are slightly
asymmetrical, which would justify statistical analyses using parametric tests (George &
Mallery, 2010). However, due to the small size of the sample, we decided to carry out

statistical analyses with non-parametric tests.

The students evaluated the tool in terms of several aspects. Firstly, they assessed its
suitability for recipients (primary school students), its usefulness for preventive actions, the
attractiveness of its form of communication both for the recipients and for the implementers
of preventive programs, and the value of its substantive content—also for the recipients and
for the implementers. The above-mentioned categories also contributed to the overall
satisfaction with the tool. The second area was the assessment of the effectiveness of
individual forms of communication used in the tool. Finally, the students assessed the
durability of the achievable results and the extent to which they found the tool worthy of

recommendation.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Variables Analysed in the Study (N = 59)

Variables R M SD Sk Kurt
To what extent, in your opinion, is the presented 2.00 - 4.00 0.72 -0.29 -0.16
pedagogical tool suitable for students aged 10- 5.00

14? (SUITABILITY OF THE TOOL)

To what extent, in your opinion, can the 2.00 - 4.19 0.68 -0.59 0.66
presented pedagogical tool be useful in 5.00
preventive activities? (USEFULNESS OF THE

TOOL)
To what extent does the form of communication 2.00 - 4.25 0.86 -1.03 0.41
seem to you to be attractive for the recipients of 5.00

the program? (ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE
FORM FOR THE RECIPIENTS)

To what extent do you find the form of | 2.00- 417 0.69 -0.56 0.40
communication attractive to the program 5.00
implementer? (ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE
FORM FOR THE IMPLEMENTER)

To what extent does the substantive content seem 2.00 - 4.27 0.78 -0.97 0.70
to you to be valuable for the program's 5.00
recipients? (VALUABLE CONTENT FOR

RECIPIENTS)

To what extent does the substantive content seem 2.00 - 410 0.66 -.481 0.79

valuable for the program implementer? 5.00

(VALUABLE CONTENT FOR IMPLEMENTER)

SATISFACTION WITH THE TOOL 16.00 - 24.98 3.21 -0.71 0.61
30.00

How  effective each of the forms of

communication used in the program seems to

you?

Online videos (EFFECTIVENES - VIDEOS) 2.00 - 4.37 0.79 -1.22 1.17
5.00

Case studies (EFFECTIVENESS - CASE STUDY) 2.00 - 3.98 0.78 -0.20 -0.71
5.00

Role-play (EFFECTIVENES - ROLE-PLAY) 2.00 - 4.32 0.68 -0.85 1.01
5.00

How long do you think the results achieved by 2.00 - 3.71 0.69 -0.81 0.83

using  this tool will be sustainable? 5.00

(SUSTAINABILITY OF RESULTS)

How strongly would you recommend this tool to 2.00 - 4.25 0.68 -0.71 0.77

people involved in prevention 5.00

(RECOMMENDABILITY)

Note. R = range, M = mean, SD = standard deviation, Sk = skeweness, Kurt = kurtosis
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The mean overall satisfaction with the tool was 24.98 points (SD = 3.21, min. 16, max.
30) —a result which, given the possible range of scores from 0 to 30, can be considered high.
Among the factors contributing to the overall satisfaction with the tool, the content of the
tool (M =4.27, SD = 0.78, min. 2, max. 5) and the attractiveness of its message form (M = 4.25,
SD = 0.86, min. 2, max. 5) were rated the highest. The students assessed the tool’s suitability
for its recipients relatively the lowest (M = 4.00, SD = 0.72, min. 2, max. 5), but the
evaluations were still high. Moreover, the students considered Online videos (M = 4.37, SD =
0.79, min. 2, max. 5) to be the most effective form of communication used in the tool, and the
one they considered the least effective was Role play activities (M = 3.98, SD = 0.78, min. 2,
max. 5). The degree to which they found the tool worth recommending was also high (M =
4.25, SD = 0.68, min. 2, max. 5), although they perceived the durability of the preventive
results achieved thanks to the use of this tool to be slightly lower (M =3.71, SD = 0.69, min. 2,

max. 5).

3.2. Respondents’s age and tool evaluation

In order to determine if age differentiated the respondents” evaluations pertaining to
the selected aspects of the pedagogical tool, we distinguished two age groups: under 25
years old (n = 37) and 25 or older (n = 22). Then we performed an analysis using the non-
parametric Mann-Whitney U test. The respondents differed only in the assessment of the
effectiveness of Role-play activities, one of the forms of communication used in the
pedagogical tool (Z (1, 58) = —2.000, p = .045, d = 0.556). The respondents in the older age
group assessed the effectiveness higher (M = 4.55, SD = 0.59) than the younger ones (M =
4.19, SD = 0.70). However, Cohen’s d coefficient indicates a medium effect size (d = 0.556). A
difference at the tendency level was also found (Z (1, 58) = —1.919, p = .055) in the assessment
of the sustainability of the results obtained thanks to the use of the evaluated program. Also
in this case, evaluations were higher in the 25+ age group (M = 3.86, SD = 0.83) compared to
younger participants (M = 3.62, SD = 0.59).

3.3. Respondents’ gender and tool evaluation

Then, in order to check if gender differentiated the respondents’ evaluations
concerning the selected aspects of the pedagogical tool, we analysed them again using the
non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. Significant differences between women and men
were found in the assessment of the effectiveness of two forms of communication: Online
videos (Z (1, 58) = —2.308, p = .021, d = 0.824) and Case studies (Z (1, 58) = -2.070, p = .038, d =
0.800). Both forms were rated higher by women than by men (M = 4.48, SD = 0.71 vs. M =
3.78, SD = 0.97 for Online videos and M = 4.08, SD = 0.72 vs. M = 3.44, SD = 0.88 for Case

studies). In both cases, Cohen's d coefficient of effect size indicates a large effect.
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3.4. Strengths of the tool

The analysis of the strengths indicated by the respondents shows that the most
appreciated features of the tool were the use of multimedia and remote resources (84.7% of
the respondents) and an attractive form (79.7%); the weakest side of the tool, according to the
respondents, turned out to be its appropriateness for the recipients’ developmental stage
(i.e., the age of 10 to 14; only 28.8% considered this to be a strong point of the program). The

results are presented in Figure 1.

the international nature of the tool
universal usage
adjustment to the development period

division of content into modules

use of multimedia and remote

84,7
resources

atractive form of the tool 79,7

valuable content

0 20 40 60 80 100

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of results concerning the strengths of the evaluated tool (N = 59)

At this point, it should be added that in the part of the survey that concerned the
strengths of the e-tool, students also had the opportunity to indicate what they believed to be
missing from the tool and submit their own ideas of what it would be worth supplementing

the tool with. However, none of the respondents answered this question.

3.5. Attractiveness and substantive value for the implementer and the recipient

In order to determine the relationship between the attractiveness and the substantive
value of the tool for both the implementer and the recipient, we performed an analysis of
Spearman's rho correlations. The strongest relationship was found between substantive
content for recipients and for implementers (rho = .626, p < .01) and between attractiveness
for recipients and substantive content for implementers (rho = 455, p < .01). The
attractiveness and substantive content valuable for recipients (rho = .250; p > .05) are not

related to each other to a statistically significant degree.
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4. Discussion

Designing school-based preventive interventions and programs to strengthen young
people’s well-being is a contemporary challenge. Empirical evidence demonstrates that
school-based health promotion programs can be effective (Bond et al., 2007). The inclusion of
modern technologies in prevention seem to be extremely important, especially in times of
remote education. The online form does not exclude positive education and prevention.
Enhancing the traditional school model with elements promoting well-being is also possible
in the form of distance learning. For this purpose, pedagogical e-tools that use modern
technologies and multimedia can be successfully used. The present study was aimed at
assessing the digitally supported prevention program addressed to school youth aged 11-14.
The evaluation was carried out by psychology students, who—due to the nature of their
education —belong to the group of potential providers of various prevention programs and
psychological interventions. Additionally, the students who acted as evaluators attended a
specialisation course focused on prevention issues, and therefore had knowledge of the
conditions for developing and assessing effective preventive interventions. The discussion of
the pedagogical tool developed in the project had an educational aspect for students and a
promotional aspect for the project results; it also allowed the students to use the knowledge
on prevention acquired during their studies in the evaluation of the pedagogical tool.

Although the preliminary evaluation of the tool was carried out by primary school
students and teachers, as stated in the objectives of the project, it seemed reasonable to get to
know the opinions of professionally prepared future practitioners in the field of prevention,
such as students in their final years of psychology. The psychologist employed in a school is
the person most responsible for psychoeducational, therapeutic, and preventive effects
(Frackowiak, 2016). In order to fulfil this role effectively, a psychologist should have
extensive and up-to-date knowledge in the field, supplemented on an ongoing basis with
international reports. He or she should be able not only to assess the quality of external
preventive programs but also to create this type of interactions according to the needs of the
students, teachers, and parents.

When discussing the obtained results, it should be emphasised that the evaluated tool
was rated high by the students, both in terms of overall satisfaction and in terms of
individual aspects of the tool. It can be concluded that the students appreciated the content
and form of the tool, noticed its strengths, and found it useful in the prevention of mental
problems in school students. The results show that the remote form of the tool was
particularly appreciated. This result is of particular practical importance. It seems that, in the
era of technological development, the use of remote tools and activities in prevention

programs is inevitable. It is worth noting that the study was conducted in the spring of 2019,
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long before the COVID-19 pandemic began, so the reference to the remote nature of the tool
was not burdened by the fact of teaching and learning taking place only remotely.

The analysis of the differentiation in the assessment of the prevention program in
terms of the age and sex of the respondents led to three conclusions. Firstly, older students
found Role-play (as a form of communication used in the digitally supported tool) to be a
more effective form of communication in supporting well-being than younger students.
Similar differences were not the case in the evaluation of the effectiveness of Case studies or
Online videos, which were rated high by both age groups in terms of effectiveness. At this
point, it should be remembered that people aged 25 to 46 were in the older age group. It
seems that age is indeed significant in the assessment of particular aspects of the tool. It can
be assumed that older students have richer experience related to both participation in and
running of prevention programs, and they could experience (acting on both sides) the special
effectiveness of role-playing. Yet, both the literature on the subject and the teaching
experience of the authors of this paper show that students who are invited to role-play
activities for the first time or who have done them a few times before are reluctant to
participate in such activities. This is most often due to the fear of giving a presentation in
front of a wider group of observers and to the fear of being evaluated by them (Russell &
Shepherd, 2010). This kind of attitude may make it difficult for them to see the benefits of
learning by doing role-plays, and in the future it may discourage them from proposing this
type of activity in the preventive activities they design and implement.

Secondly, compared to younger students, older students believe that the results
achieved by using the evaluated tool will be more permanent, though this difference is only
at the tendency level. The younger age group includes students from 22 to 24 years of age,
for whom navigating the digitised world is common and whose expectations of what various
applications offer, including those for self-development and prevention, may therefore be
high. This, in turn, translates into a lower assessment of the durability of the results, which
could be higher, for instance if the tool had an application available for Android or IOS: this
would allow using it not only from the school PC or home laptop, but also from your own
smartphone.

Thirdly, while the respondents” age did not affect the effectiveness of the other two
forms of communication, Case study and Online video, both were rated higher by women.
When trying to explain the obtained results, it is worth recalling a short description of the
above-mentioned forms used in broadly understood education. The case study method
involves problem-based learning and promotes the development of analytical skills (Herreid
et al., 2011). The content is presented in the form of a narrative, and the related questions and
exercises serve to activate group discussion and solve more complex problems (Herreid,
1994). The greatest benefit of using case studies is that learners are actively involved in

developing the principles by abstracting from examples (Dunne & Brooks, 2004). The Online
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video method, on the other hand, involves the use of various video clips available on online
platforms (e.g., YouTube, Vimeo), thematically adapted to the issue in question. Research has
shown that the use of short video clips allows for more efficient processing and recalling of
what is being learned. This is because the visual and aural nature of videos appeals to a wide
audience and enables each user to process information in a natural way (Bevan, 2017).

At the same time, the respondents recognised that the weakest point of the program
was its adjustment to the developmental age of the target audience. This is very useful
information from the perspective of tips for improving and/or developing the tool and
making such modifications that will make it actually useful. When trying to understand the
results, one must bear in mind the age of the students for whom the e-tool was created. The
youngest beneficiaries are 11-year-olds, while the oldest ones may be 14, and it is for them
that the evaluated tool would be inadequate, despite its formal attractiveness. Because all
three—Case studies and Online videos or Role-play activities—are successfully used in
education in the development of interpersonal skills not only in children at different levels of
education but also in adults (Schmidt & King, 2010), it seems that the age mismatch among
the oldest group of recipients relates to the content rather than the form of the message.
When constructing subsequent programs using a similar formula, therefore, their authors
should pay special attention to the diversity of contents, so that they are not, for example, too
infantile for older teenagers and so that they take into account the social context typical of
the environment in which these teenagers function.

There is also a clear disproportion between the evaluation of the form and the
evaluation of the content. While, as mentioned above, the respondents consider the remote
form of communication to be one of the strongest points of the entire program, less than half
of them found its contents attractive. Perhaps, in part, such a relatively poor evaluation of
the substantive content stems from a mismatch with the older age group.

A question arises whether the program, the content of which has been rated relatively
low compared to its formal side (i.e., the form of communication), can still be attractive and
useful in work with young people. The analysis of the next examined aspect (i.e., the
relationship between the attractiveness and substantive value of the program, both for its
implementers and for its recipients, in the opinion of respondents) shows that it is, but not in
all configurations. The more attractive the program seems to the respondents to be for the
recipients (students), the more attractive they believe it should be for the people who will
implement it. This is quite an important pattern in the context of practical implications: it is
hard to expect that the program will be willingly and thus effectively implemented by a
person to whom it does not seem interesting or attractive.

At the same time, the lack of a relationship between the value of the substantive
content for the recipients and the attractiveness of the tool also for this group may again

indicate that substantive shortcomings are not a determinant of the attractiveness of a given
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tool, especially if the attractive remote form in which the content is presented has been

appreciated.

Conclusions

The present study has some limitations. Due to the size of the sample, its
unrepresentative (purposive) nature, and the use of a non-standardised measurement tool,
the presented results should be treated as preliminary. However, these results may prove
useful in work on tools and programs supporting the development of students” social skills
and their psychological well-being. They also indicate that preventive programs should be
subject to evaluation by their various beneficiaries. Certainly, their assessment should be
made primarily by their direct target group, in this case primary school students. Equally
important, however, is the voice of people professionally involved in prevention, who design
and implement similar activities. Their knowledge and practical experience may prove to be
an invaluable source of good practices and effective solutions.

Finally, it is worth formulating guidelines for good practices to apply when including
the results of international educational projects in the education of future psychologists.
Psychology students can be not only the target group for the implementation of project
results, but also a group evaluating the contents developed in such projects. Erasmus+
projects have enormous potential for educating future staff working in various areas of
psychological practice. In particular, their role seems to be invaluable for future school
psychologists, who should come into contact with the international nature of education,

psychoeducation, and prevention already during their studies.
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Loneliness, Solitude and Isolation in the Family as

Conceptualised by Jesper Juul

Samotnos¢ i osamotnienie w rodzinie w ujeciu Jespera Juula

Abstract: This article presents an analysis of the theory of relations and upbringing in the family as
conceived by Jesper-Juul, whereby the focal point of the study rests on solitude, loneliness and
isolation. The research was conducted using an analytical-synthetic method elaborated on the basis of
the works of this pedagogue and therapist.

The obtained results indicate an ontological dimension of loneliness in the family, and the need for its
prior experience to guarantee one’s capacity to forge satisfying future relationships. The analysis of
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Juul's work leads to the conclusion that solitude and loneliness experienced in the family promote
emotional growth of partners and that of the child. The work further focuses on destructive loneliness,
i.e. isolation. The predominant conclusion drawn therefrom is that solitude and loneliness in the
family carry a relationship-building potential. In the era of the COVID-19 pandemic, undertaking an
in-depth analysis of this problem is particularly justified.

Key words: isolation in the family, Jesper Juul, family, loneliness and solitude in the family

Abstrakt: Artykul stanowi oryginalng analize teorii relacji i wychowania w rodzinie Jespera Juula w
perspektywie samotnosci i osamotnienia, dokonang w oparciu o metode analityczno-syntetyczng na
kanwie prac pedagoga i terapeuty rodzin. Uzyskane wyniki badan wskazuja na ontologiczny wymiar
samotnosci w rodzinie, potrzebe jej uprzedniego do$wiadczenia dla jakosci tworzonych relacji.
Analizy tworczosci Juula prowadzg do wniosku, ze do$wiadczenie samotnosci sprzyja rozwojowi
partneréw w rodzinie oraz rozwojowi dziecka. W pracy wskazuje si¢ réwniez na przejawy
destrukcyjnej samotnosci, czyli osamotnienia w rodzinie. Najwazniejsze wnioski prowadza do
konkluzji, ze samotno$¢ w rodzinie ma moc relacjotwoércza. Artykut stanowi wklad w pogtebione
rozumienie problematyki samotnosci i osamotnienia w rodzinie. W dobie pandemii COVID-19
podjecie analizy tego problemu jest szczegélnie uzasadnione.

Slowa kluczowe: Jesper Juul, osamotnienie w rodzinie, samotno$¢ w rodzinie

Inroduction

Jesper Juul (1948 - 2019) was a Danish family therapist and pedagogue. His work
gained him international recognition from both parents and scholars. His books have been
translated into over a dozen languages. The work of Jesper Juul seems to be of paramount
and truly ground-breaking importance when it comes to the perception of relationships in
the family unit and, in particular, with the regard to the relationship unfolding between
parents and children. This educationalist is credited with creating a new educational
paradigm based on the transition from obedience to responsibility3. Following an in-depth
analysis of Juul's work, one may venture to formulate a thesis which holds the Danish
therapist as the creator of pedagogy of family relations in itself. Juul combines theory and
practice relating to family life in a hitherto unprecedented way for pedagogy. The term
"upbringing" is deliberately avoided in this approach. Juul's concept of supporting the
development of a child in the family unit (or actually supporting the development of each
family member, regardless of their age) goes far beyond what is commonly understood in
pedagogy under the term "upbringing" in (Salamucha, 2004). Jesper Juul outlines the
principles and the foundations of family life, which are aimed at safeguarding the well-being
of both individual family members and the family as a whole. He then shows how these
foundations determine the daily functioning of families. One of the spaces present in the
lives of families - and one which is also linked to their well-being - is the space of loneliness
and solitude.

The aim of the article is to analyse the essence and meaning of the space of loneliness

and solitude, while also shedding light on the dangers of loneliness in the family, as

3 http:/ /www.family-lab.pl/jesper-juul/, accessed on: 11/08/2020.
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conceptualised by Jesper Juul. The following research problems have been adopted: What is
the essence and meaning of loneliness and solitude in the family, as defined in the works of
Jesper Juul? What are the spaces of solitude in the family as perceived by Jesper Juul? What
are the dangers posed by isolation within the family system, as conceptualised by Jesper
Juul? The article was written based on the analytical and synthetic method, which had been

elaborated on the basis of the works of Jesper Juul (in their respective Polish translations).

1. Loneliness and Solitude in the Family - Introduction

Loneliness in the family is not an individual matter, but an issue that impacts the
entire community. The quality of the functioning of the family as a whole, as well as of its
individual members, depends on the qualitative manner in which the space of solitude is
utilised in the family. As argued by M. Walejko on philosophical grounds, loneliness and
solitude (as well as isolation) are personal existential states of a human being (Watejko, 2017).
Following T. Gadacz, the Author adds that “loneliness is an inseparable part of human
nature and existence. To be a person means to be lonely and independent”. So being lonely,
nowadays, often viewed pejoratively, especially in the context of family life and children's
development, is in fact a natural state for human beings. Moreover, the experience of
loneliness determines the quality of relationships built with other people. E. Lévinas proved
that (ontological) loneliness does not result from breaking up a relationship, but rather, it
precedes every new relationship (Kulig, 2014). Nevertheless, the very way in which
loneliness is experienced (on a psychological level) by specific individuals may vary. It
depends, among other factors, on the meaning ascribed to loneliness and solitude by
individual persons.

Jesper Juul's works tackle both of the above-specified dimensions of solitude: the
ontological (the existential) one and the psychological one. The former is source-based: its
adoption (implicite) results in an affirmative perception of solitude in the psychological
dimension (explicite). For Jesper Juul, solitude is one’s ally in the process of personal

development.

2. Solitude Conducive to the Development of Partners in the Family

Change is a natural part of life. It is also a natural feature of any love relationship.
This changeability of the facets of love results from the intrinsic nature of the love
relationship and of love itself (Wojciszke, 2010). Hence, one could venture a statement that
love relationships are subject to periodisation. According to Juul, in the first 7 years of the
relationship, the collective identity of "us" dominates over the separate identity of "me and

you". And so, the partners feel a strong unity with each other or strive to achieve it, as if

QUARTERLY JOURNAL FIDES ET RATIO 3(47)2021 ISSN 2082-7067 Page nr 340




LIFE AND HEALTH. INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

experiencing or seeking to experience full union and oneness with their partner; as Juul
phrases it, they wish to experience a "mutual fusion" (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 46). However, the
growth of love and the process of personal development of the partners both require the
experience of a crisis of this unity, which, in turn, leads to a rediscovery and redefining of
one's individuality (and for some people, this will be a first-time discovery). So it is necessary
to leave a certain symbiosis with another human being and to enter the space of one's own
loneliness and solitude. The time and space of solitude and loneliness are needed to be able
to gain a new understanding of oneself, of one’s feelings and experiences. It is a space of
solitude whereby we are allowed to reflect on who we are and what we want - to see and
experience oneself separately - as opposed to in relation to another human being. The
understanding of the self, which can only take place in the space of solitude, as if in
separation from others, is indispensable to be able to understand and accept one’s partner for
who he or she really is. Therefore, first of all, a person should get to know and understand
themselves, and only once they are armed with this knowledge, gained in the space of
solitude, will they be able to establish a responsible relationship with another human being.
Jesper Juul repeatedly emphasised that the well-being of parents is a very important
variable for the well-being of their children. Investing time and energy in the relationship
with your partner does not mean that this time is being taken away from your children, but
it is rather to be perceived as an investment in their happiness. This is in line with the parents
first philosophy. On psychological and pedagogical grounds, there is no doubt that the basic
family system is that of parents (de Barbaro, 1997, pp. 45-55). When analysing Juul’s texts,
one could even venture out one step further. For the parents' system and their relationship to
be satisfactory, the philosophy of myself first needs to be recognised and implemented. Only
once a person familiarises themselves with their own self, only upon liking oneself and
accepting oneself, only upon learning how to take care of one’s individual well-being, can a
person enter a relationship with another human being with full responsibility. Maintenance
of the space of solitude is indispensable for the implementation of the myself first philosophy.
In this context, it would be worthwhile to remark on Juul’'s observation that people
are usually raised to always prioritise the community. “Therefore, we mistakenly believe
that our marriage is on shaky grounds if we dine separately or sleep in different bedrooms.
One has to unlearn that. What we consider appropriate for our family is good, as long as it
suits all of its members (...)” (Juul, Dien, 2012, p. 219). The implementation of the myself first
philosophy within the space of solitude is not an act of selfishness, it is not an act against the
community, but, paradoxically, it actually serves the community. An analysis of Juul's work
in this respect, may prompt us to draw the following conclusion: only if a person feels good
in their own company, and only once they truly know themselves (their emotions,
limitations, desires, etc.) - which is possible to attain in the space of solitude - only then do

they contribute to the satisfactory existence of the family community.
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Thus, the employment of myself first strategies contributes to a satisfying parents first,
which in turn directly affects the quality of relationships within the parental system (Juul,
2018).

Juul's views on intimate relationships are consistent with the psychological concepts
of mature love (Wojciszke, 2010). Two mature people deciding to share their life with one
another do not become one being - a monad. They always remain separate entities. No two
people in the world are the same, there are no two people who would choose to react in the
same way in a given situation, who think the same, or feel the same. Moreover, in
psychological terms, it is also impossible to be so close to another person as to become one.
People are always different and lonely to some extent. The idea that when in a relationship,
you always remain lonely to some extent is implicit in the works of Jesper Juul. Furthermore,
this is natural and beneficial. Accepting the fact that our partner is different from us, that
they think, feeland react differently, that theyare a self-contained being, and recognising our
own separateness, as well as the fact that there will always be non-transferable areas of "I", is
indispensable for a harmonious life together (Juul, 2018, pp. 13 - 41). Empathy, which will be
discussed later on in the text, is very helpful in the process of accepting the otherness of one’s
partner.

Therefore, solitude in a relationship with another person not only does not contradict
the quality of that relationship, but it actually contributes to its strengthening and
satisfactory duration. Constructive solitude in a relationship has two faces: on the one hand,
it consists in getting to know oneself, i.e. being in living communion with oneself (with one’s
emotions, thoughts, motives, etc.), and on the other hand, it implies accepting the fact that
the partner also has their own space of solitude, which is different from ours and inaccessible
to us - accepting that our partner is a separate human being. The experience and acceptance

of these two faces of loneliness allows one to build a mature relationship with one’s partner.

3. Solitude Conducive to the Development of a Child in the Family

Modern parenting in Western culture tends to be paedocentric. Sometimes children
receive excessive attention and interest from adults. Jesper Juul argues that children need a
space of solitude from their parents in order to grow. In his own words: “In my opinion, the
greatest loss suffered by children over the last three decades is the fact that they have no free
time from their parents. There is no longer a tree in the yard where they could be left alone”
(Juul,Dien, 2012). It is tiring and stressful for children to be constantly in the centre of their
parents” attention. Naturally, children need parental interest and quality time spent together,
but they also need a space of solitude, in which to develop. One could venture a statement
that the existence of solitude of subsystems is beneficial to the healthy functioning of the

family. Thus, it is implied that the time when all the individual subsystems of the family
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focus on themselves is important and, paradoxically, it proves to be bonding in the scale of
the entire family. In practice, this means that it is vital for parents to focus on their partner
relationship, rather than spending all of their emotional resources only on their children. It is
paramount for children to be granted a time when they may focus on matters that are
important exclusively to them only, without the hovering presence of their parents. There is
a need for spaces of solitude in which individual family subsystems can consolidate and
strengthen themselves internally. According to the systemic understanding of the family
unit, the stronger an individual is, the stronger the community that this individual creates.
Strengthening individual family subsystems within their spaces of solitude serves to
empower the family system as a whole (Juul, 2013, pp. 51 - 84).

Speaking in pragmatic terms, a certain dose of loneliness is required to develop self-
sufficiency in a child, an adolescent and an adult. It is commonly accepted beyond a shadow
of doubt that independence is a skill whose mastering should be supported in various
dimensions of life and at its various stages. Perhaps the striving to achieve independence is
particularly perceptible in the early childhood, when children want to perform many
activities alone, without the participation of their parents or anyone else, for that matter, and
according to their own idea and plan. Similarly, teenagers wish to act on their own volition,
only in more momentous matters. They want to make decisions and act on their own.

Jesper Juul clearly indicates that it is beneficial for parents to allow their children to
enjoy such solitude, while, at the same time, still being available for their children when they
ask for help. Responsibility for one’s own life, self-confidence and the belief in one’s
competence and skills can only develop within the realms of independence and solitude. In
this case, it can be said that the fruit of solitude is self-reliance, which in turn gives rise to
responsibility. This triad: solitude - independence - responsibility - constitutes personal
maturity (although, of course, they do not exhaust this term).

The entry of children into the teenage period of puberty marks a significant change in
intra-family relationships. Jesper Juul observed that "we should know [as parents - ER] that
our role as educators comes to an end when the child turns ten or eleven" (Juul, Qien, 2012,
p- 150). This does not mean, however, that adolescent children no longer need their parents.
They do. But they commence a period of their life in which being alone with oneself, and
often in opposition to one's parents, is a necessary element in the development of one's own
identity. Juul further notes that "a young person leads as if two separate lives: one on the
social level, and the other - profoundly experienced - on the existential level" (Juul, Jien,
2012, p. 166). Adolescence is a time of a special kind of loneliness - both ofthe young person
in question, as well as that of their parents. Allowing a teenager to be alone away from their
parents, and granting them the freedom to be independent is, in fact, an investment in the
development of their maturity. The basis for placing a teenager in the space of their

loneliness is the belief in their inherent skills and their responsibility, as well as the readiness
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to accept the parental anxiety and concern that are associated therewith (Juul, 2014, pp. 13,
85-119).

In addition to the example of one's own life, an important way to invite a child into
the space of their solitude is to stimulate their reflectiveness. This is achieved by talking
about what the child likes, why this, and not something else, what they think about a topic,
what their take is on the current events, and what they feel in certain situations. These types
of conversations are a great opportunity for a child to go beyond the clichéd thinking and to
enter the world of their own thoughts and feelings, which build the space of their solitude
from within.

The modern Western world is filled with stimuli. On the one hand, they can make it
difficult to enter one’s space of solitude, while, on the other hand, they may propel one
straight into the abyss of isolation. Jesper Juul notes that the people of today, and especially
children, need to experience more silence and boredom. Silence aids oneself in a creative
experience of solitude, while when bored, a person makes more "own" choices than when
being a mere recipient of impressions from the outside. Meditation is also useful, which
helps one become mindful of one's thoughts and feelings (Juul, @ien, 2012, pp. 258-259).

So far, we have discussed the psychological dimension of loneliness and solitude. But
it is also important for a household to contain physical spaces where the experience of
psychological loneliness is rendered feasible. They do not have to be spacious, but it is vital
for every household member to feel that if they need to be alone, they have their own spot
where they can go - that they have a space to call their own and where, instead of all the
external hum, they can actually hear themselves.

When it comes to solitude, be it that of parents and/or that of children, it serves to
build the inner integrity of a person. It is protected by personal boundaries (both physical
and mental ones). Integrity leads to authenticity and responsibility for oneself and,
ultimately, it allows one to create a community based on empathy, respect and mature love
(Juul, 2013).

4. Destructive Loneliness, i.e. Isolation

Equally as in the case of intimate partnerships and parental relationships, loneliness
and solitude bear development potential. Isolation on the other hand, is an obstacle on the
path to personal growth and constitutes a negation of relationships. In Juul's pedagogy of
family relationships, solitude does not break relationships, quite on the contrary - it precedes
and strengthens them. Isolation, on the other hand, is a denial of being in a relationship and
carries with it a serious psychological burden.

When does isolation occur in the family? Whenever being with oneself, in contact

with one's own "I" entails a simultaneous inability to enter into a relationship with another
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person. The family ought to be a relational place by definition. Isolation in the family takes
place when a person, while not entering into a relationship with another human being, is
also unable to enter into a relationship with themselves at the same time. They then get
stuck, as if in a vacuum. Such incapacity, or inability to enter into a relationship with one’s
"[" is a complex psychological issue. At this point, it will suffice to say that such situations in
family life are bound to occur and, moreover, they may be caused by inappropriate reactions
of parents towards their children. It is then advisable for the entire family to seek
professional therapeutic help.

Isolation may appear in selected areas of family life, although it usually seems to have
a global impact on the entire family unit; it may not be so initially, but it definitely becomes a
global issue at some stage. The first phase of a love relationship, where the risk of isolation is
particularly high, is the birth of the first child. A clear focus on the newborn child is natural
and necessary; however, having a child does not stop the parents from being intimate
partners for each other and their needs do not disappear from this area of life. A special bond
with the child is inherent in motherhood. The father builds relations with his offspring in a
different way. The bond between the father and the child depends both on the attitude
displayed by the man and the woman. Different scenarios of isolationmay unfold in this new
situation in families, but suffice it to say that the reason for this state of affairs may lie on the
side of the woman, the man, or both of them (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 64).

It is not beneficial for the children of a complete family unit if only one parent
participates in the upbringing process, while the other shrinks from this responsibility. It so
happens that this is a consequence of the parent's own isolation, experienced during this first
stage of the child's life. A child needs a relationship with both the mother and the father. The
word relationship is key here. The lack of a relationship with a parent, and with both parents
in particular, inevitably leads children to isolation. As observed by Jesper Juul: “Overall, an
insufficiently strong connection between parents and children - both in the past and today -
causes some children to feel rootless, restless, and changeable in their conduct. Some of them
tend to feel hopeless, and are rather quiet and introverted” (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 68). The lack
of experience of safe relationships makes it impossible for an individual to be at ease with
themselves in a calm and affirmative way, and it leads to isolation, and to a lack of
understanding of oneself, whereby being with oneself is associated not with peace but with
pain.

In the case of intimate relationships, isolation may appear in some areas of life, e.g. in
the area of parenting, when only one of the parents is responsible for this process. If such a
state of affairs is not a conscious choice of the partners, this may be acceptable from the
perspective of adults, but if it happens against the will of one of the caregivers, then isolation

will be at play. At the same time, it should be emphasised, following Jesper Juul’s optics, that
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it is always better for children, if both parents participate in the upbringing process (Juul,
2012).

Juul wrote that it what usually happens in families is that a child has a special, unique
bond with one parent, and that this bond is more intense than the one developed with the
other caregiver. In the opinion of the educator, this is a completely natural phenomenon
(Juul, 2018, pp. 13 - 41). However, it may be difficult to accept for a parent whose bond with
a given child does not possess this unique quality. A subjective feeling of isolation may then
arise - both in the relationship with the partner and in the relationship with the child. Of
crucial importance here, if we wish to avoid this mental state, is the awareness that
relationships are incomparable, and that they have variable dynamics, and that a more
intense relationship with one parent does not question the quality of the relationship with
the other caregiver.

One of the distorted forms of solitude in the family is hiding - be it of something, or
one’s true self. If loneliness, as experienced by a family member, means that he or she is
hiding their true self or concealing something from the rest of the household, then this is an
indicator of an incorrect and unwholesome relations in the family. If a person keeps a part of
themselves hidden from others, it probably means that the unveiling of this feature would be
associated with a negative experience - such as rejection, criticism and mockery (although
this is not always the case). Therefore, the motivation to experience solitude is crucial here:
whether a person wishes to experience it or is obliged to experience it for some reason. If
they have to experience it, then solitude turns into loneliness and isolation. In other words,
solitude in a family system has a developmental value when it is surrounded by safe
relationships with other family members.

In his work, Jesper Juul focused on an affirmative approach to families, unveiling
their resources, their potential and intrinsic values. Juul’s body of work does not feature a lot
of content explicitly referring to threats to family life, including isolation. One issue,
however, merits special attention. Childhood isolation and loneliness can occur whenever
children start bearing on their shoulders the weight of matters which should be the
responsibility of their parents. In pedagogy and psychology, this phenomenon is referred to
as parentification (Rostowska, Borchert, pp. 5 - 21; Schier, 2016). Juul figuratively compared
the role of a parent to that of the leader of the herd (Juul, 2017). The parent is responsible for
the correct functioning of the family. If a child takes over the parental responsibility, they
thus enter into the space of isolation, whereby the greater the isolation, the greater the
responsibility the child needs to shoulder. Oftentimes, serving as a visible symptom of this
type of isolation is the child's aggression - directed inwards or outwardly towards the
parents or other persons (Juul, 2013a, pp. 51-65).

It should also be clearly emphasised, following the pertinent remarks of Jesper Juul

that the responsibility for the quality of family relationships lies solely with the parents, and
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not the children. If a child is suffering from isolation, the parents are to be held responsible
for this state of affairs (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 80).

5. The Relationship-Building Power of Solitude in the Family

"Setting boundaries and designating one’s own space is an important element of
being together and it also poses the greatest challenge for adults" (Juul, 2020, p. 101). There
are boundaries within the family unit - the personal boundaries of family members and the
boundaries of the family as a whole. Juul pays special attention to the former of the two
elements. Each person has their own personal limits, both physical and mental ones. It is
behind the personal boundaries of parents and children that their own, personal space
extends itself - the space of solitude. That is the space where an individual sets their own
laws, rules and regulations at their own discretion - a space where they do what they see fit,
being the lord and master of this space where they are themselves - their true self. This is a
private and personal world. This is a very positive and affirmative view of solitude.
Surrounded by its boundaries, solitude is a space of one's own inner world, which can be
arranged as per one’s desires. According to Juul, it is an important parental task to teach
children that they can have this space and that they may use it creatively. Teaching them that
this is their space and that they get to set its limits. Being alone is not a punishment. It is a
time and place to get to know one’s own world, where we can make it true and shape it
according to our concept of to fulfil our potential. It is an art and an important mission for
parents to know and respect their own boundaries, to use the solitude within these
boundaries and to teach their children how to do the same (Juul, 2020, p. 46; Juul, Gien, 2012,
p. 208).

The issues of boundaries and solitude are closely interwoven. Within one’s own
boundaries, an individual gets to experience solitude. It is a space where they can move
independently and on their own, determining the shape of the boundaries from the inside.
They decide on their own discretion how wide the range of their solitude will be. Juul argues
that parents and other adults should respect and obey their child's arrangements. Such an
attitude helps to strengthen the child's self-esteem, the importance of which cannot be
overestimated in terms of building relationships with others. Only when the boundaries set
by the child are respected can they develop relationships with others responsibly. In the
humdrum everyday family life, this may manifest itself in such conduct as: respecting the
refusal to hug someone, respecting the request not to enter the bathroom while bathing, or
accepting the fact that a saddened child, after returning home from school, does not wish to
talk about what he or she is currently experiencing. The optimal reactions should boil down
to recognising and respecting the right to solitude of each family member to the extent that

he or she chooses to delineate their boundaries.
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Every child has their own integrity, their own inner world. And it is necessary for the
parents to allow the child to be alone in this world by themselves, on the one hand, while, on
the other hand, it is vital for the parents to be interested in the child's inner world, and to
enquire about it with curiosity. This will allow them to get to know their own child - their
thoughts, feelings and needs. One may not intrude on another person’s solitude without
being invited in first. So it is important for the child to know that he or she is the lord and
master of their solitude, and that this particular space belongs to them, and to them only, but
that they are not condemned to live in it, that they may choose to share it with their parents
at any time - if they so wish and require (cf. Juul, @ien, 2012, p. 82).

Solitude in children is also related to experiencing certain emotions, mainly the
unpleasant ones, such as anger or sadness. According to Juul, it is very wise to allow
children to experience emotions in a space of solitude, e.g. when they run to their room to
cry alone. However, it is a good idea to stay in the area to accompany the child when they
need it. One may assure the child of one’s readiness to talk with them or to hug them when
the child wishes to do so. But it is advisable to give the child a chance to meet their own
emotions, which is paramount for their personal growth, as well astheir mental well-being -
it is good to allow them to be able to acquaint themselves with their own selves, to get to
know and accept what is currently occurring in them as a human being (Juul, 2020, pp. 64 -
65).

Mark Twain wrote: "There is no loneliness worse than not feeling at ease with
oneself." According to Twain, parents who fail to accept their child, or be mindful of their
individuality and their resulting needs, have the power to condemn them to the worst type
of loneliness. However, they also have the power to make the child discover their own
inexhaustible sources of might, wisdom and happiness in their own space of solitude.

Jesper Juul saw an undeniable value in empathy. "Empathy is a state in which our
being at ease with ourselves is expressed through the contact with other people" (Juul, Jensen
et al., 2018, p. 7). "Only a person who feels safe in their own company and has an emotional
contact with what makes up their existence somewhere innermost - only such an individual
is able to create deeper connections with other people and rediscover themselves
continuously in a complex world of constant change, in which it is increasingly difficult to
find one's own place and role" (Juul, Jensen and in., 2018, p. 6). Empathy is a way to establish
relationships with oneself and other people.

The relationship-building power of solitude lies in the fact that thanks to this alone
time, an individual may get to know themselves, and find out who they actually are, what
their wants are, and what they do not want, what they may accept and what they deem
unacceptable, what they wish to change and what they wish to keep unchanged. A true
relationship can only exist between true, real, concrete persons, between "I' and "you" as it is

at the given moment (cf. Bubber, 1992).
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If an individual conceals who and what they are, or plays a role behind poses and
images, then no personal relationship with another person may ever occur. Juul makes an
unequivocal statement that the most important thing for the wellness of family relationships
is being authentic. This, in turn, is possible when we choose to enter the space of solitude,
getting to know and rediscovering ourselves on an ongoing basis. Because any human being
is constantly undergoing a process of change and because they are incessantly facing the
shifts occurring in their world and in other people, making use of the space of solitude seems
to be something natural and necessary every day.

“Personal language creates good, honest and solid relationships. The old language -
i.e. the language of power - destroys relationships, only serving tocreate winners and
losers"(Juul, Qien, 2012, pp. 185-186; Juul, 2012a, pp. 86-89). Juul's observation leads the
reader to conclude that in terms of the relationship-building power of solitude, we may
delimitate its two degrees. The first one has been already mentioned above - entering the
space of one’s solitude, experiencing and meeting one’s self. The second degree consists in
communicating to others what we have experienced in this space of solitude.The term
"communication" is understood hereby in broad terms. It also entails a specific way of
functioning, being (e.g. calm, harmonious, having patience with oneself and others), which is
the result of staying in a space of solitude, and it also refers to the messages expressed
explicitly (be they verbal, or non-verbal). While a way of being is not something that a
person consciously undertakes, or pursues with deliberation, verbal communication,
however, may pose difficulties in this respect.

In order to take full advantage of the relationship-building power of solitude, one
needs to possess the ability to communicate in one’s personal language. Juul pays a lot of
attention to personal language, seeing it as an important element in forging personal
relationships. Personal language makes it possible for two individuals to actually meet.
When using their personal language, the parent does not hide behind the fagade of generally
accepted rules, social norms, criteria of good and bad upbringing, but they are
communicating what they want, expect, as well as what they can acceptand what they find
unacceptable. A rather enigmatic message (in the eyes of the child): "Children cannot go
home from school alone" could be worded in the following manner in the personal language
"I don't want you to come home from school alone because I think it's dangerous."

Similarly, among romantic partners, the message expressed in the personal language
"I love you and I want us to spend Saturday evenings together" can successfully replace the
moralising tone of "People who love each other should spend time together". Juul argues that
children have a natural competence to express themselves in their personal language.
Unfortunately, for many decades, parenting strategies were based on arbitrarily imposed
standards, rules, and indisputable principles, which only served to weaken this natural

competence. Adults, wishing to express themselves in their personal language, must acquire
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this competence anew. In Juul’s own words: “Unfortunately, we were taught this incorrectly
from the start. We were taught that saying 'I' is egocentrism, while this is actually a very
socially healthy conduct” (Juul,@ien, 2012, pp. 220-221; Juul, 2014, pp. 20-28). Personal
language, the source of which is located in the space of human solitude, is the key to forging
personal relationships with others (Juul, 2016, pp. 65-75).

Getting to know oneself in the space of solitude and then acquiring the ability to
express oneself in one’s own personal language leads to openness. When talking about
oneself, a person opens up to whomever they are speaking with. This moment of opening
up, revealing oneself to another person is crucial for establishing a relationship.

Therefore, it is important to have an affirmative attitude to solitude within the family
unit, and to accept loneliness as a space that serves the good of individual family members,
which, in turn, is the foundation of the well-being of the family as a whole. According to the
systemic understanding of the family, a change in one family member causes an alteration in
all other family members (Drozdzewicz, 1999, pp. 11-12). Juul also clearly states that in what
we call parenting in pedagogy, the example of parents' own lives is the most important
factor. This is demonstrated by the following, among others, of Juul's observations:
"Children copy the behaviour of adults" (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 202), or "The quality of
individual and community life of adults is decisive here. Adult life has a greater impact on
children than any conscious attempts and methods of upbringing” (Juul, 2011, cover page),
and, finally, “What parents refer to as parenting has no educational effect. Their words fall in
one ear and fall out of the other. Children don’t do what we tell them to do, they do what we
do” (Juul, Qien, 2012, p. 266). Therefore, the example posed by the parents is vital when it
comes to knowing how a meeting with oneself helps us in our everyday functioning, and
how solitude can be included in building more personal and responsible relationships.
Serving as an example of such use of the space of solitude can be the technique of positive
break proposed within the framework of positive disciplining (cf. Nelsen, 2015, pp. 175-178).

Speaking at the highest level of generality, one may also state that modern families
tend to experience loneliness, i.e. they are lonely in the surrounding world. As observed by
Jesper Juul - which has been corroborated by the research conducted by many scholars
(sociologists, psychologists and pedagogues) - nowadays, there is no one universally
recognised or even obligatory model of family functioning in the sphere of the European
culture. Each family must choose the values that it will implement in its own circle. We are
being spoiled for choice in terms of the possible ways of living our lives. Juul noted,
however, that it is important to make a choice, rather than relying on random trends. This
kind of solitude carries with it developmental and relationship-forming potential - it allows
the family to consciously choose the way of life that lies in accordance with their own belief

system. Nonetheless, for this to happen, this solitude of the family as a whole should be

QUARTERLY JOURNAL FIDES ET RATIO 3(47)2021 ISSN 2082-7067 Page nr 350




LIFE AND HEALTH. INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

preceded by the constructive solitude of each individual family member, especially that of
the parents, with the inner recognition of what is personally important to them.

This type of solitude in choosing the path of life may be experienced as difficult, it is
associated with a burden of responsibility, but it undoubtedly carries within it a relationship-
creating potential. An opposing situation is presented by the issue of the isolation of the
entire family, which may also occur as a result of socio-cultural shifts. Urbanization, the
ubiquitous presence of the two-career marriage model, and the institutionalization of
childcare, may contribute to the weakening of the family’s relations with other families.
Parents are less and less able to take advantage of the daily care provided by other family
members, as it is increasingly less frequent for families to share households with the older
generations; due to the multiplicity of roles played by modern parents, contact with other
families also gets limited. All of the above, in combination with many other factors not
mentioned herein, may lead to the distinct possibility of occurrence of the phenomenon of
isolation of the family itself, understood here as the need to rely solely on itself, being devoid
of close relationships with other people or other families. Seen in this light, the family
becomes a lonely island floating on the restless sea of shifting trends and beliefs. In the circle
of social sciences, more and more attention is paid to the role of the immediate family
environment with regard to its well-being. This is sometimes expressed in the parents'
language with the statement that a whole village is needed to raise one person. Nowadays, more
and more families live as if in the desert land of big cities.

The isolation of a family whose member suffers from a chronic or incurable disease
can be particularly dramatic. Such family is then at a high risk of directing all of its activities
inward, and the immediate environment of this family (often due to ignorance of how to act,
and / or a lack of sensitivity or due to embarrassment) will not seek opportunities to enter
into a personal relationship with this family. Juul strongly emphasises the role of the support
network as a counterbalance to isolation suffered by families burdened with a chronic

disease of one of their members (Juul, 2019, pp. 80-90).

Conclusion

In summary, what constitutes the essence of family life is love. Solitude is present in
families in various contexts and with varying intensities. It is important to recognise its
presence and significance, and it is crucial to learn how to use solitude for the benefit of all
family members and to safeguard the well-being of the family as a whole. For love and in the
name of love. The question remains: How do we do it? In his book entitled “On Boundaries.
Competent Relationships with a Child” (Juul, 2020, p. 71) Jesper Juul observed the following;:
“The lack of a method is a characteristic feature of all relationships that are based on mutual

love. Certain courses of action can, of course, be outlined (...), but there is no method as such
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being implemented”. Members of each family have the opportunity to develop their own
way of experiencing solitude, based on the respect and recognition of the personal dignity
and individuality of each family member.

In Jesper Juul's pedagogy of family relations, adults and children should be treated

equally- that is to say: with respect. Also in the context of their need for solitude.
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