
Social Educators and Socio-educational Intervention in Secondary Schools

ABSTRACT: This article focuses on the social educator as a professional in the social education context, who is qualified to carry out social education activities in schools, taking on functions aimed at resolving situations and problems that affect students and families. 

The main objective of this study was to see which professionals were responsible for attending to the socio-educational needs that arise in secondary education schools in Spain’s Autonomous Communities, and to analyse which functions they carry out. It is a descriptive-correlational study in which a digital questionnaire was given to a sample of 440 agents of socio-educational intervention. Descriptive techniques of central tendency and dispersion as well as correlational and inferential techniques were used through non-parametric testing of hypotheses.

The results show that the social educator is a professional that performs socio-educational functions aimed at attending to situations of conflict or need on a more regular basis than other professionals who work in schools. The results show that the work of social educators focuses mainly on actions aimed at preventing absenteeism and controlling the students as they arrive at school, tasks of detection and prevention of risk factors, organising parents’ schools and information programmes, conflict mediation, development of communication programmes, socio-educational support and assessment for the educational community, and preparation of cultural events.
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Introduction
The society we live in, which is dominated by intense political, economical and social change processes, creates instances of instability and concern for both policy-makers and the general public. In the field of education, just like in other scenarios, there are also moments of doubt about which path to take to make education answer to society’s requirements and demands and, therefore, obtain the much desired educational quality that all systems long to provide. 

Wanting to link school education with the figure of the social educator is a need that stems from the complexity of the current social, political, economic, technological and cultural times, which generate difficulties for the classic educational institutions to adjust to the changes they must undertake. In particular, schools must cope with a variety of situations that affect both the relationships among the members of the educational community and the professional actions of the educators.  Consequently, the idea of considering new professional profiles and new socio-educational practices aimed at promoting quality education for all is starting to gain strength. 
In this regard, social education, embodied in its professionals, is gaining relevance because it constitutes a disciplinary, reflexive and critical knowledge, and a socio-educational practice that shares the general objectives of improvement, optimisation and qualification of education. It is a practice primarily and specifically concerned with the promotion of actions to enhance the citizens’ quality of life, through the social inclusion of groups and individuals and the promotion of the community’s social coexistence (Caride, 2006). Ultimately, it deals with learning to coexist, which is a value appointed by UNESCO as one of the cornerstones of education in the 21st century. 
Within the school field, we find a space where the social educator can be integrated and from where they can promote action and participation projects and, together with the rest of educational agents, collaborate in the reformulation of the school, offering new educational possibilities and a socio-educational outlook on problems based on answers, which are not only normalising, but also normalised (Sánchez, 2013).

Although it is true that the education system is not, to date, a traditional and preferential field for the social educators, their presence is becoming increasingly necessary, as evidenced by several Autonomous Communities incorporating the social educator figure to their schools.  

1. The role of social educators in the education system
In order for the education system not to suffer from “a pretended self-sufficiency and a lack of structure adaptation, tending to marginalise non-regulated elements as unfit for the system” (Polo and Palau, 2013, p.2), it is essential to consider the school as an intervention space for professionals with diverse profiles, in the interest of developing an optimal interdisciplinary cooperation.
We agree with López (2013) that “in a moment like the current one, multi-professional teams in schools are the only way to tackle the complexity of human relationships, as well as to meet the social, educational and skill-related needs that society demands from us” (p.4). The incorporation of new professional profiles that educationally complement the work being done in schools can provide new lines of intervention which allow us to advance towards a comprehensive education.  
Without excluding or trying to make the presence of other professionals in the school invisible, we consider the social educator to be a professional with special characteristics who has the necessary education, skills and professionalism to intervene in this space. Their profile characterises them mainly as integrating, dynamic, flexible and socialising agents with a potential role as experts in the diverse contexts that surround the school and that affect the well-being of the educational community, and in addition, as professionals with a professional skill and qualifications to detect needs and design prevention and intervention strategies within the educational framework (Hernández and Chamseddine, 2013). 

According to Chozas (2003), the presence of social educators in schools “must be subject to the existence of a realistic and efficient educational plan which is based on educational practice” (p. 133) in each particular context, based on which the educator must:  

1. Support and cooperate with the educational activities by joining other professionals to offer comprehensive and quality education. 

2. Care for the socialisation of the students in normal situations (Sáez, 2005), understanding socialisation as the processes of culture adoption, as well as the development of the individuals’ personality and identity (Ortega, 2005), and also address situations of conflict (Segura, 2013). Ultimately, they must take care of “education for sociability and socialisation processes” (Úcar,  2004, p.3), making an emphasis in the acquisition of competences to handle adult life in an autonomous way.  
3. Establish communication channels that optimise school and social mediation. They must act as mediators among the agents of the educational community and as a link with the context and other educational agents. (De León, 2011; Muñoz, 2010). 
According to the specific intervention situation, the social educator will establish:

· Actions to promote civic education, aimed at all the educational community and manager through non-specialised interventions. 

· Pre-emptive actions that avoid the generation of specific problems that affect the daily life of the school and the relationships among its members.

· Re-education or compensatory education actions for situations of difficulties and conflict. 

To carry out these actions, the social educator must be considered as a regular member of the school community. This incorporation must not be reduced to immediate remedial actions, nor should the social educator figure be associated to a “simple firefighter, a watchman, a controller of situations and people who are or are at risk of being troublesome” (Vega, 2013, p. 5), and neither should they be perceived as the “specialist who intervenes to operate on problems and solve illnesses like surgeons do” (Castillo, 2013, p. 9). They should be seen as professionals who offer opportunities for change and renewed options to handle problem resolution.  

We don’t consider the social educator to be a jack-of-all-trades, because this image blurs their professional abilities, although it is true that their versatility and heterogeneity enable them to perform a vast array of functions, to adapt to the intervention context, to address actions by considering both plurality and the specific situation of each school. However, this requires that the planning and organisation of the actions is based on socio-educational aspects. 

Therefore, it is worth mentioning, based on the abovementioned aspects, that the social educator will perform specific functions and tasks in different work spaces
  within the school context (González and Serrate, 2014, p.13) as we can observe in figure 1.1:
Figure 1.1. Intervention spaces for the school social educator. 
Indeed, to synthesise the social educator functions within the school demands to take into account the different ideas of the authors who have reflected on it (Barranco et al., 2012; González and Serrate, 2014; Hernández and Chamseddine, 2013; López, 2013; Méndez, 2007; Valín, 2006), and the current demands of socio-educational intervention within the school framework. In this regard, we list the different functions of social educators:  
· socio-educational guidance and socio-personal counselling for the students,

· mediation with situations, contexts and people to facilitate conflict resolution and promote the community’s well-being,

· prevention, aimed at avoiding situations that might result in non-healthy and/or risky behaviours and habits,

· management of school relationships among its members and with its context and the external agents directly related with the school,

·  coordination of socio-educational prevention and intervention projects and programmes, 

· project management and administration of community and social resources.

The analysed situation leads us to propose a nationwide study aiming to get to know the work that the educational agents in charge of socio-educational intervention
 do in Secondary education schools, and to verify if this job is being done by social educators, whether their profile is regulated like in the Autonomous Communities of Extremadura, Castile-La Mancha and Andalusia, or incorporated to schools where the level of complicity allows for it, like in other Communities. The intervention of social educators, where applicable, would comprise the abovementioned functions.  
To this end, we selected the following objectives: 

· to know which professionals intervene to care for the socio-educational needs in Secondary education schools

· to verify the functions that the intervention agents perform, 

· to analyse the work that sets the social educator apart from the rest of the professionals.

2. Methodology
In line with previous works on the topic (Ortega et al., 2007; Ortega et al., 2010), we proposed, during 2012-2014, a study whose research design falls in the category of non-experimental (Kerlinger and Lee, 2002) or ex post-facto (Arnal, Del Rincón and Latorre, 1992), resulting in a descriptive-correlational study carried out through electronic surveys (Kerlinger and Lee, 2002).

A questionnaire with Likert-type scales, together with open response items, was designed for the data gathering phase. Two blocks of content were considered, the first one consisted of data on the professional profile: job position, professionals in charge of socio-educational tasks and frequency with which certain situations are dealt with in schools; the second one consisted of the valuation of the professional activity: frequency of execution and importance of the socio-educational functions, positive aspects of the job and difficulties related to the socio-educational intervention. 
We decided on an online self-administered survey after pondering its strengths and weaknesses (Díaz, 2012; Torrado, 2009). For the questionnaire distribution process we constructed a Secondary education school database with information provided by the Provincial Departments of Education. Each school was assigned an identification number, the questionnaire was set up with Google Drive and it was sent to the schools via personalised e-mail through a PHP page.

Content validity was guaranteed through an evaluation of the formulation of the questions made by expert judges. As for the internal consistency of the instrument, we used Cronbach’s alpha coefficient on all the scales that make up the questionnaire, which yielded a value over .7 in all cases.  
2.1. Population and sample
The population of the study is composed of all Secondary education schools from the different Autonomous Communities, which were 7209 schools (we know the number of schools but not the number of professionals working in each school). Consequently, we considered the population unknown and we calculated the size of the sample with maximum variability (p=q=0.05); a confidence level of 95% (z=1.96) and an error of 5%, obtaining a sample size of 385 subjects. A total of 440 intervention agents from 378 schools have participated in the study, of whom 76% are women and 23% are men. 
2.2. Data analysis
For the data analysis we have used descriptive central tendency and dispersion techniques, correlation techniques through the Pearson coefficient, and inferential techniques. Once we verified the assumptions of normality (Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk) and homogeneity (Levene) we used non-parametric hypothesis tests, specifically, the Median test. All analysis were carried out using the statistical package SPSS v.21.

In a complementary manner, we conducted a content analysis (Tójar, 2006) of the answers given to the open response items, grouping them according to the similarity of their meanings and establishing categories and the relationships among them. To this end we made a matrix to quantify the number of answers in a given category and those who referred to two or more categories. For a better understanding of the results obtained we used the computer programme  Gephi 0.8.
3. Results
3.1. The socio-educational intervention agents within the schools
We verified that there is a professional profile that performs the socio-educational duties in schools – the guidance counsellor (57.5%) – because it is a regulated position. 10.5% of them are social educators. It is worth mentioning that 95.9% of the surveyed agents considers that the guidance counsellor is the person in charge of this kind of actions in schools, while 25.9% believe that socio-educational action is the duty of social educators. 
Table 3.1.
People in charge of the socio-educational actions 

As we can observe in figure 3.1, besides the seven professional profiles considered in the variable staff in charge of socio-educational actions, according to the agents there are other professionals who also intervene in the resolution of problems and situations that require specific interventions. The figures that were most frequently mentioned by the participants were the Management Team, External Staff and Coordinators (of coexistence, cycle, extracurricular activities, etc.) 
Figure 3.1.
Other people in charge of the socio-educational actions 

Table 3.2.  Socio-educational intervention situations (range 0-3)

Regarding attention to specific problems (table 3.2), the situations that require specific actions more frequently ( ≥1.37) are, on the one hand, the problems affecting the students, such as absenteeism, bullying or school violence, and, on the other hand, problems derived from the context, which might be related to a marginalised environment, a lack of family attention or situations caused by a lack of economic resources.  
As we can see in figure 3.2, agents refer to other situations that require specialised interventions from the socio-educational action professionals. This information shows that it is important to work with the students, making a special emphasis on learning difficulties and vocational guidance needs to draw up a lifelong education project, and also on emotional and behavioural problems which are a part of the developmental stage. They should also pay attention to family-related situations, such as family breakdown situations whose negative consequences might cause emotional and behavioural problems in the students, which in its turn might affect school coexistence. 
Figure 3.2.Other situations of socio-educational intervention
3.2. The activity of socio-educational intervention agents
As shown in table 3.3, made from the data obtained from the study of the tasks, the functions more frequently performed and considered most important (mean values over 1.67 in frequency and 2.57 in importance) can be organised according to three aspects: 
a) attention to the students:

· through the design and implementation of programmes addressing student diversity (F.6) and,
· absenteeism prevention and control actions (F.11); 

b) coexistence promotion: 
· through conflict mediation and resolution processes (F.2) and,

· the coordination of activities from the plan for the improvement of school coexistence (F.3); 

c) prevention, guidance and counselling processes: 
· through the detection and prevention of risk factors that can cause disadvantaged socio-educational situations (F.1),

· socio-educational counselling and support for the general educational community (F.13) and,

· development of guidance programmes, in particular those related to professional integration (F.10). 

Table 3.3.  Functions according to frequency and importance (range 0-3)

In figure 3.3 we can see that there are diverse functions that the intervention agents perform on a relatively infrequent basis but which get a high level of reported importance, and they are the promotion of relationships with the families through the organisation of schools for parents, and information programmes (drug addiction, school failure, bullying, inclusion problems, etc.) (F.9), and the functions aimed at skill training through the design and implementation of programmes, seminars, workshops, talks and/or interpersonal communication activities (violence prevention, social skills, etc.) (F.8). The biggest difficulty for the performance of this functions is the lack of time and of professionals in charge of their implementation (see table 3.4). However, although they are performed on a less frequent basis than others, they are valued as essential and necessary. Conversely, there is a function that is performed frequently but which obtains a lower level of importance, and it is the teaching activity (F.14), which is not performed by all the surveyed agents, but those who do perform it believe it hinders the implementation of other functions with higher levels of reported importance. 
Figure 3.3. Frequency-importance relationship based on the median of the functions 
There are some problems with the implementation of the socio-educational work pointed out by the agents (data presented in table 3.4) which are related, on the one hand, to the lack of economic resources to carry out the activities and lack of specific spaces and time to attend to the students and their families. On the other hand, the scarce professional delimitation of socio-educational intervention because of the lack of definition of the professional tasks involved and the lack of professional recognition of the socio-educational action becomes an evident issue. In this regard, we believe it is essential to continue to work towards the establishment of a clear and specific definition of socio-educational tasks within the school framework, and define which professional profiles should be in charge and which functions they should perform. Without this specification, each community will decide, according to available resources, whether to establish segregated plans that would provide a palliative care to the present needs of the schools, instead of implementing specialised prevention and intervention plans that answer to the socio-educational needs of students, families, and the educational community in general. 
Table 3.4. Problems in the implementation of the socio-educational work.
The surveyed agents propose the following improvements for the intervention:

· To report and derive to Social Services those cases that cannot be treated solely in the school (95.9%).

· To promote collaboration and coordination with the municipal Social Services, cultural and civic organisations (95.7%).

· To provide spaces and times for the attention to families, students and teachers and the implementation of cultural activities (95.5%).

· To include the figure of the Social Educator in schools in a stable and regulated manner (89.3%).

3.3. Socio-educational functions of the social educator
One of the aspects we were interested in was whether there were statistically significant differences (n.s .05) in the performance of the proposed socio-educational functions among the different professional profiles who participated in the study, with the aim to verify which task differentiates the social educator from the rest of the professionals. 
Table 3.5. Median test 
The results obtained in the Median test, table 3.5, show statistically significant differences (n.s .05) in the performance of fifteen out of the eighteen socio-educational functions on the part of the different professional profiles that comprise the sample. To determine the groups among which the differences occurred, we carried out a paired comparison which allowed us to confirm that the functions performed by the social educator more often than the other professionals are the following:  
Table 3.6. Functions implemented by social educators in schools
The results obtained indicate that the social educator performs tasks that have an impact on the attention to diverse situations that occur in the schools and which have been defined in the first part of this paper as the intervention spaces of this professional. Specifically, this figure performs specialised attention tasks (conflict and violence situations, absenteeism, etc.), education and prevention tasks (family education, emotional and value education, health education, leisure education, etc.) and relationship and management tasks (establishing participation mechanisms, promoting contact with families and the school environment, etc.). 

4. Result interpretation and discussion
Firstly, it is worth mentioning that the figure of the social educator in Secondary education schools has gained a notable recognition among the educational agents, despite the low level of incorporation of this professional profile to schools. 

Within the study, it is relevant to mention that the issues of absenteeism, the marginal character of the school environment and the lack of family attention to the students require interventions by the socio-educational agents on a more regular basis. These are related situations, taking into account that, in some occasions, absenteeism is a reflection and direct consequence of the marginal social and family situation (Cuadrado, 2010) and that they require specific socio-educational prevention and treatment (De la Fuente, 2009), actions for which the social educator is prepared. As Melendro (2008) claims, the social educators, integrated in multidisciplinary teams, work with issues related to absenteeism and early school leaving, assuming monitoring and support tasks, prevention, compensation of the learning deficits, as well as coordination with the professionals  working at the schools. In most of the Autonomous Communities, these tasks have been assumed by non-school authorities, with the exception of the ones that have already regulated this professional figure, namely Extremadura, Castile-La Mancha and Andalusia. 
We have verified that the functions generally performed by intervention agents are aimed at the resolution of specific issues; we are referring to absenteeism prevention and attention, control of the students on their arrival to school, development of professional guidance programmes or detection of risk factors that can cause disadvantaged socio-educational situations, all of which are functions performed by social educators in Extremadura and Castile-La Mancha in the past few years (González et al., 2012; Ortega et al., 2010). The comparative analyses between the different professional profiles that composed the sample and the socio-educational functions determine that this profile performs these tasks more often than other profiles such as the guidance counsellor, the teacher, the therapeutic pedagogue or the technical teacher of community service. 
It is worth mentioning that tasks aimed at the promotion of the relationship with the families, which were valued as important by the agents, are not being frequently implemented in schools. Still, the social educator is the professional that most frequently performs this type of actions, organising and implementing schools for families and information programmes, and providing socio-educational support and guidance. Therefore, it becomes clear that the implementation of this kind of functions by the social educators is facilitating the attention to those situations that affect the students and families and which might be related to disadvantaged situations caused by the context of the school, and these results justify their specific contribution to the intervention. 
Furthermore, violence and bullying constitute two of the most worrisome problems for the educational community, and they require specific interventions. The rise in violence and conflict in the classrooms, as well as the proliferation of new types of school violence, have raised concern for establishing effective solutions that prevent and/or resolve these situations (Martín et al., 2005). As some authors, such as Martín (2006) and Ochoa and Peiró (2010), have verified, in schools there are indiscipline issues, such as verbal aggressions, social isolation  and property damages or thefts more frequently than there are explicit violence or bullying cases. It is necessary to implement interventions that prevent these situations and ensure the peaceful coexistence of the educational community, as the participants in the study have pointed out. In fact, on a legislative level, some actions fomenting the positive interaction of all the members within schools have been established (González and Serrate, 2013) by using mediation and prevention (Viana, 2012) and, in some Autonomous Communities, this has been embodied in the social educator (Conde, 2012; Barranco et al., 2012) 

Our research confirms that the social educators are the professionals who perform the following tasks more frequently than the other professional profiles: conflict mediation and coordination of activities that promote the relationships among the members of the educational community, in response to given situations, circumscribed to School Coexistence Plans and Programmes. 
To teach coexistence demands to pass on the skills to handle the conflicts that might arise, to be aware of the diversity and plurality of societies, to face injustice and commit to the values (Arroyo, 2011), working, therefore, with attitudes such as sensitivity (Jiménez et al., 2014). In this regard, among the functions valued as important by the intervention agents are those related to the design and implementation of programmes, seminars, workshops, talks or interpersonal communication activities. We have to take into account that these activities are not carried out as often as others in schools, however, the comparison by professional profiles we performed revealed that the social educator performs these functions more often than the rest of the professionals. Again, this aspect is consistent with the results of other studies, where it becomes clear that the social educator performs this kind of tasks, which are typical of their professional profile (Ortega et al., 2010; Vallés, 2011).

The results have revealed that social educators are performing other functions that, on their part, other professionals perform less frequently in schools, related to the organisation and management of cultural, leisure and free time services. Although we have found grater similarities with the technical teachers of community service, this might be due to the fact that these teachers’ positions have an open profile, to which social educators can also apply. 

5. Conclusions
On the whole, the results reveal a favourable perception of the role of the social educator within the school on the part of the socio-educational agents. This is supported at a national level by this study, and by others carried out at a more local level (Álvarez, 2013; Ballester and Ballester, 2014; Conde, 2012; Barranco et al., 2012; González et al., 2012; Ortega et al., 2010).
Although the assessment is positive, and despite some Autonomous Communities having the social educator’s profile and functions regulated, as is the case for Extremadura, Castile-La Mancha and Andalusia, the school situation which was described and analysed proves, once again, the little definition of the tasks they must perform, bringing up the need to establish a professional profile with specific tasks that define the work of the school social educator, and to elaborate a more sound definition of their intervention spaces. To resolve this insufficient delimitation of the tasks to perform will entail an advance for the profession within this field, thus preventing the inclusion of social educators to be conditional to the existence of problems or situations that require specific socio-educational interventions (Castillo, 2013; Galán, 2008).
The data of the study reveals that the social educator specifically holds functions which are considered important and necessary for the resolution of conflict and problematic situations, for the promotion of family-school-environment relationships, for the attention to aspects affecting the students and for maintaining the coordination with educational agents. This allows us to state that the social educator constitutes a figure that meets the professional characteristics required to deal with socio-educational interventions in the school, thus becoming clear that their incorporation to socio-educational intervention is justified and it would complete or complement the responses given by the school institution to the current society that demands them. 

In accordance with the actions that the social educator implements, and according to the theoretical models that deal with their professional inclusion in this space (González and Serrate, 2014; Ortega and Mohedano, 2011), we conclude that the social educator is responding to the model of socio-educational action, which considers this professionals within the schools, making interventions and collaborating with the rest of agents in tasks aimed at providing a comprehensive education. In this regard, we claim that this figure holds the responsibility to implement actions aimed at the prevention of disadvantaged situations and the promotion of coexistence, to assume functions aimed at favouring the communication and cooperation of the school with its environment and the families involved, and to generate training processes dealing with the skills necessary for the personal and social development of the students, with a view to achieving a true social integration. Consequently, and not without assuming risks and limitations, we consider that the array of responsibilities of this professional entails the implementation of the following functions: specialised attention, primary and secondary prevention, and relationship-related actions, all of which still needs to be defined and delimited.  
In conclusion, it is worth noting that this research allows us to advance on the configuration of the school social educator thanks to results coming from the educational reality itself. At the very least, this results constitute a starting point on the current socio-educational situation in schools and the specific socio-educational work that social educators do. Thus, it would be essential for educational administrations to consider the incorporation of social educators to socio-educational intervention, especially in secondary education schools where there are higher rates of absenteeism and early school leaving, and more conflict and coexistence issues. 
We should also mention some limitations that arose during the development of the study and the conclusions presented above. In the first place, we consider that generalisations cannot be established with regard to the profile of the school social educator, because their role within the school is not implemented in all Autonomous Communities. Secondly, the sample of the study, although representative, could have been wider. This is the reason why this research opens the way for different study pathways, on an Autonomous Community level, so as to obtain more generalisable conclusions. 
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Notas
� Preferimos referirnos a espacios de trabajo o intervención en lugar de ámbitos. Desde nuestra concepción, el ámbito de intervención es la escuela o centro escolar, y dentro de este ámbito podemos establecer diferentes espacios de trabajo desde donde se configura la acción del educador social.


� Por agentes de intervención socioeducativa nos referimos a todos aquellos profesionales que tienen asignadas tareas específicas de atención a la diversidad de situaciones conflictivas, problemáticas o de necesidad social o educativa en el alumnado o cualquier miembro de la comunidad educativa. Al no existir una única figura profesional que realice la intervención socioeducativa, serían los educadores sociales, orientadores, trabajadores sociales, profesores técnicos de Servicios a la Comunidad, técnicos en Integración Social, profesionales de Intervención Socioeducativa, profesionales de Pedagogía Terapéutica, maestros de Audición y Lenguaje o, en caso de no existir estas figuras en el centro escolar, cualquier profesor que desarrolle la intervención socioeducativa. 





