
www.internationalsped.com 5

2020, 35(1), 5-17 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

ABSTRACT

This article presents an innovative project revolving around student participa-
tion in homework activities. The theoretical framework is relational pedago-
gy with a focus on student-mentor relationships in a university setting. The 
authors used semi-structured interviews combined with observations of the 
interactions between the participants. The findings are analysed at a micro- and 
meso-level, based on an interpersonal relational perspective on teaching, Peda-
gogical Relational Teachership (PeRT). The popular claim that homework time 
is positively related to scholastic achievements gains was observed. The findings 
from this study add to the general knowledge of how participants perceive 
their school activities and future careers. Furthermore, relational values like 
connecting, belonging, trusting, including and confidence-building emerged be-
tween students and mentors over time. The examination of the mentor-student 
relationships highlights how a new interpersonal relational capital launched a 
movement with a possible change in social position, in terms of entering future 
university studies. The article discusses the results at a societal level in relation 
to equity and young people’s possibilities of participating in future universi-
ty studies. Since the study shows the positive aspects of ‘enriching’ activities 
supporting immigrant youth in homework activities at university facilities, we 
encourage other institutions of higher education to open up their premises for 
similar projects, in order to improve engagement, raise achievement levels and 
enhance inclusiveness in the larger social fabric.  
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INTRODUCTION

This study is part of a larger project aiming to explore 
the impact of ‘enriching’ activities, such as community 
development that supports immigrant youth in school-
work (homework) in order to enhance engagement, raise 
achievement levels and create interest in future university 
studies. The goal of the homework project is to show how 
collective engagement, represented by measures of infor-
mal social controls, mobilisation of residents/families, su-
stainable community development, social cohesion and 
trust can help buffer communities counteract the negative 
effects of being isolated from attending higher education. 
Based on an interpersonal relational view of teaching and 
education (Bingham & Sidorkin, 2010; Aspelin, 2014; 
Ljungblad, 2019), the specific objectives and goals of this 
study are to find out why the students participate in ho-
mework activities, and what is their reasoning concerning 
the mentoring experiences offered at a university setting in 
the evenings. Hopefully, the findings from this study will 
add to the general knowledge of how mentor-student re-
lationships can support young people’s future careers and 
opportunities. 

As a consequence of the recent massive immigration 
in Sweden, the education system has lately come under 
serious pressure. This rapid demographic change has bro-
ught with it ethnic segregation and inequality, which pre-
sents a major challenge for policymakers in terms of social 
integration and educational inclusion (OECD, 2016). 
The challenges inclusive education faces, such as issues of 
equity in education in general and immigrant integration 
more specifically, are varied and complex. Sweden’s cultu-
ral and political heritage could have been an ideal setting 
to fully implement inclusive education as envisioned in 
The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action (UNE-
SCO, 1994). However, the new political movements and 
policies that dominate the Swedish education system have 
created contradictory and conflicting realities, which not 
only work against fundamental equity issues but also aga-
inst the Swedish traditions of universalism, comprehen-
siveness and egalitarianism. The challenge on a national 
level is to address these changes while continuing to gu-
arantee equivalence in the education system. However, 
the meanings of core concepts can shift across time and 
context. For instance, the concept of equivalence has been 
linked with freedom of choice and education as a civil ri-
ght (the rights of students/parents). This contrasts with 
the tradition of uniformity, which has been more closely 
associated with the idea of education as a social right (En-
glund, 2005; Beach & Dyson, 2016; Pihl et al., 2018). 

Marginalisation and segregation of socially disadvanta-
ged and ethnic minority groups have increased. Result and 
resource differences have widened among municipalities, 
schools and students (Berhanu, 2016; Beach & Dyson, 
2016; UNICEF, 2018). Swedish efforts in the past to pro-
mote equity through a variety of educational policies have 
been fascinating. Early educational policies, including 
the macro-political agenda, focused on the social welfare 
model, have helped to diminish the effects of differential 
social, cultural and economic background on outcomes. 
This has lately come under threat (Skolverket, 2015). Re-
searchers emphasise that a ‘spatial mismatch’ between in-
creasingly suburban job opportunities and the minority 
residents of poor urban neighbourhoods has magnified 
the new challenges (Bauer et al., 2005; Lange, 2008). This 
combination of barriers creates communities subject to se-
rious crime, health issues and educational problems that, 
in turn, further restrict the opportunities of those growing 
up and living in them. One approach to tackle the pro-
blem, as we envisage it here, is community-based acti-
vities, such as homework support and mentoring offered 
to students in disadvantaged situations (Kerr et al., 2014).

This specific study deals with homework activities for 
high school students from one of Gothenburg’s suburbs. 
The project was started by one of the authors and, after 
running for a couple of years, we received reports from 
participating schools that students have developed aspira-
tions as manifested in their school performance. This has 
raised a profound eagerness to deepen our understanding 
of the mentor-student relationships to support cross-cul-
tural efforts (Freeman & Kochan, 2018). The aim of this 
study is to explore the interpersonal relational aspects 
transpiring between participating students and mentors. 

The research questions are: 

1. Why do students and mentors actively 
choose to attend homework activities?

2.  What relational values emerge between 
the participants involved in the  
activities?

The study aims to provide increased relational understan-
ding and knowledge of the interpersonal relationships that 
develop during homework support activities created for 
high school students at a university setting. The study also 
discusses how young people’s social capital (Woolcock, 
2001) can be understood in order to explore possibilities 
and obstacles for the students’ future university studies. 
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HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES  
IN A UNIVERSITY SETTING

The project is volunteer work with students from schools in 
a suburb of Gothenburg. This homework activity presents 
an innovative approach and is unusual in Sweden since it 
is situated on the university premises. The students come 
to the Pedagogen, University of Gothenburg every Thurs-
day from 17:00 to 19:30. The activities began five years ago 
with the first group. Now we have started homework sup-
port for the sixth time with new students. We provide men-
toring that stimulates and inspires students to aim higher 
in their studies. We want to give them the feeling that they 
are able to continue with high school and college. We try to 
demystify the university as an institution and help students 
focus on schoolwork—despite different backgrounds. Since 
the situation in some areas of Gothenburg has undergone 
a major change in recent years in relation to school achie-
vements, the aim is to support the students in their school-
work and identity formation. Sweden is not a closed society 
and can thereby provide many alternative opportunities. 
We want to help change the social climate and show young 
people that a variety of future opportunities exists. 

This particular homework activity is an innovative 
approach since the mentoring process takes place solely 
within the university setting. Students visit the university 
once a week and receive mentoring support in math, natu-
ral sciences and languages from mentors (volunteers), who 
are prospective teachers, former teachers, retired professors, 
and anyone with teaching skills. Among the participa-
ting students, tens of languages are spoken. The number 
of participants varies but the mentors can generally expect 
35 students. Most of the participants in this project come 
from a low socioeconomic class, and have generally settled 
into impoverished or immigrant concentrated urban ne-
ighbourhoods (suburbs1) characterised by unemployment, 
some violence, segregation and structural barriers. Such ne-
ighbourhoods offer suboptimal schooling to their residents; 
schools there are typically under-resourced with a high te-
acher and principal turnover. Thus, mentoring offered by 
the homework activities for this population should be de-
signed and structured so that it becomes an opportunity to 
develop academic Swedish skills while reinforcing content 
knowledge. In this project, there is some encouraging evi-
dence that many of the young people from the area have be-
nefited significantly from the homework activities. The two 
authors of this article have participated in the homework 
activities for some time. After a while, the authors deve-

loped an interest in exploring an interpersonal understan-
ding concerning the participation of students and mentors, 
in the specific context of the downtown university setting. 
By highlighting relational values of importance for young 
people (Gergen, 2009), we offer an alternative relational 
perspective on school, to discuss society and the future of 
young people.

ETHNIC MINORITIES AND SOCIALLY  
DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS 

The geographical concentration of immigrants is a frequ-
ent source of public concern. Spatial segregation is tho-
ught to delay the proper integration of immigrants 
(Suárez et al., 2016). Educationally, the concentration of 
immigrants and ethnic minorities in schools is believed to 
damage the school performance of both the children of 
immigrant and autochthonous families. As a result, host 
families in societies receiving immigrants are concerned 
about the concentration of immigrants in certain parts 
of the school map and try to avoid stigmatised schools, 
which in turn increases the over-representation of immi-
grants (Szulkin & Jonsson, 2007; Cebolla-Boado & Gar-
rido-Medina, 2011; Reichenberg & Berhanu, 2017).

Students subjected to a higher immigrant concentra-
tion in primary school more often attend lower tracks and 
have higher dropout probabilities in secondary school. Hi-
gher immigrant concentration in secondary schools also 
increases the likelihood of dropping out. Previous studies 
seem to have underestimated this effect2. A large body of 
current research supports the conclusion that enrichment 
programs, adequate training, contextual matters, media-
tion and the way social environments are structured could 
make substantial differences in acquisition and retention 
of knowledge and proficiencies (Berhanu, 2001; Cooper 
et al., 2006; Kerr et al., 2014; Suárez et al., 2016). Cur-
rently much more optimism prevails regarding human de-
velopment, in particular, pertaining to enhancing young 
people’s aspirations for a successful future.

Many researchers emphasise that a ‘spatial mismatch’ 
between increasingly suburban job opportunities and the 
minority residents of poor urban neighbourhoods has ma-
gnified other challenges, such as crime, the movement of 
middle-class residents to better neighbourhoods (inclu-

1 In Swedish ‘förorten’, a place on the outskirts of the city.

2 (Personal communication, mailto:Carla.Haelermans@maastrichtuni-
versity.nl 2018). The effects of immigrant student concentration on edu-
cational outcomes of native and immigrant students, Carla Haelermans 
(TIER, Top Institute for Evidence Based Education Research, Maastricht 
University) and Marieke Heers (FORS, Swiss Expertise Centre for the 
Social Sciences, University of Lausanne).
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ding the phenomenon of ‘white flights’) and a perpetual 
shortage of capital, stores, employment opportunities and 
institutional resources, including persistently lower per-
formance in school (Grönqvist, 2006; Szulkin & Jonsson, 
2007). Immigrants and their children often live, at least 
temporarily, in neighbourhoods that have high concen-
trations of fellow immigrants. Typically, these neighbo-
urhoods also have high poverty levels and are located near 
concentrations of the native-born poor. The conventio-
nal wisdom is that living in poor neighbourhoods leads 
to ‘concentration effects’ that exacerbate the problems of 
poverty and limit economic opportunity (Wilson, 1987; 
Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). Such neighbourhoods may 
provide adolescents with less knowledge about the educa-
tion system (Ainsworth, 2002; Noam et al., 2002; Suárez 
et al., 2016). The analysis in this study shows how even a 
minimum effort in the form of homework support and 
extracurricular activities can alleviate the problem. Ove-
rall, the study highlights the relevance of mentoring (Mar-
ciano et al., 2019) and homework involvement in acade-
mic achievement among immigrant students.

HOMEWORK AND TEACHER-STUDENT  
RELATIONSHIPS

There is ample evidence suggesting that homework has 
positive effects on school performance (Bang et al., 2009). 
Previous studies have demonstrated that students who do 
their homework generally attain higher class grades and 
achievement test scores than their peers who do not (Co-
oper et al., 2006). Most of the literature, reviewed for this 
specific purpose, suggests that immigrants living in ethni-
cally concentrated neighbourhoods are more likely to lack 
the social capital that would allow them to succeed in the 
education system. In worse cases, they might have higher 
rates of negative social capital, actually working against 
their development (Labianca & Brass, 2006; Bang et al., 
2009; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). Schools seldom support 
the building of newcomers’ social capital as ‘a critical part 
of their transition to a new country and system’ (Hos et 
al., 2019, p. 101). Therefore, one of the purposes of the 
homework project at the university is to understand this 
phenomenon at close range, where the spotlight is aimed 
at the interpersonal relationships between participating 
students and volunteers, in order to explore if the students 
might develop a new social capital. 

The popular claim that homework time is positively 
related to achievement gains was tested in three studies 
(Trautwein, 2007). The results indicate that homework 
assignments are positively associated with achievement 

(class level effect) and that doing homework is associated 
with achievement gains (student-level effect). Research on 
homework conducted during the past three decades has 
consistently demonstrated a positive influence of home-
work on achievements as measured by tests as well as class 
grades (Cooper et al., 2006). Among students who may 
benefit from the greater learning opportunities offered by 
homework is the increasing population of immigrant ad-
olescents. Twenty-two per cent of children in the United 
States today have at least one foreign-born parent; the-
se students comprise the fastest-growing segment of the 
school-aged population (Hernández et al., 2007). A simi-
lar trend has been observed in Sweden (OECD, 2016). 
As many immigrant youths are learning Swedish and 
complex academic subjects simultaneously, they often lag 
behind their native-born Swedish-speaking peers in acade-
mic achievement. One way to bridge this achievement gap 
may be through the use of homework activities similar to 
those demonstrated in this article. 

Since the new millennium, international research has 
shown the importance of well-functioning teacher-stu-
dent relationships (Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2005; Hat-
tie, et al., 2009; Mitchell, 2014). In Hattie’s meta-study, 
a trustful teacher-student relationship demonstrates a 
strong correlation factor (d=0,72), with a clear impact on 
student achievement. The students themselves emphasise 
the importance of the teacher’s openness, care and respect 
as fundamental values of the interpersonal relationships 
(Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam, 2013). Furthermore, the 
students stress the significance of teachers showing concern 
for students’ different kinds of needs, as well as the im-
portance of seeing the child as a person, not merely a stu-
dent. Classroom research (Ljungblad, 2016) that followed 
teachers, who from a child’s perspective manage to meet 
their students in a secure way, conducive to development, 
presents how these teachers develop a trustful and respectful 
teacher-student relationship. The four participating teachers 
in the above study worked in different school types, such 
as compulsory school, upper secondary school and upper 
secondary school for students with learning disabilities. 
There was a wide variation among the 100 participating 
students, such as many students being of different kinds 
of special needs, as well as groups of students with severe 
learning disabilities. The results demonstrate in detail what 
happens in the now, face-to-face, between the teacher and 
the students; the teachers had developed a welcoming, to-
lerant and non-judgmental stance – a way of being in the 
moment. The teachers’ way of relating to their students 
emerged as adaptability that could meet student’s different 
kinds of needs. This form of adaptability was understood as 
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pedagogical tactfulness. The findings also highlight how the 
teachers showed belief in the students’ potential and took 
interest in each and every student. The teachers were cu-
rious and stood by a student’s side in a mutually explored 
process, and developed a warm and permissive atmosphere 
with their students. Over time, the teachers’ pedagogical 
tactfulness created trustful and respectful teacher-stu-
dent relationships. Hence, such a pedagogical tactfulness 
can be understood as fundamental to inclusive education 
(Ljungblad, 2019). However, in the relational field, there 
exists limited research focusing on interpersonal mentoring 
relationships in homework activities, which this article at-
tempts to highlight.

A RELATIONAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This research takes its theoretical point of departure from 
Relational Pedagogy (Bingham & Sidorkin, 2010; Aspelin, 
2014; Ljungblad, 2019), Historically, educational know-
ledge has centred on either an individual perspective or 
a collectivist focus; however, relational pedagogy can be 
seen as a new third alternative to the dominant traditions, 
where teaching and education are to be understood rela-
tionally. This relational perspective is based on the concept 
of human beings as relational beings and about teaching 
as relational processes. Its philosophical roots are derived 
from intersubjective traditions of philosophy with classi-
cal relational philosophers, such as Arendt, Levinas and 
Buber. Essentially, the ontological point of view places the 
interpersonal relationship as primary and actions as secon-
dary (Gergen, 2009; Bingham & Sidorkin, 2010). This 
new relational approach in educational theory rests on 
pluralism and diversity, emphasising the responsibility of 
the education system to enhance possibilities for students 
to participate in relational processes from the local to the 
global (Gergen, 2009). Such a relational view of education 
is based on a humanistic view that emphasises human be-
ing’s existential development. In a time of measurement, it 
is a shift from an instrumental approach to knowledge and 
skills to an interpersonal and existential approach (Biesta, 
2017; Saevi & Biesta, 2020). Such a view of children’s gro-
wth is based on a relational view of knowledge and people 
(Ljungblad, 2019). 

Within the field of a relational pedagogy, a new theoreti-
cal inclusive perspective Pedagogical Relational Teachership 
(PeRT) (Ljungblad, 2016, 2019) has been developed. The 
concept of relational teachership originates from empirical 
classroom research (Ljungblad, 2016), exploring how suc-
cessful teachers relate to their students in ways that create 
trustful and respectful teacher-student relationships. Additio-

nally, PeRT was developed to support new opportunities 
for students to participate in their education and to emer-
ge as unique individuals and speak with their own voices 
(Biesta, 2014; United Nations, 1989). PeRT has a three-di-
mensional model for exploring educational relationships in 
empirical studies, in a wider web of relations from social to 
societal levels. In this study, PeRT has been used to explore 
interpersonal relationships between students and mentors 
to create sustainable conditions for student participation in 
activities beyond school boundaries. 

The second dimension of the PeRT model reveals the 
relationships between teachers and students. This part of 
the model is inspired by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecolo-
gical model. However, it has another focus and highlights 
interpersonal relational processes within the education sys-
tem, where (A) is the ontological point of departure that 
emphasises the relationship as primary.

Figure 1: The second dimension of PeRT (Ljungblad, 2019).

This study analyses relational processes, conditions and 
values of interpersonal relationships between students and 
mentors. The focus of the analysis is on how the men-
tors relate to the students; this acknowledgement is in-
terpreted in order to explore what kind of interpersonal 
relationships, relational conditions and relational values 
emerge over time. The micro-level (B) zooms in on the 
interpersonal interaction when mentor and student meet 
face-to-face. The next level (C) focuses on the relationship 
between mentors and students. The next level (D) reveals 
relational aspects of what it means to teach and be a teacher. 
The meso-level (E) illustrates how people in school, or in 
this case during homework activities, cooperate within 
and manage the organisation of teaching. Finally, the 
model shows an overall societal macro-level (F) with laws, 
political intentions, governance, power relations, research, 
knowledge and global influences. It is of great importance 
to reveal different systems that together form the social 
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macro system since children can belong to different ma-
cro systems depending on social belonging, ethnicity and 
religious backgrounds, as well as families living in various 
areas. Other aspects related to social macro systems are 
relationships within the family’s and child’s relationships 
in their spare time outside of school as part of the overall 
experience of participating in education. Even though the 
micro-, meso- and macro-levels are closely intertwined, 
this study mainly focuses on and analyses the B, C and 
D levels. These three levels were triangulated in order to 
deepen an understanding of the mentor-student relation-
ship and to understand what relational conditions and 
values have emerged over time. Due to space constraints 
in this article, the observations of the interaction between 
mentors and students are only briefly described (Level B). 
However, Level B is included in the triangulation and cor-
roboration of the results. The results are then discussed in 
relation to the societal (Level F) and Woolcock’s (2001) 
characterisation of social capital. Hence, the concepts of 
bonding social capital, bridging social capital and linking 
social capital are also relevant as our project is based on 
trusting, connecting, belonging, including and confiden-
ce-building (Allan & Persson, 2018).

METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS

The method that has been used in this study is a qualitative 
case-study (Merriam, 1998) in the spirit of ethnography. 
The choice of this method is based on the assumption that:

  “the closeness of the case study to real-life 
situations and its multiple wealth of deta-
ils are important in two respects. First, it is 
important for the development of a nuan-
ced view of reality, including the view that 
human behavior cannot be meaningfully 
understood as simply the rule governed acts 
found at the lowest levels of the learning 
process, and in much theory. Second, cases 
are important for researchers’ own learning 
processes in developing the skills needed to 
do good research. (Flyvbejer, 2006, p. 6)

In the first phase, a semi-structured interview guide 
with open-ended questions was developed (Bryman, 
2012). During a period of six months, twenty interviews 
were carried out and recorded. The sampling of the in-
terviews is primarily based on consent. The majority of 
the respondents were girls. The conversation lasted 30-40 
minutes. In some cases, there was a second round of co-
nversations in the form of respondent validation. Besides, 

tens of hours of observations of the interaction were car-
ried out with a focus on the mentors’ ways of relating to 
the students. The focus of the observation revolved aro-
und gender aspects, new and veteran participants, mentor 
and mentoree, as well as the mediated learning experien-
ces and relational aspects embedded in the interaction. In 
the final phase, all the empirical data were transcribed and 
analysed from a relational perspective, PeRT (Ljungblad, 
2019). The first step in the analysis of the process focused 
on how the mentors relate to the students (Level B). Here, 
a relational pattern where adaptability and reciprocity be-
came visible (Ljungblad, 2016). The next phase analysed 
how mentors and students talked about their participa-
tion and the interpersonal relationships in the homework 
activities (Levels C and D). In the interpretation, different 
kinds of relational conditions and values emerged over 
time, which were then thematised. After the analysis pro-
cess, some follow-up interviews were carried out to clarify 
some of the details. The Findings section below presents 
an understanding of the students’ participation in three 
themes, which is followed by one theme concerning the 
mentors’ participation. Finally, a deeper understanding of 
relational values and conditions that developed between 
the mentors and the students over time are presented. 

This project is supported and approved by the univer-
sity leadership and goes in line with the university’s vision 
of Widening Participation of diverse student groups. Our 
work is in line with engagement, listening to multiple 
voices and having a willingness to be self-reflective rather 
than adhere to ‘brutal facts.’ In no way are we in a po-
sition to fully and accurately present our subjects or ‘even 
ourselves’ (Lather & Smithies, 1997). Nonetheless, we 
have done our best to provide systematic, in-depth analy-
sis and we have tried to write authentically and critically 
about the narratives offered in ways that serve the public 
good, including theory building, generating new know-
ledge and shaping public policies with a view to effect 
social change. To the extent possible, we have maintained 
the anonymity of the participants. We made every effort 
to get our respondents’ informed consent, respect their 
lives, understand them, continually investigate our rela-
tionship with them and question our interpretation of 
them. Hence, the research process involved discovering 
and deriving patterns in the data and looking for general 
orientations. Lincoln and Guba (1985) pointed out that 
this kind of an approach to data analysis and interpre-
tation involved ‘making sense of the data in ways which 
will facilitate the continuing unfolding of the inquiry and 
lead to an optimal understanding of the phenomenon be-
ing studied’ (p. 224).
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FINDINGS   

The homework activities are situated at the university in 
the city, requiring the students to take a long journey from 
their homes in the suburbs. The young people are depen-
dent on school staff or other persons informed about the 
activities being carried out on the university’s premises. The 
results show that there are various reasons why young pe-
ople participate in homework activities. In the interviews, 
three themes have emerged: Active support of parents, For-
thcoming career choices and Special educational needs.

Active Support of Parents
The active support of parents is paramount since the child-
ren require parental consent to enter the city in the evening 
to participate in homework activities at the university; this 
especially applies to female students. The active support of 
parents emerges in different ways in the family’s everyday 
activities, such as when mothers follow their daughters to 
the homework activity. The parental active support also can 
transcend time and space, as described in the following ex-
cerpt. Aisha (16 years old) explains how her mother, as a 
young woman in Africa with her first son, carefully thought 
through her children’s future opportunities:

My mother knew when she had children … 
our homeland education did not work as 
well as in other countries. So, she thought 
it was better that we move to some country 
in the western world where the education ... 
can be something.

Aisha clarifies that her parents worked and were success-
ful in Africa, and that the family is also doing well in Swe-
den. It was primarily the mother’s thoughts about creating 
new opportunities for their children, by providing access 
to good education in different countries, which led to the 
decision to move to a country on another continent. Since 
then, the parents have actively supported the education of 
their five children, with homework being one of the acti-
vities that the children were encouraged to participate in.

The family of Bella (15 years old) also moved from Afri-
ca. After discussion with her parents, Bella chose not to go 
to the school in the suburbs where she lived, but rather at-
tend a school in the city. Bella describes her mother’s tho-
ughts about the daughter’s school choice by saying: ‘Mom 
thought I would learn more Swedish and get a better educa-
tion and a good future if I went to a “Swedish” school.’ Bella 
emphasises the drive to deepen her Swedish language skills 
as the reason for attending a school where more students 
spoke Swedish among themselves. Therefore, her parents 

are enthusiastic about actively supporting their daughter’s 
participation in homework activities. 

Forthcoming Career Choices 
Sara (16 years old) has a clear focus on her future career, 
but she wants to keep the doors open before deciding on 
her occupation. Her favourite school subjects are physics 
and chemistry, and Sara loves to read about nuclear phy-
sics, the universe, stars and supernovas. When she looks 
ahead, she reflects and emphasises:

In the future, I want to do something for the 
outside world. I cannot change the whole 
world, but I want to do something impor-
tant and help in the poor countries. I want 
to do something for the people.

When we talk about different future professions, Sara 
highlights various possible alternatives. At one time she 
contemplates, ‘a dream would be the Nobel Prize.’ Thus, 
young people’s dreams about their future inspire them to 
wonder about different possible career choices. 

Kendra (15 years old) is looking forward to her adult 
life, but has not yet decided what she wants to do for her 
career. Kendra emphasises that: ‘We participate in the ho-
mework activities to get support with different topics. We 
come here because we want to learn.’ The group she refers to 
includes her three girlfriends who usually come every week 
with Kendra. This group of girls wants to get passing grades 
so they can keep several career paths open in the future. 

Other students have already begun to focus on a future 
career, such as Yonas (17 years old), who attends a technical 
program at upper secondary school. He wants to become 
a Civil Engineer in Environment and Natural Resources. 
Yonas is dedicated and clarifies that he could hang out with 
friends, but he prefers to stay home and study to get good 
grades, with the goal of attending university. Such a cle-
ar endeavour to achieve a special Engineering profession 
also implies that Yonas may renounce recreational activities 
during his current schooling.

Zoltis (13 years old) plays handball in her spare time. 
Her teacher told her about the homework activities where 
several volunteers are Engineers and professors proficient 
in mathematics. Zoltis, who wants to become an architect, 
thought this might be a good activity for her, as she so-
metimes finds herself spending too much time on social 
media. Participating in homework activities helps her focus 
on school work and at the same time receive support from 
well-educated mentors. 

Other possible career choices that young people hi-
ghlight in the interviews are doctors of various kinds, such 
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as surgeons, gynaecologists or dentists. One girl expresses 
her hope of becoming the first doctor in the family. Other 
professions that the students want to achieve are Engine-
ering professionals, as well as architects, pilots, pharmacists 
and designers. This group of young people participating in 
homework activities focus on looking far ahead into the 
future for their career choices, which differs from the next 
group that emphasises the present.

Special Educational Needs 
Maryam (13 years old) has passing grades in Swedish and 
other subjects, but not in mathematics. During a student/
parent/teacher meeting, the teacher discussed Maryam’s si-
tuation based on special educational needs in mathematics. 
The teacher informed them about homework activities and 
Maryam’s mother, who is a single mother of four children, 
directly supported this opportunity and said: ‘Do what you 
want with your life. To be able to become something, you 
must learn.’ Maryam herself describes that she does not get 
the support she needs in her school, and she emphasises 
that mathematics teachers need to be better at explaining 
to students with mathematical difficulties. 

Nasrin (13 years old) says that she has passing grades in 
other subjects, but mathematics has been difficult for her 
since the first day of school. According to her teacher, an 
assessment has been carried out, which indicates specific 
mathematical difficulties. Nasrin explains her mathemati-
cal work as follows: ‘It’s just a lot of numbers and I don’t 
understand.’ Her school has no Special Educational Ne-
eds teacher in mathematics. Furthermore, maths teachers 
often move to other schools, and her current maths teacher 
cannot explain different mathematical concepts in Swe-
dish. Nasrin sounds resigned when she clarifies:

They just employ new mathematics teachers. 
It may be that a teacher tries to explain to 
me maybe four times. But then I still do not 
understand and then I cannot tell them that 
I do not understand... When they cannot 
explain the math words in Swedish it beco-
mes even more difficult for me.

Nasrin emphasises that she needs a well-educated maths 
teacher who speaks Swedish. The teacher also needs to be 
‘more pedagogical and patient and take the time to expla-
in in different ways and with different methods.’ This is a 
student in need of special education aid in mathematics, 
who does not get the support she needs at her local school, 
which is the reason she participates in homework activities. 
Both the observation data and school staff involved in ho-
mework activities confirm that there is a group of students 

who are in acute need of special education support in dif-
ferent school subjects. 

Mentors Participation
The adults involved in the homework activities are com-
prised of two different groups. The first group includes 
pedagogues from the school, appointed by the principal, 
and the homework duties are part of their regular working 
hours. These teachers express how they appreciate the ho-
mework activity, which takes place in a different context 
with the students outside the usual school environment. 
The second group consists of mentors who reside in the 
city and are willing to support homework activities on a 
voluntary basis. When it comes to both the volunteers and 
the school staff, there is one common theme that emerged 
in all interviews, namely the desire to support an opportu-
nity to change the lives of the young people. 

Life Opportunities for Young People
Linda, a school pedagogue, has been involved in the project 
since the beginning, and emphasises a basic core value of 
‘how to win a childhood.’ She explains her thoughts abo-
ut the quality of life and life changes when young people 
create new contacts and see what kind of opportunities are 
offered outside their suburbs when they attend homework 
activities. Linda also meets parents who themselves are illi-
terate, but who ‘want, want, want’ their children to receive 
a good education, and consequently, she clarifies: ‘socio-e-
conomic and socio-cultural aspects do not always go hand 
in hand.’ Linda’s colleague, Thomas, emphasises that those 
students who come to homework activities have ‘bought the 
concept of doing school.’ He accentuates that these young 
people come from families where education is important, 
and where ‘it’s deeply grounded that they all do their best in 
school.’ Thomas also underlines that ‘there is a social value’ 
of participating in homework activities that creates emanci-
pation with respect to lifelong-term perspective. From the 
students’ point of view, he stresses the importance of parti-
cipating one evening a week on the university campus, in 
a different educational environment, where one can ‘meet 
and connect in a little different way than in school.’

It’s a meeting with another world. Here the 
young people can calmly solve a problem 
with someone who is very knowledgeable ... 
instead of the stressed school environment. 
Here is peace and quiet. You can get the 
time you need. You can even familiarize and 
acquaint yourself with some adults beyond 
school bounds ... Interesting relationships 
are formed here.
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The mentors have varied professional backgrounds 
and experiences. In common, they all have an educational 
interest in supporting today’s young generation. Philip, a 
retired Engineer, became involved in the homework ac-
tivities because he actively sought an activity in the mu-
nicipality where he could support students in need of 
mathematical assistance. He finds it is interesting to get 
to know young people and learn about their experiences 
and different backgrounds. Another mentor, Richard, has 
also retired after working as a researcher in education. He 
states that ‘it feels very good to spend time on something 
that supports young people.’ The homework activity pro-
ject is important and it feels like ‘we can stimulate them ... 
and the young people get a little glow.’ He raises a current 
problem with qualitative differences between different 
schools at the same time as many young people feel exc-
luded. What inspires Richard is that he wants to share his 
knowledge with the young generation of today. 

Noel is another mentor with an unusual background. 
He first educated himself as a sea captain, but after a tragic 
event in a suburb, he began to reconsider his career choice. 
Noel felt that he wanted to support new opportunities for 
the youth in the suburbs so he went back to university and 
graduated as a preschool teacher and a school leader. In 
addition, he moved to one of the suburbs to really ‘see what 
kind of worlds the children are living in.’ Noel explained: 

I go out in the evenings and meet them, 
talk to parents and young people. Although 
it becomes my interpretations, it becomes 
a different perspective. It is better that you 
are there and feel it with body and soul ... 
The most precious thing you can give to so-
meone is the time. It never comes back. You 
give away the most precious thing to some-
one else. It is beautiful! You want to be part 
of this. It is exciting!

What drives Noel is similar to what drives other men-
tors: ‘Supporting a better future for the young people, one 
wants to be a part of a possible change.’ The statement, 
supporting the young people to a better future, is a common 
theme that runs throughout the volunteers’ remarks.

  
The Mentor-Student Relationship
The following section provides examples of how home-
work activities are typically conducted. The mentors gather 
shortly before the activity starts. When the students arrive, 
they find a place and initiate small social conversations, 
greet each other and ask how their friends are. After a co-
uple of minutes, books and computers are picked up. The 

mentors move around the room to make eye contact with 
certain students that appear to want assistance. When they 
make contact, the mentor will ask if he or she can offer 
any support. Usually, the mentor sits down next to the 
student and it does not take long before they are both 
engrossed in their work. An intense conversation starts 
with their heads bent over the task at hand. The men-
tors are engaged and their foreheads are often furrowed in 
deep thought. The mentors’ acknowledgement emerges in 
form of frequent eye contact and a soft tone of voice. In 
the acknowledgement, the mentors show adaptability and 
flexibility (Ljungblad, 2016) and they listen and resolve 
students’ questions and concerns. 

The environment can be described as a quiet working 
atmosphere with plenty of activity. Sometimes the noise 
levels rise, but it is a harmonious atmosphere free of any 
loud disturbances. Throughout the course of an evening, 
many smiles and laughs emerge between the participants. 
One paramount characteristic of the conversations is that 
they take a longer time compared to what we observe in 
ordinary school environments, which specifies the value of 
the mentors engaging in a one-to-one interaction without 
stress. Another general pattern is that the conversations 
are usually about Swedish words or scientific expressions 
that require the students to seek clarification. At times, the 
mentors describe concepts with gesticulations, search for 
synonyms, draw pictures, explain critical aspects, while, at 
the same time, the students try to describe the concepts in 
their own words. Christian emphasises that throughout 
the evening he usually walks among the students and ‘as 
long as a student has not gotten her answers, I will not 
leave her, which sometimes might lead to a long conver-
sation’ because these young people are seeking answers to 
many questions.

Over time, different types of relationships develop be-
tween the participants. Some mentors circulate and meet 
several young people in one evening. Other mentors usu-
ally work with the same student, like Noah and Richard 
who ‘search for each other and sit all evening and work 
together.’ A similar example occurs when a girl arrives a 
few minutes late, immediately goes up to a mentor, smiles 
and asks:

- How are you?
-  It is just fine. How are you? he wondered 

smiling at her.
-  I have bought a thing for you, he continues 

and picks up a protractor from his bag.
- This is a protractor. 
The mentor begins to explain, asks questions 
and is interested in the student’s answer. 
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After a while he tells that he thought of her 
during the week and wondered how it went 
for her in the math test. He listens to how 
she experienced the test and then emphasi-
ses that when the next test becomes relevant, 
they practice together.

(From field notes, 180315)    

This conversation reveals that the mentor has a curiosi-
ty and an interest in the student’s school activity. The adult 
clarifies that he will be by the student’s side when she ne-
eds support. The scenario shows a long-term relationship 
between a mentor and a student that includes the value of 
trust (Ljungblad, 2016). In the interview, the mentor also 
confirms that a close trustful relationship has developed. 
There are also short-term relationships emerging between 
the students and the mentors. In spite of the short dura-
tion of the interaction between the mentors and students, 
confidence still emerges in the interactions. Hannah (13 
years old) says: ‘Here I am safe. I can ask all kinds of qu-
estions. The volunteers listen to me and take the time to 
explain.’ The students themselves describe a notable diffe-
rence: ‘ordinary school is boring’ when the teachers teach 
and the students do not understand, which differs from 
homework activities where they are free to ask the mentors 
who ‘can explain in a new, easier way.’ Furthermore, the 
students support each other and there is an atmosphere of 
thoughtfulness among the young people which becomes 
evident when they try not to interject in ongoing conver-
sations. It is a nice atmosphere and a ‘break from the fuss 
in school,’ clarifies Thomas.

The interpersonal relationships deepen over time and 
the students describe their memories of visiting the uni-
versity for the first time. One girl, Ansha (16 years old), 
reveals how her first time taking the tram over the big 
bridge, from the suburb to downtown, was like traveling 
to a new world; she describes: ‘It was like coming to real 
Sweden.’ Another student, Maria (13 years old), expla-
ins her experience from the first visit: ‘I was so nervous 
when I entered the university campus the first time. It 
was intimidating, but now it feels safe and comfortable.’ 
Having participated in the activities for several years, Na-
thalie (16 years old) and Amid (16 years old) talk about 
their experiences in a mutual manner: ‘When you say to 
yourself that you will do your homework at the Univer-
sity of Gothenburg, it is a different thing, compared to 
doing it at the public libraries. Then I have a plan. It’s 
more professional. I have a plan and a goal. You make 
your own decision ... It’s not like at school. In homework 
activities you come primarily to improve your know-

ledge. In school you have a schedule that you have to 
strictly follow. But here, you come because you have a 
will of your own.’ When discussing how they view their 
relationships with the volunteers, Amid clarifies: ‘I wo-
uld say that relationships are stronger here … They are 
volunteers … Compared to the ordinary school, where 
it is obvious that the teachers’ job is to teach … Some of 
the teachers have the passion at the ordinary school. But 
here the volunteers come by their own will, it is not that 
they have to.’ Nathalie clarifies her experiences by saying: 
‘Here I feel safe. You get closer to some volunteers than 
others ... You build a relationship. In the classroom, it 
is usually a teacher who needs to help everybody. Then, 
the teacher may not be able to catch up with all students 
and then you will not get the help you need. Here, the 
volunteers sit with me until I really understand.’ The stu-
dents also reflect on the feeling of spending a lot of time 
at the university and emphasise that they are now used 
to and feel comfortable studying within the premises of 
the university. The young people clarify that if they had 
not participated in this homework project, their positi-
ve experiences towards higher education would not have 
been as strong. As a result of these experiences the young 
people begin to believe: ‘Now I know that university is a 
possibility for me!’ 

Summary 
Investigating the reasons for the students’ participation in 
the homework activities in the university setting reveals 
that there are some barriers that need to be bridged. The 
challenges are tied to the active support of the parents, as 
well as finding ways to travel into the city in the evenings. 
The young people’s participation can be seen in the light 
of two-time aspects. One group of students with special 
needs stresses the importance of immediate support from 
well-educated pedagogues that can explain new Swedish 
concepts in different ways. The other group of students lo-
oks more into the future and at their forthcoming carrier 
choices. The mentors support the students with informa-
tion about different kinds of professions that the young 
people have not heard of before, as well as clarify what 
preconditions will help them be eligible to pursue higher 
education (cf. Ainsworth, 2002; Noam et al., 2002; Suárez 
et al., 2016). The main reason for the volunteers’ participa-
tion is to support young people in seeking a better future; 
the mentors give their time to inspire the young people, 
and genuinely want to change the young people’s lives.   

When the students came to the university for the first 
time, they appreciated that some teachers from the school 
joined the activity. By exploring the relational scenarios 
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of what happens when the volunteers and students meet 
face-to-face, (Ljungblad, 2016, 2019; Marciano et al., 
2019), a deeper interpersonal understanding of mentor-
student relationships was achieved. The results highlight 
different kinds of relational conditions and relational values 
(Gergen, 2009). The volunteers share confidence and high 
expectations of the students’ potential, they are curious, 
and listen to the students’ questions and explain concepts 
in different ways. Furthermore, the volunteers prove they 
are flexible by adapting in a pedagogical tactful way to the 
students’ different needs (Ljungblad, 2016). The atmos-
phere surrounding the students is harmonious, calm, free 
of stress and it includes plenty of engagement and humo-
ur. Such an atmosphere, manifested in a socially enjoyable 
setting, is meaningful for young people to participate in 
their school work.

In the homework activities, some interesting relation-
ships were formed, and the results of the research indicate 
two types of relationships: short-term relationships where 
students felt confident and dared to ask their questions and 
long-term relationships where a mentor and a student got 
to know each other well. In such interpersonal relation-
ships, deep relational values like trust emerge (Ljungblad, 
2016), which can have a lasting impact on the young per-
son’s life.

DISCUSSION

This study has shown that there are obstacles that need to 
be bridged for young people to successfully participate in 
homework activities at a university setting. The parents 
need to actively support their children and solve problems 
concerning how, in particular, the girls can travel into the 
city at night. An important pattern in the results is that 
close and trusting relationships between the children and 
parents are foundational for new opportunities opening 
up. Even close relationships between the young people 
can be important as peer groups travel together by public 
transport to the university and interact playfully during 
the study. Once parents support their children’s partici-
pation in the homework activities, new opportunities ari-
se for students who need extra support in their current 
schooling, but also for their upcoming career choices.

During the homework activities, volunteers have more 
time for in-depth conversations, which differs from an or-
dinary school environment. The mentors who have pro-
fessional pedagogical competence can explain problematic 
concepts in a multitude of ways. The results highlight the 
importance of the mentor’s engagement in and acknow-

ledgement of the interaction, characterised by adaptabi-
lity and flexibility (Ljungblad, 2016). Overall, interesting 
short-term and long-term relationships between mentors 
and young people are being developed. The interperso-
nal relationships grow over time and develop into an at-
mosphere of relational values, where confidence and trust 
emerge (Ljungblad, 2016). Such mentor-student relation-
ships at a university setting also open new opportunities 
towards what is offered outside the suburbs.

This study highlights the relational room, the in-be-
tween (Biesta, 2014), the face-to-face interaction, which 
creates a deeper understanding of the relationship between 
student and mentor (Marciano et al., 2019). The findings 
reveal two dimensions, highlighting both the present and 
the future. First, the importance of creating opportunities 
for the students’ social participation—the social and rela-
tional values of the child’s being in the moment—which ex-
plicates the existential horizon (Ljungblad, 2019). Second, 
the relational conditions, relational values and interperso-
nal relationships, such as connecting, belonging, including, 
trusting and confidence building that evolved over time cre-
ate a movement, which highlights another social aspect, 
namely, a new social and relational capital (cf. Allan & 
Persson, 2018). This new interpersonal relational capital 
can support the child’s becoming; it can be understood as a 
relational and social capital with transformative power for 
the young people’s future possibilities. Hence, trustful and 
sustainable mentor-student relationships in homework 
activities show opportunities for a young person’s change 
into being, as well as becoming (Ljungblad, 2019). Accor-
dingly, students’ participation has a social and relational 
value of being in the moment, since we become somebo-
dy within a relationship (Gergen, 2009). As young people 
participate in such social space with new interpersonal re-
lationships, and occupy a new social position, an elevated 
interpersonal relational capital is developed where ‘one is 
given the opportunity to occupy a different position than 
that which one was born into’ (Säfström, 2015, p. 23 our 
translation). These opportunities might enhance social 
mobility to a more positive social capital (cf: Labianca & 
Brass, 2006; Bang et al., 2009; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017).

Research shows that lack of positive role models is re-
sponsible for students not being aware of how education 
can benefit upward social mobility (Ainsworth, 2002; 
Noam et al., 2002; Suárez et al., 2016). The mentors in this 
project have attempted to bridge this gap with regard to 
positive role models. Woolcock’s (2001) characterisation 
of bonding social capital, bridging social capital and linking 
social capital has been found to be relevant as an analyti-
cal tool for this specific project and continuing work. The 
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exposure to positive role models within a university set-
ting can encourage the students to aim high. The analyses 
of the encounters between students and mentors illustrate 
how such an interpersonal relational capital can launch a 
movement, and develop a new insight that ‘the university is 
for me.’ Hence, a change in social position leads to a new 
social capital that goes beyond the group belonging. The-
se endeavours help create sustainable relationships, which 
include race, ethnicity and diversity within educational 
institutions (Berhanu, 2016; Ljungblad, 2016; Freeman 
& Kochan, 2018). Thus, trying to understand this power 
for social change is a springboard to a new, improved edu-
cational capital with new opportunities and future careers. 

This study confirms the importance of ‘enriching’ ac-
tivities, such as community development in the form of 
supporting immigrant youth in homework activities, to 
improve engagement, raise achievement levels and enhan-

ce inclusiveness in the larger social fabric. The project is 
still underway in the spirit of Afterschool Education: Appro-
aches to an Emerging Field (Noam et al., 2002). Allan and 
Persson (2018) have summed up their study, which is in 
the same line of thinking as ours, so succinctly: ‘Inclusive 
education plays a more important role than ever before in 
mitigating these risks through the cultivation of trust and 
confidence’ (p. 9–10). The results underscore the impor-
tance of interpersonal relational capital at different edu-
cational strata that can broaden opportunities for young 
people to have a better future.

To conclude, the implications of this study are im-
portant for raising awareness with the hope of replicating 
similar homework activity projects at other universities. 
Essentially, institutions of higher education can be a hub, a 
meaningful meeting place which dismantles isolation and 
promotes inclusion.
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