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Abstract 

The complexity of the challenges faced by young people at risk, their families, schools and 

LAs are reflected in the current policy on the school exclusion agenda. Prior research provides 

evidence showing that behaviours contributing to the exclusion of pupils can be symptomatic 

of macro structural forces and socio-cultural arrangements coupled with ‘micro-level’ and 

‘meso-level’ issues and processes. The intricacy of these issues supports the notion that school 

exclusion processes are social interpretations requiring qualitative methodological approaches 

to examine the taken-for-granted social and educational practices.  

This thesis examined the school exclusion policies, practices and processes drawing from the 

lived experiences and perspectives of 21 teachers, 22 young people, 5 parents and 15 LA 

professionals in one local context. The main objective was to gain an in-depth understanding 

of what influences the complex interactions within the school environment between the school 

and young people, school and family as well as school and local/national policy trends. The 

study situated within an interpretive paradigm, employed a context-rich qualitative research 

design. Empirical data was collected using semi-structured individual interviews, focus groups 

and school policy documents in three educational settings and a LA children’s services.  

The research findings revealed that the school’s belief system significantly influenced school 

exclusion policies, practices and processes. Similarly, class, ethnicity and dominant culture and 

local/national policy trends especially accountability systems and funding cuts were viewed as 

contributory factors. Furthermore, the findings evidenced that young people’s experiences and 

views of school exclusion processes as well as the school behaviour policy approaches and 

application are diverse depending on each school management’s priorities on support provision 

for at risk youth and the teachers. It highlighted that a critical broad review of current 

local/national educational policies is essential if the changes schools can make to their areas of 

organisation are to prevent school exclusion. The study concludes by suggesting implications 

for further research priorities and for policy and practice. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

In the past three decades, increasing concerns have been raised about the behaviour and 

educational under-achievement of young people in Britain. Within schools, this has focused on 

the nature of poor behaviour displayed by students and the levels of school exclusions (Blyth 

et al. 1993; Munn et al. 2000; Osler et al. 2002; Parsons, 2009; Theriot et al. 2010; Hatton, 

2013; Trotman et al. 2015). It has been argued that school exclusion, despite being continuously 

controlled by the government regulations and policies, continues to be a complex aspect of 

education across the UK, partly because the policies keep on allowing the use of school 

exclusion as a sanction (Parsons, 2011; Messetter and Soni, 2017). Reports highlighting the 

rise in young people being excluded from the education system has attracted interest from 

consecutive UK governments, professional teaching associations and independent researchers 

(Blyth and Milner, 1996; Macrae et al. 2003; Parsons, 2011; Gazeley, 2010; Ball, 2013; DfE, 

2019).  

These concerns led to the launch of the major Timpson review in March 2018 by the then 

Education Secretary, Mr Damian Hinds. Mr Edward Timpson was commissioned to carry out 

the review on school exclusion and the review findings were published recently in May 2019 

(DfE, 2019). The main aim of the major review was to explore how Head-teachers use school 

exclusion in practice and the reason why some groups of pupils are at risk of exclusion the 

most (DfE, 2019). Broadly, all these consultations and reviews’ intention was to understand 

the dynamics of the school exclusion process and to identify the strategies that best support 

young people at risk of ‘fixed term’ or ‘permanent’ exclusion, as well as supporting schools to 

be a safe and learning environment for all children regardless of their backgrounds. ‘Fixed 

term’ exclusion is a temporary measure that refers to a pupil who is excluded from a school but 

remains on the register of that school because they are expected to return when the exclusion 

is completed (DfE, 1986). In ‘permanent exclusion’, the pupil cannot return to the same school 

once excluded, and it is normally the final and most severe sanction used in a school’s 

disciplinary system (DfE, 1986; 2019).  

Reports published by the Department of Children, Schools and Family (DCSF) for the period 

between 2007 and 2010 showed an overall decrease in exclusion rates and the number of 

students permanently excluded across the UK (DfE, 2011). These reports were published in an 

attempt to confirm the effectiveness of the national inclusion policies and behaviour 

management strategies in providing a more inclusive approach (McCluskey et al. 2016). 
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However, recent reports such as the Timpson Review (DfE, 2019) revealed that school 

exclusions have been rising since 2013/14. The Timpson Review report (DfE, 2019) showed 

that nationally, in 2017/18 permanent exclusions rose to 7,900 pupils from 7,700 pupils in 

2016/17, a 6% rise. While, fixed-term exclusions rose to 410 753 pupils in 2017/18 from 381 

864 pupils in 2016/17, thus, it increased by 10% (DfE, SFR35_2019). These exclusion figures 

encompassed all types of schools, all genders and all ethnicities. The Office for Standards in 

Education, (Ofsted) possibly in an attempt to contextualise exclusions from school, had also 

published a report that revealed the top excluding regions last year (Ofsted, 2018). Ofsted is a 

non-ministerial department responsible for inspecting a range of educational institutions, 

including mainstream schools and some independent schools.  

These national trends vary widely by local authority (LA), demonstrating that exclusion rates 

are generally on an upward trend and the increase is more pronounced in certain parts of the 

UK (Ofsted, 2018). Some researchers have attributed the fluctuations in exclusion rates over 

time to changes in policy and practice (Theriot et al. 2010; Gillborn, 2014; Gillies, 2016). 

Nevertheless, despite these fluctuations and upward trends, the school exclusion rates are not 

exceptionally high by historic standards, as they have not reached the levels reported in the 

1990s and early 2000. Furthermore, views regarding the use of school exclusion as a part of 

the disciplinary system in school settings differ broadly as revealed by the findings of the 

Timpson Review (2019). As a result, the views have become extremely divided. Of concern, 

however, is the continued under-representation of the views of young people at risk of 

exclusion and their families in some of these reports, despite their significance to this 

discussion and their ability to offer a unique set of views (McCluskey, 2008; Harris & Allen, 

2011). This study calls into question the key significant features and influences of the school 

exclusion process by engaging the views and experiences of those that exclude, those that get 

excluded and those that provide support to the excluded.  

Research Aims 

Research on school exclusion processes and practices absolutely accentuates significant 

differences in the ways in which school exclusion, or the possibility of school exclusion, is 

perceived. This research study examines school exclusion policies, practices and processes 

from the experiences and perspectives of young people, their parents, teachers and 

professionals. It addresses three research questions that seek to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the key issues, influences and circumstances in the lives of excluded and at 
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risk young people. In the context of this study, I refer to all pupils who participated in the 

research as ‘young people at risk’. Thus, to contextualise the phrase, ‘young people at risk’, I 

refer to youths at risk of exclusion and youths who have been permanently excluded from 

school and are therefore, more broadly at risk of poor outcomes. These young people at risk 

are pivotal in this research study. 

The review of literature on school exclusion revealed that different approaches have been used 

to investigate the impact of school exclusions on struggling young people and their families. 

Furthermore, the research findings indicate that the behaviour support approaches employed 

have revealed positive results for young people and staff (Munn et al. 2005; Trotman et al. 

2015). However, there has been a knowledge gap in research focusing on the dynamics of the 

school exclusion process beyond the management of displayed behaviour. Thus, there is a need 

for research that places its emphasis on the school exclusion process as a phenomenon with 

features that transcend displayed behaviour, so as to deepen our understanding of the complex 

interactions within the excluding zone from a sociological and policy perspective (Furlong, 

1991; Gazeley, 2010; Kenway, 2013). One of the goals of this research study is to examine the 

social and educational factors that might be fuelling school exclusion policies, practices and 

processes drawing from the personal experiences and perspectives of those that get involved 

during the process (MacDonald and Marsh, 2001; France, 2004).  

Also, very few researchers have examined how the school exclusion process is conceptualised 

within various educational settings from the vantage point of those being excluded, those 

excluding and those providing support to the excluded and the excluding (Parsons, 2011; 

Hatton, 2013; The Timpson Review, 2019). The extent to which the local and national 

regulatory frameworks and policy guidance impact on the school exclusion process in 

educational settings requires an examination to broaden our understanding of their level of 

influence. Therefore, there is a need to extend existing research literature on school exclusion 

policies, practices and processes within the school setting which have primarily focused on the 

causes of school exclusion and the alternatives to it. In summary, this research attempts to 

illuminate what it means for individuals to be a young person at risk or an excluded young 

person, and what it means for individuals to be the teacher, parent or professional responding 

to a struggling young person, in order to challenge the taken for granted assumptions about the 

school exclusion processes.  
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The key empirical focus is thus, on young people’s perspectives and experiences, positioned at 

the core of the school exclusion process. The views of all the research participants were 

necessary to gain a holistic understanding of the accounts of young people; how they make 

sense of complex and dynamic sociological and educational issues defining their experiences 

(Gordon, 2001; France, 2004; Tucker, 2013). Collectively the research participants’ views and 

perspectives of school exclusion policies, practices and processes made it possible to identify 

areas that need to be addressed in terms of policy and practice. As a consequence, the study 

goes beyond exploring the causes of school exclusion and puts the school exclusion process in 

the broader policy context of social and educational practices (Hatton, 2013; Higgins, et al. 

2014; O’Donovan et al. 2015).  

The research overall sought to:  

1. Develop an in-depth understanding of the key features of the school practices and 

disciplinary policies that guide the school exclusion process in three contrasting 

secondary school settings within one LA area. 

2. Examine the issues and influences in young people’s lives that were significant from 

the perspective of the research participants in three specific educational settings within 

one local authority context. 

3. Reflect on the implications of the research findings for current policy frameworks and 

regulations; and to generate issues and areas for further research.  

Research questions and themes 

In seeking to meet the research objectives, three research questions were addressed: 

Research Question 1: How has the school exclusion process and risk of school exclusion been 

conceptualised and practised within Wilmore city? 

The first research question examined school practices linked to the school exclusion process 

and its application. It also examined the significance of a school’s belief system. This question 

was important for the research because it provided an understanding of why schools vary in 

their approach to exclusion and their support provision for excluded and at risk young people.   

Research Question 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of young people, their 

parents, teachers and professionals on the school exclusion process? 

The second research question explored the views of all the research participants with reference 

to their experiences of the school’s policies, principles and processes. The young people’s 
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social and educational worlds were explored from the viewpoint of those excluded, those that 

exclude and those that provide support during that exclusion process. This question was useful 

for identifying critical debates, concerns and issues related to school exclusion processes.  

Research Question 3: What can we learn from the empirical findings generated by the study 

in respect of the RQs above in relation to the critical issues and challenges that need to be 

addressed by current policy and practice frameworks and reforms at local and national level?  

This third research question was a data analysis question that considered the local/national 

policies and trends in relation to school exclusion processes showing that the approach to 

school exclusion goes beyond the influence of local context. It was more of a reflection on the 

wider significance of the local findings in light of the broader research evidence demonstrating 

similar issues. Hence, the reflection brought to light the implications of the research findings 

for policy and practice and provided the basis for suggesting key priorities for future national 

research.   

Methodological Approach 

This study draws on research literature, current policy developments and theoretical insights 

from the field of the Sociology of Education, Education policy, Social policy and Social work 

in order to address the themes and questions above. The first two questions were explored 

through an empirical study involving in-depth qualitative interviews in three school settings 

and one local authority with young people at risk, their parents, teachers and professionals. The 

in-depth qualitative interviews involved focus group discussions with professionals and 

teachers and individual interviews with young people, parents, school management and 

Children’s Services senior management. The intended purpose of the interviews was to explore 

the diversity of school approaches to practice, the diversity of school exclusion processes, and 

the diversity of young people’s experiences of school exclusion and support provision. The 

third question focussed on drawing lessons from the generated findings of the research study 

and reflecting on their implications for policy and practice and future research priorities.  

The theoretical premise for this study is that school exclusion doesn’t denote a sole event or an 

entirely organisational process, but is a social process conceptualised and practised within a 

politicised context by the individuals involved at different levels (Vulliamy and Webb, 2001; 

Munn et al. 2005). Therefore, an alternative theoretical framework for understanding and 

addressing ‘the phenomenon’ in relation to ‘at risk youth’ and educational disadvantage 

informed the empirical study and data analysis. Such research theories recognise the influence 
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of multiple adversities, structural inequalities and highlight the multi-dimensional effects of a 

unique mix of risk factors at various levels in diverse contexts.  

It is also worth stating from the outset that this study has a particular focus on the Pupil Referral 

Unit (PRU) context for two purposes. First and foremost, gaining an understanding of the 

experiences and reflections of young people in the post-exclusion setting, and secondly, 

comparing the PRU’s approach to practice with that of mainstream schools, bearing in mind 

that they have a zero school exclusion policy in such a setting. The intention of the research in 

that regard was to consider how the PRU approach to practice, if adapted in mainstream 

schools, may contribute to reduction of school exclusion rates within a local context. The PRU 

is a short stay education centre for young people who have been excluded from either the 

mainstream schools or special schools. PRUs differ significantly in size and function, however, 

they face similar barriers in providing a full school curriculum to young people admitted in 

their settings.  

The Birth of the Research Idea within the Local Context of Wilmore City   

This study was motivated by the longstanding trends in educational debates that show school 

exclusion varies between young people with different characteristics. Such debates consistently 

identified at risk of school exclusion students as those young people from poor, troubled, low 

economic status, ethnic minority and working-class families. However, the debates appeared 

inadequate to comprehensively explain the problem of exclusions and therefore, needed to be 

challenged analytically and empirically. Furthermore, the general belief that there is an 

untapped potential in every child and intentional support can break that negative cycle in their 

lives did not resonate with such a view. Having researched with young people and parents from 

an ethnic minority background for my Masters dissertation in 2011, I developed a profound 

interest in listening to young people’s experiences and views on issues that affect their lives, 

particularly their educational outcomes.  

In that research project, I understood the assumptions made about struggling young people that 

were significantly different from the reality of their life experiences in the worlds they inhabit 

(Moyo, 2011). I therefore, decided to pursue that interest at a Doctorate level. I wanted to 

empirically and analytically explore whether my concerns had wider resonance for young 

people and across the city. The desire to understand the social and educational realities of the 

young people at risk who include children and families with multiple adversities, precluded 
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from the benefits of mainstream society, by giving them a voice, considerably influenced my 

decision to take up volunteering roles in Wilmore city Children’s Services department.  

Wilmore city is a very multi-ethnic city located in the north of England. It has a rich history as 

a post-industrial steel production city with a population of approximately 580,000, of which 

19% are from ethnic minority backgrounds. The diversity of Wilmore city is partly a result of 

high levels of migrant workers during the mid-20th century who were required to meet the 

demands of the steel industry. The closure of the steel industry however, left the city with high 

levels of unemployment and that has contributed to the increasing inequalities across the city 

over the years (DCLG, 2012). The effects of such structural inequalities are more evident in 

social housing estates such as Hilltop.   

I worked as a volunteer in Children’s Services supporting young people facing challenges in 

their educational journey. The work experience started in 2013, eighteen months before I 

started my PhD journey while I was on a 2 years leave of absence in the Department of 

Education where I was studying for a Doctorate in Education. I continued volunteering during 

my first year of the PhD journey. Participating in group activities with young people at risk of 

school exclusion in local secondary school prepared me to engage with the participants of this 

study’s research. The group activities covered topics such as managing conflict, raising self-

esteem, dealing with peer pressure, making the right choices and building relationships as well 

as one-to-one reading support. Whilst volunteering, I had the opportunity to reflect on the 

young people’s day to day experiences outside their educational environment and how that 

impacted on their schooling experiences.  

My work experience in secondary school settings coincided with national education reports 

and debates about relatively high rates of school exclusions in UK schools of which Wilmore 

LA was not an exception. In fact, Wilmore was among the highest excluding education 

authorities with a 3% exclusion rate above national average (DfE, 2015). I had the opportunity 

to analyse the exclusion rates within Wilmore city schools during my volunteering with a multi-

agency team. The reasons for school exclusion rising figures, and the characteristics of who 

gets excluded and the joint initiatives outcomes that were presented in these reports left me 

wondering what then was supposed to happen to reduce the exclusions. The personal 

experience I had gained while volunteering in educational settings indicated that there were a 

lot more contextual factors influencing the risk of exclusion than what was presented in these 

reports. As a result of that exposure, the insight gained became the bedrock upon which this 
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study rests upon. The desire to examine what might be working as precursors in these lives 

informed the formulation of the research questions and the design of the research study (Clough 

and Nutbrown, 2003; Mason, 2002).  

Also, the young people at risk I had supported seemed to value education and were participating 

in group activities most of the time. I, therefore, felt strongly in my role as a volunteering 

learning mentor that, the understanding and the responsiveness of the teachers within the school 

had a significant influence on the school exclusion process. This particular insight formed a 

salient contextual feature which pre-disposed my research. My biggest question was, ‘what can 

we learn from the experiences and perspectives of those who are at risk of school exclusion, 

those working within the excluding zone and those that provide support during the exclusion 

processes?’ Maybe their perspectives could illuminate our understanding of the less obvious 

factors that influence the school exclusion process at school level, family level or local/national 

level.  

Of particular interest, was the need to gain an in-depth understanding of the diverse approaches 

to school disciplinary and behaviour policies application in school settings and how they linked 

to school exclusion processes. I wanted to capture the views and perspectives of teachers, 

young people, parents and professionals based on their experiences and roles during the school 

exclusion process within the context of the current policy climate. Thus, at one level the 

impetus for this research emerged from an unacknowledged local schools’ exclusion crisis in 

Wilmore city. Below is the thesis structure.  

Thesis Chapter Structure 

The thesis will adopt the following structure:  

Chapter 2 provides a historical framework of school exclusions debates in the UK and describes 

them in terms of statistics and policy on school exclusion rates. Policy analysis and critique 

frameworks are used to review policy and practice arrangements introduced by successive 

governments. The chapter concludes by presenting an overview of the growing pervasiveness 

of the neoliberal philosophy over the past three decades and a discussion on how that has 

influenced school exclusion policies and processes.  

Chapter 3 focuses on reviewing sociological and social policy research and theories about 

‘youth at risk’ of school exclusion. It discusses the various risk factors research and theories 

that inform the data analysis of this research study and hence, provides an alternative theoretical 
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framework for understanding and addressing ‘the phenomenon’ in relation to ‘at risk youth’ 

and educational disadvantage. 

Chapter 4 is about the qualitative research methodology and methods employed as well as the 

rationale for using them. It provides a detailed reflexive account of the strategy to negotiating 

access to the research settings. Then moves on to consider the data collection practicalities as 

it presents a detailed discussion of the fieldwork realities by introducing research settings, the 

research participants and analytically describes the fieldwork process. The chapter finishes 

with a discussion of the approach to data analysis alongside a brief reflexive account of the 

fieldwork experience.  

Chapter 5 is the first of the four substantive data analysis chapters. It examines the school ethos 

and significance of distinctive school orientations to values, expectations, pedagogy and 

interactions - which was a dominant key finding in the data.   

Chapter 6 provides an in-depth account of the official school disciplinary policies, their aims, 

objectives and processes by firstly exploring the principles underpinning the exclusion 

processes. An analytical discussion of the similarities and differences between the school 

contexts is presented and concludes by illuminating lessons that schools could learn from the 

PRU’s approach to practice.  

Chapter 7 presents an analysis of the critical debates and issues described by the teachers and 

professionals in relation to school exclusion approaches and processes. Their views and 

concerns about the impact of the national policy trends on their practice and the school 

exclusion process are discussed.    

Chapter 8 explores the issues that appear significant from the perspectives of young people and 

their parents and how they influence their schooling experiences is examined. There is a 

consideration of how far the experiences and perspectives of those interviewed relate to the 

taken-for-granted assumption about young people at risk of school exclusion. 

Chapter 9 presents the conclusion of the research study. It draws the thesis to a close as it 

outlines the key overarching findings of the research and presents the contributions of the 

thesis. The limitations of the current study and the implications for future research priorities 

are then considered. Finally, recommendations for policy and practice are made alongside the 

concluding thoughts.  
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To conclude this chapter, it is worth stating that in this study, school exclusion is explored from 

a perspective that does not concentrate on causes of poor behaviour. Rather, particular attention 

is directed to the contextual factors during the school exclusion process at four levels - school, 

student, family and local/national contexts. This was done with the hope of providing an in-

depth understanding of issues and circumstances that appeared to significantly influence the 

schooling experiences of struggling young people.  
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Chapter 2: School Exclusion in England - A Critical Analysis  

Introduction  

This chapter aims to provide a historical background and a critical review of the school 

exclusion educational and social policies implemented in England over the last five decades. 

Policy analysis and critique frameworks are used to review policy and practice arrangements 

introduced by successive governments. The chapter is divided into six sections. School 

exclusion is defined in the first section. Second, the pre-2000 school exclusion policy 

developments and trends are briefly explored. Third, New Labour’s approach to the school 

exclusion phenomenon between 2000 and 2010 is presented. Fourth, the philosophy of the 

Coalition government school exclusion policies from 2010 to 2015 is outlined. Fifth, the 

current Conservative government policy climate is considered. Sixth, the growing 

pervasiveness of the neoliberal philosophy over the past three decades is discussed. The chapter 

concludes by presenting an overview of the common themes of the school exclusion policies 

during the different government eras.  

Defining School Exclusion 

The term ‘exclusion’ refers to a child who is sent home or excluded from school because they 

have breached school rules. Statutory definitions of school exclusion have changed several 

times since the term was introduced in the 1986 Education (No. 2) Act replacing the post-war 

terms of suspension or expulsion. Blyth and Milner (1996) described school exclusion as a 

process by which the school Head-teacher can stop a student from attending school, either for 

a fixed term or permanently, implying that it is significantly influenced by factors within the 

school context. School exclusion as presented in the 1986 Education (No 2) Act (DfE, 1986), 

made provision for three types of exclusion: fixed term, permanent and indefinite. Fixed term 

exclusion is a short-term and temporary measure known as ‘suspension’ in other English-

speaking countries (e.g. USA). It refers to a temporarily excluded young person who is 

expected to return to the same school when the exclusion term is finished, hence they remain 

on the register of that school. In permanent exclusion, once the young person is excluded, they 

cannot come back to the same school. This used to be and is still called ‘expulsion’ in other 

English-speaking countries. It is normally the final and most serious step taken in a school’s 

own disciplinary process. In this study, the term exclusion refers to official exclusions made 

by schools for disciplinary purposes.  
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It has however, been argued that official definitions of school exclusion are inadequate. School 

exclusion conceptualisation and operationalisation is contingent on the context in which it is 

being applied (Brodie, 2001). For example, depending on the social and political discourse 

being adopted, school exclusion has come to represent the failures of teachers, parents, and 

young people as well as government policies. Furthermore, procedural terminologies 

presuppose that the young person is being held to account for behaviours for which they are 

solely responsible (Rustique Forrester, 2003). School exclusion is recognised as a phenomenon 

that is influenced by diverse factors and is considered to be a global phenomenon. A historical 

and political background of how school exclusion-related policies and practices have evolved 

and developed during different political eras is presented in the following sections.  

School exclusion policy: pre-2000 

In this section, a brief review of the post-war era policy frameworks (pre-1980s) and the 

Conservative era leading to the New Labour early years (1979 - 1999) is presented. Historical 

analyses reveal a long standing concern with school attendance and discipline within the 

classroom (McFie, 1934 cited in Galloway et al. 1994; Gleeson, 1992). The tradition of 

segregating and removing certain groups of students who were considered to present 

challenging behaviours by teachers from the mainstream school into special units started during 

the 1930s. This practice was influenced by Cyril Burt’s seminal book titled ‘The Young 

Delinquent’ (1927). His thinking was influential in the British educational system’s approach 

towards varying student capabilities.  

In 1944, the 1944 Education Act was introduced which led to administration of the entire 

school education system being handed over to the Local Education Authorities (LEAs). The 

Act formalised school exclusion, giving Head-teachers the right to officially suspend certain 

groups of young people. At high risk of school exclusion were young people experiencing 

emotional and behavioural disorders and physical conditions, all requiring special education 

who were labelled ‘educationally subnormal’, or having ‘educational special needs’ (Coard, 

1971). The inherent focus of the 1944 Education Act was on addressing behavioural challenges 

through student segregation as opposed to providing support within mainstream education.  

Therefore, the removal process focused solely on the young person and failed to include the 

wider social context (Tomlinson, 1981; Galloway and Goodwin, 1987), facilitating their easy 

removal from the mainstream school environment. Variations in the implementation of the 

suspension and expulsion policies by the schools led to differences in practice. The nature of 
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consultation between schools and different LEAs also varied significantly (Hayden and Ward, 

1995; Grunsell, 1980).  

The introduction of the 1970 Education Act marked a significant change in focus within the 

education and social policy from segregation to the notion of inclusion within the mainstream 

school system. This Act also led to the birth of the modern social work profession (Walker, 

2008). Social workers began to link the professional support offered to families with 

complementary services, such as health and education. By the late 1970s, The James Callaghan 

speech known as ‘The Great Debate’ on education emphasised a school learning/curriculum 

which accentuated ‘life skills’, through citizenship, education of the whole person, varied 

interests and skills among youth (Callaghan, 1976; Munn, 1993;). This was viewed as a means 

for training young people to enter the workforce (Brodie, 2001). The Great Debate also 

introduced school inspections and parent governors giving voice to parents within the school 

setting (Callaghan, 1976).  

The notion of inclusion was reviewed in 1978 through the Warnock Report, leading to a new 

shift in education policy. It advocated for the integration of students with special needs into 

mainstream schools and the provision of in-class support and intervention (Warnock Report, 

1978). The report criticised use of the ‘sub-normal’ classification leading to the closure of 

special units as the emphasis was on retaining pupils with behavioural concerns in mainstream 

school (Blyth and Milner, 1996). It became the backdrop to the Education Act 1981. However, 

the use of special schools and other off-school site units as alternative provisions for struggling 

young people still exists today and critical debates about their effectiveness and 

appropriateness is ongoing (Kinder et al. 2000; McGregor and Mills, 2012; Gillies, 2016).  

Reforms and legitimisation of school exclusion into national policy  

In 1979, the Conservative era began. During their reigning period, the 1980s and 1990s, the 

Thatcher and Major governments introduced a radical set of policies which sought to restrict 

the role of the state in the provision of public services (Little, 1998). Linked to the educational 

system, radical changes that introduced a new organisation of national school curriculum, 

examinations, parental choice and national inspections followed. It has been proposed that 

successive Conservative governments’ educational guidelines did not acknowledge social 

disadvantage as a barrier to educational access and excellence, hence, social policy was not 

intended to address issues of social inequality (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000; Ball, 2013; Ashurst 

and Venn, 2014;). Instead, the standpoint of these governments was that schools were badly 
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managed because the LEAs were failing to fulfil their role within the school settings and that 

view was reflected in the array of reforms introduced during this era (Parsons, 1999).  

According to Blyth and Milner (1996), the Thatcher regime’s first project was to introduce the 

Education Act 1980 through which they implemented major changes in the management of 

schools. The Act required schools to publish their exam results and hold compulsory open 

evenings for parents (Parsons, 1999). Then, the introduction of the 1981 Education Act 

followed as a response to the Warnock Report’s recommendations. The Act introduced the 

requirement that LEAs identify and assess pupils who may need their support to decide on 

suitable provision for them (DfE, 1981). Love et al. (1993) suggested that the legislative 

changes introduced in the 1980s were aimed at introducing an element of common justice into 

school exclusion processes. Adding to this viewpoint, Brodie (2001) stated that the statutory 

changes were also linked to the increase in the powers of governing bodies and a clearer 

description of the powers of the different layers of the education hierarchy.  

Le Grand (1991) on the contrary, argued that the key element in these policies was the 

construction of market relations within public service provision. Implying that the state was no 

longer to act as both funder and provider of services, but would operate primarily as a funder, 

procuring services from a variety of competing providers from various sectors. Thus, the 

Conservative government’s approach of the 1980s was predicated on the notion of non-

intervention in family (Walker, 2008). While education policy in the past had a degree of 

autonomy from other areas of policy-making, the developments under the Conservatives 

resulted in a closer articulation between education and other fields of policy (Brodie, 2001). 

Parson (1999) stated that the changes were evident in the 1986 Education Act (No. 2), such as, 

introducing the generic term exclusion and placing school exclusion within the broader 

discipline policies of the school (DfE, 1986). Thus, school exclusion acquired a new kind of 

significance during that policy shift as it was now placed firmly in the public and political 

realm and perceived as a major public policy challenge.  

However, the main instrument of change in the educational system was identified as the 

Education Reform Act 1988 (DfE, 1988). Ball (1990) records that, although the Act was often 

interpreted and debated in a disconnected way, it was beyond dispute that at the core of the Act 

was an effort to establish the foundation of an education market. This view was elaborated by 

Parsons (1999), who noted that the Act introduced a market-led philosophy of schooling 

supported by ideas of academic excellence according to a very restricted, prescribed national 
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curriculum and school competition driven by parental choice. The Education Reform Act 1988 

contained four key fundamentals (DfE, 1988). First, the introduction of the funding formula 

arrangements meant that schools received funding allocations based on the number of young 

people enrolled. Secondly, open enrolment which gave parents the power to choose which 

school their children attend rather than being constrained by catchment area. Thirdly, local 

management of school (LMS), giving schools an independent budget and the power to control 

how the budget is spent. Lastly, a facility for schools to opt out of direct LA control so as to 

receive school funding directly from central government (DfE, 1988). Combined, these 

elements of the legislation placed schools in a competitive relationship to each other so as to 

attract students and thus, maintain their levels of funding, especially secondary schools. It has 

been highlighted therefore, that the Education Reform Act 1988 significantly reduced the 

powers left in the hands of the LEAs, shifting vital decisions about schooling and educational 

policy-making to central government (Brodie, 2001; Parsons, 2005; Ball, 2013).  

During that same period of introducing a market-led philosophy of schooling, the government 

passed a landmark piece of legislation which was considered to be predominantly welfare-

based - The Children Act 1989. It came into force in England and Wales in 1991 (DfE, 1991) 

and reflected the values and philosophy of the ‘New Right’ Conservative government 

according to Walker (2008). Burden (1998) had explained the political context of the Children 

Act 1989, as a reflection of the Neo-Liberalism political philosophy of the Conservative 

government during the 1980s. Their philosophy perceived the welfare state as damaging the 

operation of the market system and also that the state had the ability to breach individual rights 

if it’s not restricted in its role (Burden, 1998). The Conservatives’ belief was that the state 

should have a reduced role in people’s lives (An Introduction to the Children Act 1989, pg. 6), 

which connected to the restriction of the powers of LEA control in schools communicated 

through the 1988 Education Reform Act. 

Of particular interest, is Section 27 of the Children Act 1989 which was very explicit about the 

duty of agencies to cooperate with one another in the interests of the children and therefore, 

enshrined the importance of multi-agency working and parental involvement. While the 

Children Act 1989 required LAs to consult young people in all major decisions affecting them, 

together with the right to make representations or complaints, this right was viewed as not 

evident in education legislation (Brodie, 2001). Young people tended to have little voice in 

educational processes. Thus, it was noted that the official guidance on exclusion did not contain 

similar advice, suggesting that students who were excluded had no participation rights in the 
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exclusion process. Only parents had the right to appeal and to make formal statements to 

governing bodies and the LEA (West, 1994). 

A significant increase in the number of permanent exclusions was reported by the National 

Exclusions Reporting System (NERS) and a number of concerns were raised (OFSTED, 1993) 

in the early 1990s. The Major government responded by introducing the Education Act 1993 

through which the use of indefinite exclusion was abolished, the fixed-term period was reduced 

to 15 days per school term and allowed funding to follow the excluded pupil to their subsequent 

place of education (Section 262) of the 1993 Act (DfE, 1993).  

Reporting the rising exclusion rates, the media portrayed the exclusion of young people from 

school as a legitimate response to a large-scale deterioration in student behaviours (Parsons, 

1999). Parsons (2005) condemned the role of the media stating that the way it selected and 

exaggerated particular incidents of excluded young people as evidence functioned to endorse 

the punitive approaches to poor behaviour. These media reports also influenced the negative 

public attitude towards at risk youth within the wider society who became concerned about the 

disruption caused by poor behaving students (Kinder et al. 1999). 

Similarly, the manner in which schools reported the behavioural reasons for excluding 

struggling young people was described as constituting a ‘moral panic’ in which school 

exclusion has been constructed as a problem in the public realm (Blyth and Milner, 1993), 

attracting too much media and political attention, and in the process losing its sociological 

meaning (McRobbie, 1994). All these exaggerated interpretations overlooked any underlying 

contributory factors influencing the lives of young people at risk, choosing rather to produce 

images that ‘demonised’ them (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). Parsons (2005) concluded that ‘the 

result is that these negatively defined groups experience oversight, neglect and punishment’ 

(2005, pg. 198). The media discourse about school exclusions has thus contained many, and 

sometimes contradictory elements even to this day.    

In 1996, the government introduced the 1996 Education Act and amended the legal provisions 

regarding the rights of excluded students from school to appeal, especially for SEN children. 

According to Castle and Parsons (1997), schools complained that the appeal procedures 

favoured the parents and students at their expense due to the power bestowed on LEAs to 

overrule the governing body’s decision to exclude a student. The complaints were not 

addressed then because the Elton Report (1989) had suggested the retaining of the power of 

the LEA to direct reinstatement as an important external check on schools’ practice of the 
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school exclusion process (Castle and Parsons, 1997). The reinstatement of pupils continues to 

represent one of the most controversial features of the exclusion processes as they currently 

stand (DfE, 2019).  

The Education Act 1997 was the last major policy development passed under the Conservative 

regime and came into force in 1998. The policy changes encompassed extending fixed term 

period from 15 days to 45 days in any one school year (The Education Act 1997, section 6(1)). 

This came as a result of an agreement among researchers and policymakers that the problems 

associated with being at risk of school exclusion were complex and need more time to solve 

(Hallam and Castle, 2001; Munn et al. 2000). LEAs were given the duty of providing 

alternative education to excluded pupils and the responsibility of effectively dealing with 

children not in school. The parents’ right to choose a different school after their child has been 

excluded from more than 2 schools was removed under section 11 of the 1997 Act (DfEE, 

1997).  

The table below shows the scale of the school exclusion problem during the Conservative era.  

There was no exclusion data collected nationally from schools in the UK prior to 1990-91. 

Exclusion data collection only started after the National Exclusions Reporting System was set 

up in 1990.  

Table 2.1: School Exclusions Statistics for year 1991 - 1997 (DfE, 1995; DfES, 1998) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YEAR 1990/91 1991/92 1992/93 1993/94 1994/95 1995/96 1996/97 

SFPS 

PX 

 

2900 

 

537 

 

1215 

 

1291 

 

1438 

 

1608 

 

1573 

SFSS 

PX 

 

2532 

 

3296 

 

7421 

 

9433 

 

10519 

 

10344 

 

10463 

Sp. S 

PX 

* 

 

* *  

457 

 

501 

 

524 

 

632 

All Sc 

PX 

 

2910 

 

3833 

 

8636 

 

11181 

 

12458 

 

12476 

 

12668 
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Key: SFPS – State-funded primary schools; PX – permanent exclusions; FX – fixed exclusions; SFSS – 

State-funded secondary schools; Sp. S – special needs schools; All Sc. – all schools 

The numbers rose significantly from 2,910 permanently excluded pupils in 1990/91 to 12,668 

in 1996/97 academic years (Ofsted, 1996). There were a number of factors raised in relation to 

the accuracy of the recorded exclusion statistics during that period. Hayden et al. (1996) and 

Castle and Parsons (1997) highlighted that the LA recording of statistics had often been flawed, 

citing that the measurement of school exclusion on the basis of officially reported exclusions 

did not take into account unofficial or informal exclusions, which are normally hidden. The 

practice of unofficial ‘internal’ exclusions where the pupil remains on the school premises but 

is prevented from participating in learning activities with their peers was also noted by Cohen 

and Hughes (1994). Blyth and Milner’s (1996) study findings illuminated that the prevalence 

of unofficial internal exclusions practices were difficult to quantify and were occasionally 

presented as friendly strategies for families that attempted to protect the young person from the 

stigma of permanent exclusion.    

Schools, education policy and exclusion  

Another key theme during the Conservative era which formed a major part of the policy 

developments was the impact of the national policy changes in education that reflected the 

political choices of powerful groups seeking to perpetuate the reproduction of social 

inequalities (Blyth & Milner, 1994; Little, 1998; Parsons, 2005). The idea of choice emerged 

as a policy construct in the 1970s and quickly became a central policy prescription of the New 

Right and libertarians alike, because it appealed to both the libertarians with their ideological 

commitment to the market, and the social conservatives who encouraged the agenda for family 

values (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; Ball, 2013). It has therefore, been stated that the Education 

Reform Act of 1988 incorporated an extremely controlled form of school choice, allowing 

parents to choose among mainstream state schools (Whitty et al. 1998).  

According to Brighouse (2003), the highly controversial economic theories of Friedman and 

Friedman (1990), which viewed choice as a vital moral obligation that parents have over their 

children and therefore, any form of government intervention in that exercise is unlawful, 

influenced the idea of school choice. Rizvi and Lingard, (2010) argued that a commitment to 

markets and parental choice was a rationale for the introduction of league tables of performance 

for earlier Conservative governments. Meanwhile, the empowerment of school governors to 

have leadership roles within the school system was meant to drive through the voice element 



19 | P a g e  
 

of the policy (Ball, 2013). The concepts of choice and voice are slippery notions that are loosely 

used by advocates, policymakers and policy critiques according to Clark et al. (2006). The 

central messages driven through these concepts such as, promote what users want; increase 

quality, responsiveness and efficiency; promote and facilitate personalisation, are contestable 

(Clark et al. 2006, pg.1).  

In this marketplace ideology, the then Conservative government placed much emphasis on the 

‘consumers’ of education and the need to increase choices to the consumers and to enhance 

their role in the educational process at the expense of LAs and teachers (Blyth & Milner, 1994; 

Ball, 2013). According to Kenway and Bullen, (2001) such a policy reform placed young 

people and parents as producers of the exchange value of the school institutions, putting 

pressure on parents to support and take their children’s learning very seriously. The outcome 

of such a position is the avoidance or removal of those failing to meet the required standards, 

like struggling young people, as they will be viewed to be of low value (Glennerster, 1991; 

Challis et al. 1994; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000).  

Describing these students, Parffrey (1994) contends that such students are viewed as bad for 

the image of the school, bad for the league table, are difficult and time-consuming and upset 

and stress the teachers (1994, pg. 108). In line with this observation, Gerwitz et al. (1995) stated 

that the greatest benefits are likely to accrue to those who already possess considerable cultural 

capital in relation to their child’s education. Hence, Blyth and Milner (1996) concluded that 

the introduction of economy-based education has negatively influenced the schooling 

experiences of struggling young people as most school leaders fail to provide appropriate time 

and resources required to support them in order to keep them in mainstream education.  

Furthermore, allowing grant-maintained schools to ‘opt out’ of LEA control and be directly 

funded centrally weakened the role of the LEA in educational administration (Ball, 2013, pg. 

143). This reduction also created a huge problem for LEAs in finding another school place for 

excluded young people due to constraints on the relationship between schools and LEAs 

(Brodie, 2001). The government’s intervention created a legislative framework that introduced 

the ‘independent state’ schools, such as the city technology colleges (CTCs) and specialist 

schools in 1986 (West & Bailey, 2013). It was the same CTCs framework used by the Labour 

government to establish academies in 2000 (Ball, 2013). Below is a list of the Conservatives 

government policy guidance related to school exclusion. 

Table 2.2: School exclusion-related policies during Conservative rule 
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School Exclusions-related policies Aims/objectives 

The 1980 Education Act  

Conservative Party led by Margaret Thatcher 

Required schools to publish their exam results and 

hold compulsory open evenings for parents.  

The 1981 Education Act (DfE, 1981)  

 

Moving towards inclusion for all children in 

mainstream schools as advocated by the 1978 

Warnock Report. 

The Education  (No. 2) Act 1986 (DfE, 1986) 

 

Introduced the generic term exclusion, made 

provision for fixed, permanent and indefinite types of  

exclusion and placed school exclusion within the 

broader discipline policies of the school. 

The Education Reform Act 1988 (DfE, 1988) 

 

Act introduced a market-led philosophy of schooling 

underpinned by notions of academic excellence and 

the principle of competition between schools fuelled 

by parental choices. 

The Elton Report 1989 (DfES, 1989) 

 

An Enquiry into discipline in schools as a result of 

rising levels of disruptive behaviour and pupil 

classroom violence rather exclusion per se.  

The Children Act 1989 (DfE, 1989) 

 

Key guiding major legislation in work with children 

and families, reflecting the values and philosophy of 

the New Right Conservative government – minimum 

intervention by state into families. 

Working Together Under the Children Act 1989: A 

guide to arrangements for Inter-agency co-operation 

for the Protection of children from abuse (DfE, 1989) 

It sets out the duties and responsibilities of all 

agencies in safeguarding children and was closely 

linked to the Children Act 1989. 

1993 Education Act (DfE, 1993) 

(Conservative Party led by John Major) 

Abolition of ‘indefinite exclusion’, leaving ‘fixed-

term’ and ‘permanent exclusion’ as options available 

to schools.   

Pupils with Problems’ Circulars 8/94, 9/94 & 10/94 

(DfE, 1994a & b)  

 

Advocated skilled teaching and behaviour 

management, and improvements at a whole school 

level to support behaviour, such as in school ethos and 

culture.  

 Working collaboratively and establishing systems of 

participation with pupils, parents and other 

professionals.  



21 | P a g e  
 

OFSTED Report on Exclusions (OFSTED, 1996)  

 

Argued that challenging behaviour and exclusions 

could be minimised through effective behaviour 

policies, suitable reward and punishment systems and 

good pastoral support.  

Suggested the possibility of changing content and 

method of delivery of the curriculum as a means of 

reducing exclusion.  

Education Act 1996 (DfE, 1996) 

 

Required each LA to make arrangements for the 

provision of suitable education in school or other 

setting for those children or young people excluded 

from school.  

The Education Act 1997 (DfEE, 1997) 

 

Extended the fixed term period to 45 school days in 

any one school year.  

 

Government transition: Conservative to New Labour period 

Research studies that described the environment during the 1980s and 1990s in which school 

exclusion statistics recorded high rates nationally suggested that it was as a result of the ‘direct 

outcome of the Tory politics’ (Parsons, 1999, pg. 22). Implying that the school exclusion-

related policies they introduced contributed to the context in which school exclusion occurred. 

Therefore, when the New Labour government came into power in May 1997 under the 

leadership of Tony Blair, it soon faced an urgent educational dilemma as it inherited a schooling 

context of high pupil school exclusions (Vulliamy, 2001). Vulliamy, (2001) insisted that it 

should not have been surprising that one of the first reports to emerge from the newly-elected 

government was on truancy and school exclusions through the newly-established ‘Social 

Exclusion Unit’ (SEU, 1998). The reduction of permanent school exclusion became a key 

factor in the policies of the new Labour administration and a number of high-profile initiatives 

were introduced to address the issue. A brief discussion on how the school exclusion 

phenomenon was addressed within the social exclusion legislation.  

School exclusion and social exclusion 

The national guidance on school exclusion as stipulated in the SEU legislation (1998) and the 

Social Exclusion Circular 10/99 (1999a) stated that school exclusion was only supposed to be 

used as a last resort for serious breaches of school behaviour policies, not minor misconducts 
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and pregnancies. Also, schools were required to convene a meeting with school governors for 

any form of school exclusion above 5 days (Circular 11/99, 1999b). This element of the policy 

was viewed as seeking to minimise the use of exclusion by schools due to meetings involved 

and as a strategy for holding school management accountable for their decisions to exclude by 

school governors. However, research findings have since revealed that schools often find ways 

around national requirements that seem to impose greater restrictions on their school exclusion 

practices such as, using informal exclusion which cannot be tracked or frequent use of fixed-

term exclusion (Munn et al. 2005; Parsons, 2011).  

The social exclusion notion was progressively adopted by the New Labour government to refer 

to a constellation of disadvantage, including parenting styles and issues, parents’ value of 

education, poverty, poor housing, unemployment, lack of social and cultural resources and 

youth subcultures such as substance misuse (SEU, 1998). School exclusion was hence, viewed 

as a complex problem because of its perceived link with a section of the society alienated from 

the mainstream by adverse factors (Little, 1998). Indicating that the New Labour government 

had a more multi-dimensional understanding of educational disadvantage than the previous 

administration (Little, 1998). Furthermore, research provided a wealth of sociological evidence 

that some behaviours causing the exclusion of pupils are symptomatic of macro-structural 

forces and socio-cultural arrangements (Little, 1998; Vulliamy, 2001).  

Thus, the processes of social exclusion in the wider society are such that some pupils come to 

school experiencing deep-seated problems over which they have little or no control. Parsons 

(1999) suggested that the context for the national rise in exclusion rates in England throughout 

the 1990s extended beyond schooling and behaviour and was situated within the wider context 

of social policy and perhaps wider global forces. This was reflected within national policy 

discourse’s emphasis on social inclusion (SEU, 1998; DfEE 1999a/b). Nevertheless, critiques 

of the term ‘social exclusion’ stressed that the term had a tendency to be rather flexible and to 

incorporate a range of conflicting political and social dialogues (MacDonald, 1997; Brodie, 

2001). In the following sections, New Labour major initiatives and implications of their early 

intervention and prevention strategy are discussed. 

The New Labour major policy initiatives related to school exclusion: 2000-2010 

From 1998 to 2000, the school exclusion problem was reframed as a lack of readiness for 

school in the pre-school years resulting in the introduction of major early intervention 

strategies, following the policy review on young children and the use of American research on 
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early intervention (Hallam and Castle, 2001). There were also initiatives introduced such as 

Education Action Zone (EAZ), Excellence in Cities (EIC) and multi-agency working (Walker, 

2008). The broader social policy strategy encompassing all these initiatives was SEU (2001). 

The policy was considered as a useful starting point for understanding some of the issues 

related to school exclusion.  

While these initiatives were implemented with early interventionist focus, some research 

studies such as Little (1999) and Statham and Smith, (2010) illuminated the need for a 

continuation of intervention and support provision throughout young people’s various stages 

of life, depending on their specific needs as they grow from childhood to adulthood. In 

particular, they pointed out that prevention was no more an alternative to early intervention 

than early intervention is to treatment or social intervention (Little, 1999; Statham and Smith, 

2010). Rather, it was the combination of the three strategies that made a difference in young 

people’s lives, not when applied as an alternative for the other. These views suggested that 

long-term support interventions and major structural changes are key if such wider societal 

factors such as poverty and educational inequality are to be addressed. Other views highlighted 

that, even though early intervention programmes had existed prior to 1997, the New Labour 

government’s child poverty strategy marked the point at which early intervention developed as 

a distinct and more joined-up preventive policy approach (Powell, 2019). According to Powell 

(2019) New Labour child poverty policies interpreted poverty in wider terms such as poverty 

of opportunity, rather than purely financial.   

In relation to young people excluded from mainstream schools, the government emphasised 

the use of pupil referral units (PRUs), a term that replaced the ‘off-site units’ as an alternative 

education provision for students awaiting reintegration into the mainstream school (The 

Education Act 2002). The effectiveness of PRUs as an intervention strategy and a response to 

school exclusion was questioned and critiqued by a number of studies and that debate is still 

ongoing. Issues raised included low quality and quantity of teaching provided, reintegration 

difficulties as well as poor standards that may aggravate the behaviours of these excluded 

students (OFSTED, 2005; Gillies, 2016). Nonetheless, some studies, like Munn et al. (2000), 

illuminated the significance of the teacher-student relationship as well as the effect of the 

supportive environment within the PRU setting to the schooling experiences of these young 

people.  
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From 2003/4 onwards, the school exclusion problem was reassessed as a matter of parenting 

and home environment in the early years. Hence, the Sure Start agenda was all about readiness 

for school, emphasising that investment in early education is very important and does enhance 

school education (The Education Act, 2002). These new initiatives were aimed at building the 

human and cultural capital of struggling families through early interventions and employment 

provisions in order to interrupt the reproduction of disadvantage in all its forms (Blair, 2006). 

It was however, argued that the focus on human and cultural capital accrued in early years, was 

very problematic as it neglected socio-economic family circumstances and focused on good 

parenting in narrow behaviour terms (Parsons, 2005).  

This view was elaborated further by Churchill and Clarke (2009) who noted that the New 

Labour government’s social exclusion policy on parenting education lacked the ‘ability to 

integrate individual, social and environmental factors’ related to parenting and families into 

their targeted interventions (2009, pg. 50). They argued for policy frameworks that unified 

parenting education with approaches that addressed the ‘structural complications to social 

inclusion’ so as to prevent the ‘risk of stigmatising families targeted by these interventions’ 

(Churchill & Clarke, 2009, pg. 51). Their study concluded that the practice of directing 

parenting interventions towards disadvantaged mothers while neglecting engaging fathers, 

demonstrated a narrow view of family issues and a desire to change the behaviours of such 

mothers to fit in to a dominant middle-class custom (Churchill and Clarke, 2009). Thus, the 

Labour government’s Sure Start agenda was criticised for lacking a comprehensive plan for 

changing the communities where disadvantaged children and their families live through their 

parenting intervention policies. It can therefore, be stated that it is misleading to fully focus on 

good parenting when it is also about multiple factors, such as interactions within the school 

environment, lack of social networks and an understanding of the school system, language and 

processes.  

The focus of New Labour was, nonetheless, based on the idea that the protection of children 

cannot be separated from wider support to families and at the heart of every revolving policy 

was the emphasis on the importance of keeping the child at the heart of any form of 

collaboration. The findings and recommendations of the Lord Lamming Inquiry which 

investigated the processes that led to the death of an 8 year old girl called Victoria Climbie’ on 

the 25th of February in 2000 after suffering from hypothermia fuelled this drive (Lamming, 

2003). It led to the introduction of the Every Child Matters (ECM) green paper in 2003. The 

green paper constituted three aspects: an overhaul of the whole family support system in order 
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to improve the outcomes of children and young people; fulfilling the government’s vision of 

radical reform for children and families; and the provision of a legal framework for ‘integrating 

children’s services’ and ‘promoting child well-being’ better through the introduction of the 

new Children Act 2004 (DfES, 2004; Reid, 2005). 

The impact of the ECM (2003) agenda has therefore, been arguably viewed in literature as the 

farthest-reaching piece of the UK government initiative for England and Wales, which has 

contributed to the establishment of numerous benchmarks for children and young people. It 

created accountability mechanisms for schools and all other organisations dealing with children 

and young people (Ainslie et al. 2010). Hence, the ongoing commitment to providing a joined-

up context for working with young people of the ECM agenda has been judged to be the same 

as that of the United States of America’s 2002 federal education legislation (Brown, 2007). 

The federal legislation - No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (U.S. DfE, 2002) which encouraged 

proven methods among other, saw the introduction of social workers in American schools to 

support young people facing difficulties and their families (Brown, 2007).  

Thus, the New Labour government reversed the previous government’s political philosophy in 

relation to family intervention by planning a huge programme of intervention in family life 

centred around more integrated multi-agency working (Walker, 2008; Allen and Harris, 2011). 

Schools were encouraged to work in partnerships with other agencies in planning and 

delivering support for children and families, besides other expectations to reduce pupils’ 

exclusion from school. Other policy frameworks for practice which were introduced included 

the Working Together to Safeguard Children, (2006) and the Department of Children, Schools 

and Families (DCSF, 2007; 2009). Indicating that the New Labour government sought to 

integrate services via state reforms and duties. 

The LEA had the statutory duty to provide education for all school-age children, despite all the 

complex problems within the schooling context. This responsibility was cemented in the 

Children Act 2004 which was passed after the publishing of Every Child Matters (ECM): The 

Next Steps (DfES, 2004c). The Children Act 2004 gave a legal grounding to the extensive ECM 

(2003) agenda, thus, strengthening the duty upon agencies to co-operate with one another in 

the Children Act 1989, using different wording (Walker, 2008). Intervention strategies aimed 

at preventing permanent exclusion such as managed move was introduced in 2004. The purpose 

of the managed move was/is to collectively solve the problem between the school, and young 

people and their families, by permitting the individual struggling young person to move to a 
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new education setting in a strategic way (Abdelnoor, 2007). The belief was that a managed 

move would provide a positive fresh start for a struggling young person, if carefully planned 

(OCC, 2011; Messetter and Soni, 2017). Thus, the young person and their family are supposed 

to be an integral part of the planning process (DfES, 2004; Abdelnoor, 2007). Implying that 

consent from all parties involved is essential as a managed move should be a voluntary 

agreement between all parties. 

Despite these policies initiatives that were aimed at dealing with the dramatic increase in 

permanent exclusions in the 1990s, the Labour government ideology was criticised. Critics of 

the education reforms highlighted that the main standardised accountability systems which 

were set up by the previous Conservative administration were adopted by the New Labour 

government (Ball, 2001; 2013; Vulliamy, 2001; Ashurst and Venn, 2014). In particular, the 

centralisation of educational policy-making that flourished during the Conservative era, was 

strengthened by Labour government initiatives. Furthermore, the expanded powers of 

OFSTED to inspect LEAs, the continued classification of schools through performance targets 

and league tables, as well as the introduction of appraisal performance for school teachers 

(DfEE, 1999b) were cited as examples of direct influence of central government introduced 

through the 1988 Education Reform Act.  

Therefore, Bell and Stevenson (2006) stated that the New Labour government’s education 

agenda tied equity to the achievement of other economic ends, rather than a primary goal of 

policy. For example, even though New Labour’s Sure Start and ECM (2003) were pragmatic 

interventions towards broader view of educational inequality, they were not the core policy 

concerns because equity was never a value in its own right within the education policy (Lister, 

2000; Ball, 2013; Dyson et al, 2014). Thus, the logic of New Labour’s policy strategy in 

education was that good policies would produce fairer outcomes by raising the achievement of 

all pupils (Ball, 2013). Much attention was given to under-achieving pupils and failing schools, 

resulting in the introduction of academies and free schools being driven by the idea of choice 

(Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). Academies and Trust schools were created by the Education and 

Inspections Act 2006, as a way of increasing the diversity of schools and tackling school 

exclusions (DfES, 2006).               

Moreover, their policy focus on inclusion of SEN pupils was described as failing. In particular, 

Mary Warnock pointed out that the Labour government inclusion policy framework had failed 

especially the policy in relation to closing special schools was ‘unclear and inconsistent’; the 
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process of awarding children statements of special needs was ‘deeply flawed’; the training of 

mainstream teachers who were supposed to identify and manage the education of young people 

with special education needs was ‘wholly inadequate’ (Warnock, 2006, pg. 1). These issues 

have been highlighted in various education and social policy research studies and a number of 

them are still a cause for concern to this day.  

The scale of the exclusion problem during the New Labour era is presented below. The data 

revealed that there were 12,298 permanent exclusions in 1997/98 as compared to 5,740 in 

2009/10. It is worth noting that the exclusion data for each government era presented in all the 

tables in this chapter does not include unofficial exclusions such as sending a child home 

without a formal exclusion, known as off-rolling or via managed moves.        

Table 2.3: School Exclusions Statistics for year 1997 - 2010 (DfE, 2011) 

YEAR 1997/9

8 

1998/9

9 

1999/2

0 

2000/0

1 

2001/0

2 

2002/0

3 

2003/0

4 

2004/0

5 

2005/0

6 

2006/0

7 

2007/0

8 

2008/0

9 

2009/1

0 

SFPS 

PX 

 

1540 

 

1370 

 

1230 

 

1440 

 

1450 

 

1300 

 

1270 

 

1090 

 

970 

 

980 

 

960 

 

720 

 

620 

FX *      41300 43720 - 45730 43290 39510 37210 

SFSS 

PX 

 

10190 

 

8640 

 

6710 

 

7330 

 

7790 

 

7740 

 

8430 

 

8200 

 

8150 

 

7520 

 

7000 

 

5700 

 

5020 

FX *      28804

0 

32968

0 

34838

0 

36327

0 

32418

0 

30784

0 

27926

0 

Sp. S 

PX 

FX 

 

570 

* 

 

440 

 

380 

 

390 

 

340 

 

300 

 

300 

15170 

 

280 

16170 

 

210 

- 

 

180 

16600 

 

170 

16350 

 

120 

15390 

 

100 

14910 

All Sc 

PX 

 

12300 

 

10440 

 

8320 

 

9160 

 

9590 

 

9340 

 

9990 

 

9570 

 

9330 

 

8680 

 

8130 

 

6550 

 

5740 

FX *      34451

0 

38956

0 

- 42560

0 

38383

0 

36328

0 

33138

0 

 

*Recording of fixed-term exclusions started in the 2003/04 academic year 

Key: SFPS – State-funded primary schools; PX – permanent exclusions; FX – fixed exclusions; SFSS – 

State-funded secondary schools; Sp. S – special needs schools; All Sc. – all schools 
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In England, most exclusions result from physical assault, verbal abuse and persistent disruptive 

behaviour which situates the problem within the pupil (Parsons, 2009; 2011; DfE, 2019). This 

is foregrounded in the language of policy documents such as ‘Behaviour and Discipline in 

Schools’, which reflects a punishment-oriented approach. Respected authors in this field have 

suggested that such policies be renamed to draw attention to the significance of relationships 

in school settings (Munn at el. 2005; Parsons, 2009). They based their proposal on the 

understanding that the school is a key agency for socialisation of the young people and 

therefore, school exclusion can be viewed as placing the individual outside the bounds of social 

control (Munn et al. 2005). Some of the policies related to school exclusion introduced by the 

New Labour government recorded below reflected an attempt to promote partnerships and 

relationships within the school context.  

Table 2.4: The development of school exclusion policy and guidance - New Labour administration 

School Exclusions-related policies Aims/objectives 

Green Paper ‘Excellence for All Children’ (DfEE, 

1997)  

The New Labour government - led by Tony Blair 

Called for effective behaviour policies in schools and 

LEAs 

Closer partnerships between mainstream schools and 

PRUs advocated  

Programme of Action (DfEE 1998a)  

 

A range of high quality provision for children 

presenting with challenging behaviour required  

‘Truancy and Exclusion Report’ (Social Exclusion 

Unit, 1998)  

 

Government set a target of reducing the number of 

school exclusions. Internal exclusions strategies 

suggested as alternatives to external exclusion 

Circular 1/98: Behaviour Support Plans (DfEE, 

1998b)  

Behaviour Support Plans encouraged to consistency in 

behaviour management and disciplinary system. 

Social Exclusion Circulars 10/99 & 11/99 (DfEE, 

1999a & 1999b)  

Emphasised good practice regarding pupil behaviour 

and discipline. Outlined legal and administrative 

responsibilities of LEAs   

Introduced pastoral support plans for struggling young 

people and advocated the use of behaviour support 

units  within the school setting 
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2002 Education Act (DfES, 2002a)  

 

‘Exclusion’ as defined in this document meant to 

‘exclude on disciplinary grounds’  

Every Child Matters: The Green Paper (DfES, 2003) An overhaul of the whole family support system and 

the provision of a legal framework for integrating 

children’s services 

Every Child Matters: The Next Steps (DfES, 2004c) Emphasised providing support for children and 

families 

The Children Act 2004 (DfES, 2004) Strengthened the duty upon agencies to partner and 

work in a multi-agency manner 

The Education (Pupil exclusions) (miscellaneous 

amendments) regulations (DfES, 2004) 

Established the standards of proof required for 

exclusions  

The Managed Moves Protocol (DfES, 2004) Prevented permanent exclusion by providing a 

positive fresh start for a struggling young person at 

another school within the locality 

Managing Challenging Behaviour (OFSTED, 2005) Based on the Steer Report (2005). Gave an account of 

behaviour in schools  

Making Good Progress (DfES, 2006)  Reframing and improving classroom practices  

Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfES, 

2006) 

A guide to all inter-agency working to safeguard and 

promote the welfare of children 

The Education (Pupil exclusions and Appeals) 

(miscellaneous amendments) regulations (DfES, 

2006)  

Provided changes to appeal hearings 

 

Improving behaviour and attendance: guidance on 

exclusion from Schools and Pupil Referral Units 

(DfES, 2006c)  

Introduced regulations that LAs should provide 

equivalent full-time education from the 6th day of 

exclusion   

 The Children’s Plan: Building Brighter Futures. 

(DCSF, 2007b) 

The New Labour government – led by Gordon Brown 

Provided guidelines for improving the provision for 

children and young people 

Improving behaviour and attendance: guidance on 

exclusion from schools and Pupil Referral Units 

(DCSF, 2008)  

Several changes from 2007 guidance  
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The Lessons Learned (Steer, 2009)  Schools remain responsible for developing their own 

behaviour strategies  

The White Paper: The Importance of Teaching (DfE, 

2010) 

Reiterated the authority of Head-teachers to exclude 

pupils as a last resort  

Schools given responsibility for the quality of 

education pupils at risk receive and the attainment 

levels that they achieve  

 

The key features of the UK’s school behaviour policy are predominantly drawn from the 

findings of the Steer Report (DfES, 2005; 2009); a commissioned document aimed at providing 

an independent review of what constitutes good practice in behaviour and discipline within 

schools. Some of these policies were adopted by the Coalition government when they came 

into power in 2010. 

The Coalition Government’s education and social policy frameworks: 2010 – 2015 

Most of the New Labour education strategies were adopted by the then Coalition government 

- Conservative and Liberal Democrat government - and taken several stages further (Brooks, 

2013). It has been argued that additional changes and reviews to education policy have led to 

a system-wide shift facilitated by the Academies Act 2010 (West and Bailey, 2013). Suggesting 

that the introduction of a wholesale conversion of mainstream state schools to academies forced 

the landscape of education, especially at secondary level, to undergo a swift transformation 

since 2010.  

For example, compulsory academisation of all under-performing schools, including primary 

schools; introduction of academy status to all outstanding schools; encouraging schools 

collaboration within an area and introduction of free schools (Painter, 2012; Ball, 2013). It was 

viewed as a policy of increasingly supply-side autonomy within the school system in the form 

of internal school policies, while the education market principles continued to be subject to 

centralised government directive, especially through the performance and accountability 

systems (Hatcher and Jones, 2011). Thus, the policy for education during the Coalition 

government within the context of their wider policy agenda of public sector cutbacks, was 

regarded as representing a fundamental challenge to social justice in education (Hatcher and 

Jones, 2011; Ashurst and Venn, 2014).     
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Furthermore, the introduction of free schools by the Coalition government in 2010 (Academies 

Act, Section 9, 2010) as state-funded independent schools, took a step further towards the 

parent-led schools’ model (Education Act, 2006). Ball concluded that this initiative served two 

purposes: capturing the tension between the Conservative localism and ‘Big Society’ agenda 

on one hand, and the free market, business orientation neoliberalism on the other (2013). 

Suggesting that young people were not perceived as the main consumers by the government, 

rather their parents were. In other words, young people are more or less seen as the raw 

materials for the value-adding educational process. Ball (2013) explained that quality control, 

exercised through assessment of young people’s behaviours and academic achievements 

ensures that students are reduced to little more than appendages to performance indicators 

against which schools will be assessed (Ball, 2013).  

In 2012, the government commissioned a school exclusion trial (SET) which was aimed at 

assessing the impact of devolving the responsibility for Alternative Provision (AP) for at risk 

pupils to schools and the effect of early intervention and family support (DfE, 2012b). The SET 

represented a call for more effective ways of working with young people so that they can 

remain at the same school, due to the negative impact of exclusion on their life chances and 

their mental health (DfE, 2012b). In September 2014, when the SET report was submitted, the 

Coalition government introduced new guidance on the use of school exclusion in England 

through their document, ‘Behaviour and Discipline in Schools’, (DfE, 2014). The new 

guidance clearly endorsed the use school exclusion within school settings as part of the 

disciplinary system.  

In their effort to further develop the early intervention policy, the Coalition government 

adopted the Education and Adoption Bill for dealing with social disadvantage in young 

people’s lives which focussed on tackling failing and coasting schools so as to ensure provision 

of good schools for all children (DfE, 2015). Their policy perception was that education can 

break ‘cycles of disadvantage’ and generate social mobility, hence, good schools producing 

good results provided a door to social mobility for young people. Making such an assumption 

or rather expecting early intervention to solve the multiple factors faced by disadvantaged 

young people and their families was seen as an unforeseeable reality due to the complexity of 

the issues involved (Statham and Jones, 2010). According to Statham and Jones (2010), the 

complexity of the risk factors for vulnerable young people required that early intervention for 

those with additional needs be followed with measures to deal with broader societal factors at 

macro-level systems, such as poverty and inequality of opportunity. An approach that was 
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against the Coalition’s wider public cutbacks. These views suggested that early intervention 

should not be taken as an immediate solution for all the challenges faced in disadvantaged 

families but be considered within the context of broader structural factors.    

Thus, from the perspective of the Coalition government, the ‘Big Society’ and ‘Mending of 

Broken Britain’ agendas were aimed at achieving their policy goals. Their approach was 

different from the Labour government’s approach which promoted a welfare state whereas the 

Coalition and the Conservatives focused on promoting a welfare society. As a result, the 

Coalition shifted away from income notions of poverty to early childhood and good parenting 

as the main drivers of social mobility, thereby ignoring several other factors that New Labour 

had recognised as essential needs within the family/school setting. Millbourn, (2006) referred 

to this approach as an agenda to doing things with people not for people. Such an agenda’s 

underlying goal is to reduce welfare benefit and tax credits which are seen as handouts not as 

support for struggling families, something that was announced in one of the budget plans by 

the Chancellor - George Osborne.  

Nevertheless, despite introducing these school-related strategies, the rise of exclusion figures 

from 2013/14 forced the Coalition government to adopt the managed moves protocol which 

was introduced by the New Labour government in 2004. It was seen as a support strategy for 

young people at risk of permanent exclusion, hence schools were encouraged to use managed 

moves instead of permanently exclude them (Messetter and Soni, 2017). Its use was promoted 

through the DCSF (2010) legislation, drawing parallels to the significance of collaboration and 

partnerships between schools in order to prevent school exclusion and improve poor behaviour 

(Messetter and Soni, 2017). LAs were advised to have a protocol in place to ensure the young 

people’s concerns and circumstances were fully addressed (DfES, 2004). However, the 

findings of a study done by Chadwick (2013) revealed some gaps within the LA protocols such 

as lack of reference to inclusion of young people/parents’ views and involvement of an 

impartial person during the process. These gaps were illuminated in the Timpson Review (DfE, 

2019) which recommended the government to issue clear guidance on how the managed moves 

should be applied in school settings.   

Below is a statistical overview of the scale of the school exclusion problem during the Coalition 

government period together with a list of the policies related to school exclusion.  

Table 2.5: School Exclusions Statistics for year 2010 - 2015 (DfE, 2016) 
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YEAR 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 

SFPS 

PX 

 

610 

 

690 

 

670 

 

870 

 

920 

FX 37790 37790 37870 45010 49650 

SFSS 

PX 

 

4370 

 

4390 

 

3900 

 

4000 

 

4790 

FX 271980 252210 215560 210580 239240 

Sp. S 

PX 

FX 

 

110 

14340 

 

80 

14370 

 

60 

14100 

 

70 

13890 

 

90 

14080 

All Sc 

PX 

 

5080 

 

5170 

 

4630 

 

4950 

 

5800 

FX 324110 304370 267520 269480 302980 

 

Key: SFPS – State-funded primary schools; PX – permanent exclusions; FX – fixed exclusions; SFSS – 

State-funded secondary schools; Sp. S – special needs schools; All Sc. – all schools 

Table 2.6: Coalition government policies related to school exclusions 

School Exclusions-related policies Aims/objectives 

Behaviour and Discipline in Schools (DfE, 2012a) 

Coalition government led by David Cameron 

Provided a checklist which recommends a robust 

system of rewards and sanctions. 

School Exclusion Trial - SET (DfE, 2012b) 

 

Represented a call for more effective ways of working 

with young people so that they can remain at the same 

school.       

Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2013) Streamlines previous guidelines and clarifies the 

children’s workforce responsibilities regarding 

safeguarding children. Focus on children’s needs. 

Behaviour and Discipline in Schools (DfE, 2014) 

 

Schools recommended to have a range of disciplinary 

measures and communicate them clearly to school 

staff, pupils and parents. 
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 A guide to all inter-agency working to safeguard and 

promote the welfare of children. 

Statutory Guidance: School Exclusion (DfE, 2015) 

 

Emphasising the need for all parties involved in the 

exclusion processes to work together to identify 

further underlying issues within a child at risk’s life 

before excluding them. 

Behaviour and Discipline in Schools (DfE, 2015) 

 

Reiterated the importance of having a range of 

disciplinary measures. 

 

According to the tables above, there were 5,080 permanent exclusions in 2010/11 as compared 

to 5,800 in 2014/15 and 324,110 fixed term exclusions in 2010/11 as compared to 302,980 in 

2014/15 (DfE, 2016). In the next section, a brief review of the current Conservative 

government’s approach is analysed. 

The current school exclusion policy context: The Conservative regime, 2016 – 2019 

The progressive increase in exclusion rates since 2014 has to some extent revealed the impact 

of the austerity measures introduced by the Coalition government in an education system driven 

by business models. This ideology, it has been argued, has significantly driven the increase in 

the number of young people at risk of school exclusion with Head-teachers looking at ways of 

transferring underachieving and difficult young people to other schools or PRUs (Gillies, 2016; 

Messetter and Soni, 2017). Thus, these policy models play a part in reworking the sense and 

meaning of education from being a public good to being an economic good and commodity on 

sale. One could contend that such policies are fuelling the continuation of school exclusion, 

given the fact that in a business model, any product that does not meet the required standards 

for marketing is discarded or taken off the production line (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). Young 

people at risk of school exclusion can be viewed as a product by the business-oriented school 

system, and hence removed from mainstream schooling due to failing to perform or comply.  

Therefore, teachers are under pressure to produce results saleable at the market so they are 

caught up between the standards agenda and the desire to support young people to maximise 

their full potential. One outstanding key element within the current policy is the highly 

prescriptive system of accountability. These systems include performance indicators, 

inspections, league tables and achievement targets. High school exclusions, pupil disaffection 

and truancy are used to judge the performance of the schools (OFSTED, 2018). These elements 
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of the neoliberal philosophy have been held responsible for placing many young people at risk 

of school exclusion. This is because, despite the obvious advantages of educational success, 

the risk of the ‘standards agenda’ is that the role of school is potentially seen in an isolated and 

narrow way.  

Such neoliberal education reforms dominate, forcing schools to compete against one another. 

The outcome is quality control, producing young people with shared and predictable sets of 

skills and abilities, consistent learning outcomes, standardised teaching practices and specific 

certification requirements (Ball, 2013; Gillborn, 2014). This approach has been described as a 

‘neoliberal assault on education’ which produces forms of education that restrict, confine and 

replace what should be central to education, which is, what Saltman termed, a more ‘democratic 

culture’ (Saltman, 2009, pg. 48).  

The Conservative government philosophy on the use of school exclusion as part of the 

behaviour management intervention tool was illuminated within recent policy developments - 

The Timpson Review (DfE 2019), which was published in May 2019. The review evaluated 

the use and practice of school exclusion and the reasons behind the likelihood of particular 

groups of pupils being excluded from school. The review findings acknowledged the school 

exclusion process as a complex activity, and hence, suggested the need for effective behaviour 

management approaches and the need to understand and respond to individual children’s needs 

(DfE, 2019; OCC, 2019). An emphasis was placed on the need to support Head-teachers to 

develop and deliver effective cultures, systems and strategies to manage poor behaviour with 

the view of creating school environments that promote positive behaviour (DfE, 2019). 

However, despite, such recommendations, the Education Secretary still endorsed the use of 

school exclusion as an effective intervention tool with particular emphasis on the need to use 

it as a last resort, recapitulating the conclusions of the White Paper (DfE, 2010) and the 

Timpson Review (DfE, 2019). 

Responding to the publication of the findings, Anne Longfield, the Children’s Commissioner 

for England, pointed out that the current government will need to review and restore 

appropriate school funding, if these recommendations are going to be implemented within the 

school settings (OCC, 2019). She indicated that the reasons for increased school exclusion rates 

in school settings, including unofficial exclusions such as off-rolling, were complex and 

included a lack of funding for additional specialist support to keep struggling children in 

school, among other complex factors (OCC, 2019). She challenged the government to 
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recognise that the current financial climate was not conducive for schools to adopt broad 

approaches to support provision for struggling pupils, which requires better funding (OCC, 

2019). Illuminating that the funding crisis is one of the significant school exclusion 

contributory factors, even though the review seemed to downplay or not focus on in its 

conclusions. Yet, it’s crucial if the outcomes of every child, regardless of their background, are 

going to be improved.  

On the other hand, the drive to academisation has been so strong that by January 2019, there 

were 7,500 academies in England (DfE, 2019) as compared with just 203 at the end of the 

2009/2010 academic year (DfE, 2013b). It has been suggested that the incentive from the 

vantage point of school leadership to convert to an academy status was the increase in school 

budgets on conversion due to receiving additional funds for services previously provided by 

the LEA (DfE, 2013). In light of the austerity measures introduced by the Coalition 

Government, such an additional financial resource, where the schools have the freedom to 

decide how and where to use it, was viewed as significant in relation to the constrained school 

budgets. However, while other schools had the option to choose to become an academy, failing 

schools were forced to convert to academies, particularly secondary schools (DfE, 2013).  

The table below shows the scale of the exclusion problem during the past three academic years. 

The coloured table shows a comparison of the LA maintained schools and Academies exclusion 

figures for 2017/18. According to the statistics gathered, there were 6685 permanent exclusions 

in 2015/16 as compared to 7905 in 2017/18 and 339 360 fixed term exclusions in 2015/16 as 

compared to 410753 in 2017/18 (DfE, 2019).  

Table 2.7: School Exclusions Statistics for year 2015 - 2018 (DfE, 2019b) 

YEAR 2015/16 2016/17    2017/18  2017/18 No of 

Sch. 

PX FX 

SFPS 

PX 

 

1145 

 

1255 

 

1210 

  

LAMPS 

 

12461 

 

733 

 

40822 

FX 55740 64340 66105  Pr. Aca 4355 477 25283 

SFSS 

PX 

 

5445 

 

6385 

 

6612 

  

LAMSS 

 

1043 

 

1969 

 

88365 

FX 270135 302890 330085  Sec Aca 2402 4643 241720 
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Sp. S 

PX 

FX 

 

90 

13485 

 

80 

14635 

 

83 

14563 

 LAMSpS 

Non.MSpS 

Sp Aca 

704 

59 

273 

57 

6 

20 

8987 

504 

5072 

All Sc         

PX 6685 7720 7905  All Sc. 21297 7905 410753 

FX 339360 381865 410753   

  

Key: LAMPS - LA maintained primary schools; Pr. Aca - Primary Academies; LAMSS - LA maintained 

secondary schools; Sec Aca - Secondary Academies; LAMSpS - LA maintained special needs schools; 

Non MSpS - Non maintained special schools; Sp Aca - Special Academies; All Sc. - All schools; PX - 

permanent exclusions; FX - fixed exclusions 

Of particular interest in these figures, is the rate at which the academies across all types of 

schools are excluding pupils from their settings, almost double the rate in local authority 

maintained schools. Academies have faced criticism in the media for reportedly attempting 

informal/illegal exclusions of some of the most vulnerable pupils in schools, as well as using 

the exclusion sanction, both permanent and fixed term, at nearly double the rate of LA 

maintained schools (Hirsch, 2015; Adams, 2015). A possible reason for these high exclusion 

rates in academies can be suggested to be a response to the pressure from their organisations 

determined to attain outstanding and good academic results to attract more funding to open 

new schools within their Academy Trust. According to Hirsch (2015), it was found that such 

organisational goals can impact on how school leadership view and practise school exclusion 

within their settings.   

Also, students struggling with social, emotional and mental health followed by moderate 

learning difficulty are the most excluded groups within the special education needs category 

(Brodie, 2001; Parsons, 2005; Arnold et al. 2009; DfE, 2019b). This evidence confirms the 

arguments that whilst schools were more likely to adapt both the environment and interventions 

to support pupils with a visible, physical disability (Armstrong, 2005); young people with 

mental health issues were much more likely to be unfavourably affected due to their issues not 

easily noticeable (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). Resulting in their manifested behaviours being 

viewed as unacceptable and poor, thus placing them at risk of school exclusion. This raises 

concerns with regards to the appropriateness and effectiveness of the current disciplinary 
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system and the degree to which students in need are becoming caught up in disciplinary 

penalties prematurely and excessively (Gillies, 2016). 

Lastly, among the Asian group, when analysing the exclusion statistics by ethnicity, the 

Pakistani background pupils are the most excluded group accounting for two-thirds of the total 

permanent and fixed term exclusions in that group. Indicating an over-representation of this 

group within the Asian ethnic minority group when considering the population size of the 

whole ethnic group. The table below presents the current government’s list of school exclusion 

related policies.  

Table 2.8: The Conservatives’ current school exclusion policy development 

School Exclusion-related policies Aim and objectives 

Educational Excellence Everywhere (DfE, 2016b) 

Conservative Government led by David Cameron 

Sets out a vision for educational excellence 

everywhere to enable availability of outstanding 

education in all schools 

Guide to Behaviour and Discipline in School Advice 

for Head-teachers and school staff (DfE, 2016)  

 

Provides advice to Head-teachers and school staff on 

developing the school behaviour policy and explains 

powers staff members have to discipline pupils 

Statutory Guidance: School Exclusion (DfE, 2017) 

Conservative Government led by Theresa May 

Provides statutory guidance on the school exclusion 

process. What schools and LAs must do to comply 

with the law 

Working Together to safeguard children (DfE, 2018) A guide to all inter-agency working to safeguard and 

promote the welfare of children 

The Timpson Review: Review of School Exclusions 

(DfE, 2019) 

An evaluation of the school exclusion process aimed 

at identifying areas of improvement 

 

While some features of the exclusion policies and processes sought to ensure fairness and the 

right of appeal, the conceptualisation and practice of school exclusion remains a fundamentally 

individual school’s social practice (Macrae et al. 2003; Gillies, 2016). Parffrey (1995) also 

argued that,  

Exclusion from school is a matter of attitudes, our attitudes to our children who misbehave, our 

attitudes to the staff and schools who try to cater for their needs, our attitude to the parents of 

such children, our attitude to how we think they should be treated (1995, pg. 129). 
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These attitudes continue to permeate every successive government’s education and social 

policies related to school exclusion. In the next section, a discussion on the development of the 

neoliberalism of education in the UK over the past three decades is presented. 

The growing pervasiveness of neoliberalism in Education 

The discussions above indicated neoliberal ideas and policies that have had a significant 

overarching influence on contemporary education policies and practices in the UK since the 

late 20th Century. This section therefore, turns to a more in-depth review of this ideological and 

political influence. The term neoliberalism can be taken to denote new forms of political-

economic governance premised on the extension of market relationships drawing on the 

libertarian and conservative thinking (Larner, 2000). Key advocates such as Friedman and 

Hayek, for example, promoted individualism, the minimal state and minimum state welfare, 

and free market economic and social policies (Steger and Roy, 2010). These great believers in 

neoliberalism portrayed marketisation as a better way of organising economic activity because 

of its association with competition, economic efficiency and choice (Lauder et al. 2006). 

However, there have been various interpretations of neoliberalism. Academic literature has 

often made the distinction between neo-liberalism as an ideology, a policy framework and a 

form of governance (Lauder et al. 2006; Steger and Roy, 2010). 

Neoliberalism as an ideology: Ideologies are systems of widely shared ideas and patterned 

beliefs that serve overt interests in society and can be accepted as ‘truth’ by significant groups 

in society, providing belief systems which guide people through the complexity of these 

political worlds (Steger and Roy, 2010). As an ideology, it can be argued that neoliberalism 

incorporates beliefs and claims that encourage people to act in certain ways. More specifically, 

advocates of neoliberalism promote beliefs and discourses based on idealised images of the 

widespread benefits of a consumerist, free-market world (Steger and Roy, 2010). For example, 

it has been suggested that the power of Thatcherism was its ability to create subject positions 

from which its discourses about the world made sense to people in a range of different social 

positions (Hall, 2011). In doing so, Thatcherism changed the currency of political thought and 

argument seeking to provide a new ideological hegemony based on the doctrines of 

neoliberalism (Hall, 2011). Such ideological claims are infused with references to global 

economic interconnection rooted in the principles of free-market capitalism. For this reason, it 

makes sense to think of neoliberalism as a rather economistic ideology which puts the 
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production and exchange of material goods at the heart of the human experience (Steger and 

Roy, 2010). 

Neoliberalism as a public policy framework: A related conceptualisation of neo-liberalism is 

as a public policy framework that encompasses leanings towards the promotion of specific 

policy goals and adoption of specific policy instruments. Overall these represent a shift away 

from the goals and instruments associated with Keynesian and state-orientated social 

democratic welfarism towards favouring market-orientated goals and solutions (Larner, 2000; 

Gillborn, 2010). These policies, it is argued, have promoted new forms of globalised production 

relations and financial systems which encourage further market-orientated welfare state 

reforms. Rather than formulating policies to ensure full employment and an inclusive social 

welfare system, governments, it is argued, have become more focused on enhancing economic 

efficiency and international competitiveness (Harvey, 2007). In summary, neo-liberalism 

manifests itself as concrete public policies that seek the deregulation of the economy; 

liberalisation of trade and industry; and privatisation of state-owned enterprises (Steger and 

Roy, 2010). More specifically, there are concerns among social democrats that deregulation 

and privatisation can entail shifting power away from democratically elected governments with 

a mandate to ensure universal service provision, towards private capital concerned primarily 

with furthering opportunities for wealth accumulation.  

The characteristics of school policy measures underpinned by a neoliberalist ideology in the 

English context includes – minimal welfare state intervention; a centralised school system; 

curtailed teacher roles; increased parental choices; increasing competition between school; and 

a standardised national curriculum (Gerwitz et al. 1995; Ball, 2013). It has been argued, 

however, that these policy measures have tended to reinforce patterns of structural inequality 

and disadvantage that promote high school exclusion rates (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). Thus, 

for some, a change in the policy agenda, involving a return to the more social democratic stance 

associated with Keynesian welfarism, is seen as critical as this entails a return to state roles for 

tackling structural disadvantages (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). 

Neoliberalism conceptualised through the lens of governmentality: A further influential post-

structuralist theorisation of neo-liberalism is that associated with the neo-Foucauldian literature 

on governmentality (Steger and Roy, 2010). This literature makes a useful distinction between 

government and governance, and argues that while neoliberalism may mean less government 

in the sense of welfare state cutbacks, it does not follow that there is less governance. On one 
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hand, neoliberalism restricts state support, provision and capacities by specifying its limits 

through the invocation of individual choice. While, on the other hand, it involves forms of 

governance that encourage both institutions and individuals to conform to the norms of the 

market. In other words, a neoliberal governmentality is rooted in entrepreneurial values such 

as competitiveness, self-interest and decentralisation and celebrates individual empowerment 

and the devolution of central state power to smaller localised units (Steger and Roy, 2010).   

It is argued that neo-liberal strategies of rule, encourage people to see themselves as individuals 

responsible for enhancing their own well-being (Hursh, 2005). These arguments point to the 

ways in which welfare agencies and education providers are governed through technologies 

such as: budget disciplines, accountancy, audits and performance-related funding. Competition 

and consumer demand are prioritised over the more traditional norms of public services, such 

as providing standardised, quality services for all, delivered by specialised professionals. 

Correspondingly, the citizen is re-specified as an active agent both able and obliged to exercise 

autonomous choices and effectively compete and succeed in the market-place (Larner, 2000). 

To sum up this section, it is worth stating that the adoption of such neoliberal principles has 

had major social implications within the lives of ordinary citizens. Their implementation 

significantly displaced the Keynesian fiscal and monetary policies which fostered a social and 

moral economy supported by a strong sense of national identity through the post-war social 

democratic state (Harvey, 2007). Among such ordinary citizens are the vulnerable young 

people whose educational experiences and outcomes are significantly impacted by the growing 

pervasiveness of neoliberalism within the education system.  However, it is worth discussing 

the key features of Keynesian welfare state before examining how this policy approach was 

progressively dismantled in the UK as the education policy shifted towards a more market-

based education system.  

Post-war Keynesian Welfare: pre -1980s 

Since the end of World War II until the 1980s, education policy reflected the social democratic 

and Keynesian model which was based on a common understanding that the state should focus 

on full employment, economic growth, and the welfare of its citizens (Harvey, 2007). John 

Maynard Keynes, advocated for massive government spending in a time of economic crisis to 

create new jobs and lift consumer spending. His approach linked unemployment to a shortage 

of private investment and spending in the economy; and called for state ownership of crucial 

national enterprises like railroads or energy companies (Steger and Roy, 2010). Fiscal and 
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monetary policies influenced by Keynesian ideas were widely deployed to dampen business 

cycles and to ensure reasonably full employment during the pre-1980s (Harvey, 2007). A social 

and moral economy was fostered through the activities of a welfare state, making the state the 

force that internalised class relations. Working class institutions such as labour unions and 

political parties of the Left had a real influence within the state apparatus – denoting significant 

labour-capital corporatism (Harvey, 2007).  

Also in the UK, during the Keynesian welfare era, social and education policies were associated 

with notions of inclusion and support provision for struggling young people and their families, 

cementing the basic concept of multi-agency work which had begun in the late nineteenth 

century (Walker, 2008). Hence, citizens enjoyed rising wages, high taxation on wealthy 

individuals and profitable corporations, and increased social services (Steger and Roy, 2010). 

In summary, the key features of a Keynesian model viewed the task of the welfare state as 

intervening in the economy, redistributing wealth, universalising life-chances, addressing  

unemployment, protecting the socially vulnerable, improving the conditions of marginalised 

groups and addressing social injustice (Harvey, 2007; Hall, 2011). Nevertheless, critiques of 

this post-war era argued that it was much about promoting male working class interests and 

neglected issues and needs raised by feminists, disability campaigners and anti-racism activists 

(Hall, 2011).  

In the UK, it was the Labour-orientated left that responded more effectively to the criticism of 

feminists and social movements with the major reforms such as the Equality legislation, greater 

support for lone mothers and equality initiatives including in education (Steger and Roy, 2010; 

Harvey, 2007). It has been stated that while the height of the post-war social democratic era 

came to a close in the late 1970s, the ideas of this era only changed and remained highly 

influential within the political arena (Steger and Roy, 2010, pg. 7). Since the 1980s, the social 

and economic policies of the UK have shifted from the Keynesian welfare state to the neo-

liberal post-welfare state. A brief discussion of the landscape of neoliberalism of education in 

the UK from the early 1980s to date; successive governments’ adoption of the neoliberal 

approach, and the implications for educational policies and school exclusion approaches is 

presented below.  

Conservative era: Thatcherism (1979-1997) 

The rise of neoliberalism in the UK emerged as Margaret Thatcher took over as leader of the 

Conservative Party in the mid-1970s followed by her election as Prime Minister and leader of 
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consecutive Conservative Governments from 1979-1990. Mrs Thatcher campaigned to put an 

end to Keynesian-style government by accepting that monetarist ‘supply-side’ solutions were 

essential to counter the economic downturns that marked the 1970s and promote economic 

growth (Harvey, 2007, pg. 22). She articulated the core ideological claims of neoliberalism: 

reducing taxes; liberalising exchange rate controls; reducing regulations; privatising national 

industries and reducing the power of labour unions (Steger and Roy, 2010). This approach 

entailed confronting trade union power, minimising forms of social solidarity that hindered 

competitive flexibility, dismantling the commitments of the welfare state, seeking the 

privatisation of public enterprises including social housing, reducing taxes, encouraging 

entrepreneurial initiative and creating a favourable business climate to induce increased inflow 

of foreign direct investment (Harvey, 2007).  

Several forms of solidarity were to be dissolved in favour of individualism, private property, 

personal responsibility and family values. Mrs Thatcher summed these sentiments thus: ‘Let 

me give you my vision: a man’s right to work as he will, to spend what he earns, to own 

property, to have the State as servant not as master: these are the British inheritance. They are 

the essence of a free country and on that freedom all our other freedoms depend,’ (Thatcher, 

1975 cited in Hall, 2011). Therefore, neo-liberalism in the 1980s sought to dramatically 

reframe and reduce the scope and role of the welfare state. It attacked the idea that the welfare 

state should reduce inequality and attacked notions of regulated economies with trade unions, 

workers' rights and wage agreements (Harvey, 2007). Keynesian social policies, workers’ 

rights and nationalised industries were seen as damaging market growth and a barrier to 

economic opportunities. It can thus be argued that, by interpreting inequalities as a reflection 

of the inherent differences between individuals, neoliberal policies understated the effect of 

structural inequalities leading to the causes of educational disadvantages within society (Steger 

and Roy, 2010).  

Within education, major changes were implemented in the management of schools through the 

1980 Education Act. This Act was introduced in response to the perceived inability of LEAs 

to govern and fulfil their role within the school settings. Local governing authorities were 

viewed as being highly inefficient and susceptible to political patronage (Steger and Roy, 

2010). However, it has been argued that the key element in the neoliberal education policies 

was to introduce market structures within the public service provision. Implying that the state 

was no longer able to act as both funder and provider of services, but would operate primarily 
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as a funder, procuring services from a variety of private, voluntary and public providers all 

contending with one another (Blyth and Milner, 1996; Ball 2013).  

The Thatcher-led Conservative government’s neoliberal agenda within the education system 

culminated in the 1988 Education Reform Act (DfE, 1988) which introduced a market-led 

philosophy of schooling underpinned by notions of academic excellence, evidenced by a 

narrow prescriptive national curriculum and enhanced competition between schools fuelled by 

parental choices (Parsons, 1999; Giroux, 2012). The Act introduced a new system of national 

curriculum, examinations, assessments, parental choice, national inspections and centralised 

standards of accountability (Ball, 2013). Thus, the 1988 Education Reform Act significantly 

reduced the role of the LEAs, shifting vital decisions about schooling and educational policy-

making to central government (Brodie, 2001; Parsons, 2005; Ball and Junemann, 2012). These 

neoliberal-oriented policies tended to downplay the role social disadvantages played in 

producing barriers and inequities in educational access and outcomes. This was an era whereby 

social policy was not strongly orientated towards addressing issues of social inequality (Ball, 

2013; Ashurst and Venn, 2014). 

In particular, many have raised criticisms of the educational reforms, pointing out how such 

market-orientated reforms have exacerbated inequality. For example, Gillborn & Youdell 

(2000) evidenced the ways in which the system of open enrolment, in which schools receive 

funding based on the number of students in the school - regardless of how many of the students 

have disabilities, are from low-income families, or are English-language learners - provides 

disincentives to reduce inequality. In a market system, schools are incentivised to compete for 

advantaged students who are more likely to raise the schools’ performance standards, widely 

distributed in the annual school league tables. There can be incentives to reward more 

privileged students – those with higher levels of cultural capital and less likely to have 

backgrounds  marked heavily by poverty, disabilities, or having English as their second 

language ((Kenway & Bullen, 2001; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010).  

Thus, schools with significant populations of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME), 

economically disadvantaged, students with disabilities and English-language learners are more 

likely to struggle to keep their more capable students due to competition (Gillborn & Youdell, 

2000). In a bid to remain competitive, it is argued schools may focus on those students who are 

more likely to achieve a grade of C or more, and pay less attention to those who are likely fail. 

It can therefore be stated that, the neoliberalism of education increased the vulnerability of 
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disadvantaged young people and those with additional needs due to a harsher perception of 

their specific challenging needs that become viewed as matters of poor behaviour and 

performance which needs to be quickly remedied. Consequently, there has been greater 

acceptability of the use of school exclusions as a disciplinary tool and a rise in exclusion rates 

in British school settings (Parsons, 2011).  

New Labour Period: Blair’s Third Way (1997-2010) 

The ideological position adopted by Tony Blair in the late 1990s reflected an in-between 

approach that embraced key tenets of neoliberalism while also seeking to incorporate elements 

of a social agenda traditionally associated with the political party of the democratic Left 

(Harvey, 2007). New Labour claimed to stand for social advancement through individual 

achievement, widening the appeal of the reformed party to all social classes (Steger and Roy, 

2010). Allowing for the pursuit of both a private-sector-led economic growth and a reliable 

social service provision for all citizens (Steger and Roy, 2010). New Labour was committed to 

the centre-left principle of strengthening social solidarity and retaining neoliberal ideal market-

oriented entrepreneurship. This new approach known as the ‘Third Way’ involved a ‘balance 

between regulation and deregulation on transnational as well as national and local levels, and 

a balance between economic and non-economic life of the society’ (Giddens, 1998, pg. 100). 

The Third Way philosophy emphasised the significance of inclusiveness and consensus-

building, with a particular focus on ending the old class warfare (Steger and Roy, 2010). 

Describing Blair’s Third Way approach, Hall (2011) referred to Blair’s government as adopting 

‘hybrid’ left-right politics so that New Labour re-articulated state-market relations thus re-

positioning itself from the centre-left to centre-right (2011, pg. 714). Here neoliberalism was 

more about reforming social policy to produce ‘active, productive and market-orientated 

citizens’ and towards these goals, there was a return to a more expanded role for the state 

(Steger and Roy, 2010). In economic policy terms, New labour introduced policies that 

promoted flexible labour markets, more part-time and temporary jobs, less full-time secure 

ones, lower pension rights, limited collective bargaining and the segmentation of salaries and 

wages which to some extent maintained the inequalities that widened in the 1980s and early 

1990s (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007).   

In other words, the neoliberal New Labour government sought to build credibility with the 

business community by emphasizing the values of individual ownership and entrepreneurship. 

New Labour advocates argued that remaining social inequalities could best be tackled by 
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basically changing the paternalistic relationship between state and society to one based on a 

social partnership among individuals (Steger and Roy, 2010). This meant New Labour adopted 

market strategies, submitting to competitive disciplines and espoused entrepreneurial values, 

constructing new entrepreneurial subjects (Hall, 2011). Out-sourcing, value-for-money, public-

private partnerships and contract-contestability criteria made way for private capital to enter 

the public sector and influence it from within. It is argued the introduction of Academies and 

Trust schools through the Education and Inspections Act 2006 (DfES, 2006) was part of 

strengthening the market-oriented education approach (Ball, 2013).  

Nevertheless, despite taking the middle ground, certainly, New Labour’s social policy focused 

on reconfiguring three basic services; assistance to the unemployed thereby tackling child 

poverty, assistance to the working poor, and reforming the National Health Service (NHS). It 

promoted progressive initiatives such as the adoption of a national minimum wage; shorter 

waiting times for medical treatment; better health targets; Working Families Tax Credits to aid 

the working poor; doubling student numbers through the widening participation programme; 

and moving cautiously towards equal pay and human rights legislation (Steger and Roy, 2010; 

Harvey, 2007; Powell, 2019). The Social Exclusion Unit (1998) was set up to support young 

struggling students and address high school exclusion rates, indicating that New Labour had a 

more multi-dimensional understanding of educational disadvantage than the previous 

administration (Little, 1998).  

Furthermore, based on its broader social policy strategy, New Labour introduced a number of 

initiatives that focussed on providing major early intervention strategies to disadvantaged 

children and their families and emphasised multi-agency working (SEU, 2001). It introduced 

measures to address and reduce educational inequalities by extending the role of the public 

sector to include educational support and investment in pre-school education, extra-curriculum 

activities and children’s services (Statham and Smith, 2011; Powell, 2019). This sought to 

reverse the previous government’s political philosophy from limited to more comprehensive 

family support, policies and services (Every Child Matters, 2003; Walker, 2008; Allen and 

Harris, 2011). Efforts were made to reinstate the role of LEAs by giving them the statutory 

duty to promote the well-being of all children in their area aged 0-19 years, including with 

regards to educational outcomes and welfare, via the Every Child matters agenda (DfES, 2003). 

These responsibilities for child well-being and outcomes were cemented in the Children Act 

2004 (DfES, 2004). All these policies and initiatives reflected New Labour’s effort to reduce 

educational inequalities and better invest in children and youth. 
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Critiques of New Labour policies, however, argued there was a primary focus on utilising 

education policies to promote children’s human and cultural capital accrued in early and later 

childhood years (Bell & Stevenson, 2006; Gillies, 2007). For Gillies (2007), this focus was 

problematic as it neglected socio-economic family circumstances and focused on good 

parenting and educational outcomes in narrow terms. Thus, the Labour government’s Sure Start 

agenda was criticised for lacking a comprehensive plan for changing the communities where 

disadvantaged children and their families live as their parenting intervention policies were 

based on a narrow view that changes in parenting practices were sufficient to better address 

children’s needs Churchill and Clarke, 2009). Also, some critics suggested that much could 

have been achieved by New Labour in terms of reducing educational and structural inequalities, 

but was not possible due to the difficulties of synthesizing market-oriented economic growth 

within an ethical framework of social justice and human rights (Steger and Roy, 2010, pg. 75; 

Hall, 2011; Ball, 2013). They accused the New Labour government of an excessive reliance on 

neo-liberal policies which limited the scope and effectiveness of their attention on equality of 

opportunity. Levels of educational inequality remained high in the UK (Reay. 2017; Ashurst 

and Venn, 2014; Milner, 2013).   

Coalition and Conservative Regimes: 2010-2020 

The Conservative–Liberal Democratic Coalition government that took over from New Labour 

in 2010 more overtly returned to a neo-liberal agenda, particularly in terms of the Conservative 

party approach. Once the Coalition deal was signed, it has been argued that the Conservatives 

grasped the opportunity to launch what was described as the most radical and far-reaching neo-

liberal agenda for welfare state reform (Hall, 2011). The Conservatives advocated major 

austerity measures and radical reductions in public spending justified in terms of promoting 

economic credibility among international markets and economic growth (Crossley, 2020). For 

example, David Cameron, the then Prime Minister of the Coalition government described the 

austerity plans in the following terms: “Brick by brick, edifice by edifice, we are slowly 

dismantling the big state structures we inherited from the last government” (Cameron, 2012a).     

The Conservatives justified their programme of austerity driven by neoliberalist ideas as 

responding to an expensive and overly bureaucratic central government with too many middle 

managers making decisions about communities that they were disconnected from (Crossley, 

2020). According to Hall (2011) the political arguments for austerity always begin negatively, 

‘clearing up the mess the previous government left us’, but end by positively embracing radical 
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structural reform as the solution. The rhetoric of localism, devolution and empowerment as 

well as the concept of Big Society were also critical of the ‘command and control’ approach 

the Coalition government associated with New Labour (Shaw and Robinson, 2012).   

New Labour government was also accused of providing services to those who did not really 

need them or were becoming too dependent on them – through initiatives such as its progressive 

universalism approach. The Conservatives under the Coalition claimed there was a need to cut 

off the ‘unsustainable cost of handouts’ to groups such as ‘non-working people, troubled 

families and benefits cheats’ and ensure ‘hardworking families and taxpayers are rewarded’ 

(Crossley, 2020, pg. 272). There was much emphasis that there were groups relying or 

dependent on the state and public services, which provoked sentiments of undeserving welfare 

support by the Coalition government. However, in practice there is much evidence that the cost 

of austerity including welfare benefit cuts and reduced funding for community and public 

services, has fallen disproportionately upon the disadvantaged families, women, ethnic 

minorities, children, single parents and people with disabilities (Alston, 2018). In essence the 

Big Society was designed to conceal a deeply damaging withdrawal of the state from its 

responsibilities to the most vulnerable families (Crossley, 2020).  

The neoliberal logic behind the austerity strategy affected various groups of people and public 

sectors in different ways. Firstly, there has been an analysis of the impact of spending and 

provision cutbacks on the targeted communities such as the less privileged and vulnerable 

families. These included welfare benefits cuts which affected the total household amount 

recipients could receive e and support provision for older people needing social care as well as 

reduced Universal tax credits for working parents to help with childcare, although, elsewhere 

more support for childcare in the form of 30 hours per week per child for low income working 

parents was introduced (Crossley, 2020). Sure Start, the schools refurbishment programme, 

and the education maintenance allowance (EMA) - which encouraged youth to continue in 

education - were removed. Higher education tuition fees were increased which has increased 

the likelihood of long-term student fees and loans debts for young people which can potentially 

reduce incentives to participate in higher education for those from low income (Crossley, 

2020).  

Secondly, there have been critical debates about the extent and impacts of the recent 

marketisation of social and public services - reinstating public and state services to private 

capital and rebranding the social structure. The Conservatives sought to: outsource more public 
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services to private providers, charities and individuals; expand choice of service providers to 

drive competition; introduce more devolved and ‘personal’ budgets for services; re-organise 

aspects of decision-making in terms of ‘localism’ which, it was argued, promoted more power 

to local entities such as neighbourhood groups, Local Authorities and frontline service 

providers (Ball, 2013; Kulz, 2017).  

After the criticisms of the austerity laid against Mr Cameron and his Coalition government, the 

leaders that took over from them introduced their major social policy goals differently. The 

Mrs May-led Conservative government claimed to be more about One Nation Conservativism, 

while the current leader Mr Johnson is all about ‘levelling up’ agenda (Crossley, 2020). 

However, both Conservative leaders have not really stalled or reversed austerity measures and 

marketisation of social and public services that was launched by the previous government. 

Instead, they follow a very classic neoliberal approach that addresses targets and measures not 

inequalities as such. Therefore, it can be stated that, both leaders maintained austerity and 

marketisation, and as discussed earlier in this chapter, it clearly demonstrates that the 

Conservative government during the May and Johnson era did not address social and 

educational inequalities and the gap created between disadvantaged and advantaged pupils has 

been viewed as disclosable (Crossley, 2020).  

Thus, the analyses of the neoliberal agenda within the education system since 2010 have 

indicated this has led to further significant systemic changes that are likely to influence the 

practice of school exclusions within school settings. These include: an intensification of the 

market-oriented education system; increased pressures on schools to focus on achieving high 

average educational attainment rates based on a narrowly defined curriculum; increased use of 

a high stakes testing and rewards-based system; publication of narrowly-conceived and 

measured performance data and Ofsted school inspection reports and ratings; greater emphasis 

on ‘good behaviour’ management in schools supported by an increased emphasis on what is 

perceived to be more punitive responses and school powers to address ‘challenging behaviour’; 

and increased school exclusion rates ( Gillborn, 2010; Giroux, 2012; Kulz, 2017). Hence, it has 

been argued that neoliberal reforms have been oriented towards rewarding at the school-level 

high average educational attainment rates, despite having an education system which is under 

pressure from significant educational disadvantages, additional support needs and educational 

inequities (Kulz, 2017).  
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Many critique the lack of systemic and school accountability meeting additional needs and 

reducing educational inequalities (Kulz, 2017; Vincent et al. 2013). Rather, the system 

promotes more accountability for high rates of average attainment and they are funded on this 

basis, which makes them focus on those able to gain good results and incentivises an academic 

and narrowly-defined school culture and ethos (Kulz, 2017). This raises concerns about the 

structural aspects of education and the process of the neoliberalism of education which defines 

education in a narrow view based on exam results rather in additional life skills, social welfare 

and educational welfare – and, combined, these contexts and processes increase the problems 

contributing to, and rates of, school exclusions. Further, the problem of school exclusions is 

strongly conceived as a matter of poor behaviour, educational motivation and academic 

competence (Gillborn, 2010; Kulz, 2017).    

To sum up this section, it can be stated that since the 1980s, the successive UK government 

administrations have in varying degrees demonstrated a tendency towards the neoliberalism of 

education. These political trends and inclinations have had profound implications for social 

and educational policies (Gillborn, 2012; Kulz, 2017). The social implications have generated 

and re-configured patterns of structural disadvantages and challenges among poorer 

communities and social groups, which contribute to risks of educational underachievement, 

support needs and heightened school exclusion of particular groups of young people (Gillborn, 

2008; Reay, 2017). In the next section, the discussion turns more specifically to the issue of 

how heightened risks of school exclusion disproportionately impact on disadvantaged and 

discriminated groups of young people.  

Who is ‘most’ at risk of school exclusion in a neoliberal education setting? 

This chapter has indicated there are several drivers of school exclusion such as education 

reform policies, social disadvantage and discrimination, social policy discourses that ‘blame 

families and individuals’, a changing economy and employment sector with more precarious 

prospects for those with lower educational qualifications and those that suffer from the social 

harms generated by growing up in significant disadvantage (Gillborn, 2008; 2012; Giroux, 

2012; Ball, 2013; Kulz, 2017). As a result, school exclusions have increased as a legitimated 

educational practice and disadvantaged groups have become a heightened risk of social 

exclusion. The intersections between age, gender, class, race/ethnicity and disability ‘risk 

factors and vulnerabilities’ are also heightened as part of these circumstances and changes 

(Gillborn, 2012). 
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 Male teenagers, children with special needs, children in care (LAC), children from certain 

minority ethnic groups and children eligible for free school meals (SEU, 1998; 2001; OFSTED, 

2018; OCC, 2019) are over-represented in school exclusion statistics (DfE, 2019). Young male 

teenagers outnumber girls at a rate of at least four to one (OFSTED, 2018) with boys making 

up 8,000 of the 10,000 students recorded as permanently excluded from school in 2017-18 

(DfE, 2019). Within this group, male teenagers from the Black and South Asian not so much 

East Asian minority ethnic backgrounds are disproportionately represented in exclusions than 

their white counterparts (Gillborn, 2010; Vincent et al. 2013). Further, 80% of these excluded 

young people are between the ages of 12 and 15 making this age group the most vulnerable 

period in teenage life (OCC, 2019).  

Successive governments have been challenged to acknowledge the link between increasing 

school exclusion rates and the tenets of educational reforms highlighted above (Gillborn, 2010 

& 2014; Ball, 2013, Kulz, 2017; Gillies, 2016; Reay, 2017). While the educational reforms 

listed above may arguably improve aspects of the education system, it can also be argued they 

have narrowed educational opportunities and support for disadvantaged and in need young 

people. Gillborn (2014) pointed out that the introduction of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) 

in England in 2010 has further served to widen existing inequalities of achievement, because 

most of the young people cannot possibly attain an EBacc which include high status subjects 

that are usually restricted to those perceived as high achieving students by schools (DfE, 2012).  

Thus, according to Gillborn (2014), the use of EBacc as a measure of academic success has 

redefined as failures more than 80% of previously “successful” African-Caribbean students. 

Due to teachers’ low expectations of African-Caribbean students as compared to their white 

working class peers, it implies that most of them will not be allowed to choose high status 

subjects despite their performance in class (Gillborn, 2014). These stereotypes exert a powerful 

influence on students’ opportunities to succeed in life. Furthermore, OFSTED school exclusion 

statistics showed that BAME, particularly African-Caribbean young men are four times more 

likely to receive permanent exclusion and two times more likely to receive fixed term exclusion 

than the school population (OFSTED, 2018) and have been reported since the early 1980s 

(Gillborn, 1995; Gillborn and Gipps, 1996; Brodie, 2001). Neoliberal education reforms are 

yet to address the reasons behind the disproportionate exclusions up to date (Gillborn, 2012; 

Demi, 2019).  
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For example, research conducted by Gillborn and colleagues exploring the interactions of 

BAME middle class parents and the teachers of their children who were at risk of school 

exclusion revealed that teachers tend to systematically lower expectations for Black children 

alongside a regime of an increased disciplinary scrutiny and criticism regardless of the 

students’ social class background (Gillborn, Rollock, Vincent and Ball, 2012). Suggesting that 

some BAME students are continually viewed as being more disruptive even when wielding 

middle-class material and cultural capital (Gillborn et al. 2012). Punitive approaches based on 

raced, classed and gendered visions are premised on and endorsed by the view that BAME 

students are inherently dangerous, aggressive and criminal (Gillborn, 1990; Gillies, 2016).  

Youth who are designated as having a special educational need (SEN) have also suffered under 

the neoliberal education practices as they are six times more likely than others to be excluded 

(DfE, 2019). For example, almost nine out of ten SEN students who achieved the GCSE 

benchmark did not pass all the high status subjects in order to satisfy the EBacc (DfE, 2012; 

Gillborn, 2014). Additionally, it has been found that a significant minority of excluded young 

people have SEN or have unassessed educational needs. These issues have been associated 

with lack of resources available to schools, due to continued government school funding cuts, 

which has, according to Ashurst and Venn (2014), impacted on the scale and quality of pastoral 

care teams within the school settings. As a result, school leaders have a tendency to revert to 

the disciplinary measures favoured by neoliberal educational reforms (OCC, 2019).  

Another group that is disproportionately represented among excluded pupils are young people 

living in public care, often referred to as Looked after Children (LAC). This group in 2017-18 

was ten times more likely to be excluded than children not in the care system (DfE, 2019). It 

has been highlighted that LAC also have high rates of trauma, loss, mental health issues, 

instability and special education needs. They are potentially a group who can benefit from long-

term and comprehensive support rather than the targeted short-term support stipulated in 

neoliberal and austerity policies (Taylor, 2006; Crossley, 2020). These problems have 

contributed to a continuous increase in numbers of children taken into care for ten consecutive 

years which have now reached their highest level on record at 75,420 (DfE, 2019).  

Crossley (2020) argues that these trends are closely connected to the trends in reduced welfare 

support services for families, increased demand for support services and limited funding for 

social care and social work and therefore, are evidence of child welfare inequalities and unequal 

opportunities. Despite the challenges associated with multi-agency working, the introduction 
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of the quasi-market education system has also been found to result in greater fragmentation of 

services through innovations such as a purchaser-provider split or consumer-business 

approach. In particular, the continued reduction of the role of LA in schools and the scope of 

their duties to meet the intellectual, emotional, social and behavioural needs of LAC – has 

increased risks of inadequate needs assessments and service provision, further increasing 

vulnerability to school exclusion (Taylor, 2006; Ball and Junemann, 2012; Crossley, 2020).  

In her book entitled, ‘Factories for learning: Neoliberal governmentality and inequality in a 

London secondary academy’, Christy Kulz (2017) presented the findings of her research that 

explored how new forms of neoliberal governmentality are reproducing raced, classed and 

gendered inequalities; and in turn, placing certain groups of young people at a higher risk of 

school exclusion than others. Her research findings illuminated the persistent structural 

inequalities concealed beneath the successive school administrations’ exclusion-related 

policies and practices (Kulz, 2017). She concluded that marketised education systems reshape 

inequality and redefine the role of education in the contemporary lives of young people 

foreclosing spaces of democratic participation through the imposition of punitive approaches 

to poor behaviour management and failures to recognise and meet student support within the 

demands of the neoliberal school system (Kulz, 2017).     

In summation, it is worth reflecting on research and policy analysis which provides a glimpse 

of a complex genealogy of class, race, disability and gendered school exclusions that threads 

its way from the 1930s to the present. The legacy of off-site units and workhouses is evidenced 

today in Pupil Referral Units (PRUs), special schools and behaviour support units which reveal 

the segregating tendency of neoliberal policies. Disadvantaged parents and young people are 

largely viewed as people who lack the motivation and competencies to organise their own lives 

rather than negotiating multiple adversities (Ashurst and Venn, 2014; Gillies, 2016; Reay, 

2017). These studies highlight the undesirable consequences of the development of increasing 

systems of audit, assessment, setting and streaming in schools’ accountability systems, 

reducing schools to commodities whose value lies in test scores and attainment rates (Giroux, 

2012). The shift towards a neoliberal education system, positions students and their families as 

customers for schools which have been redefined as businesses. Therefore, there is a need to 

recognise and address the structural causes and bases for school exclusion rates and not only 

focus on individual and family factors. 

Conclusion 
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This chapter has presented a critique of the education and social policy frameworks evolution 

from the post-war period to the current one. The aims, objectives, strengths and weaknesses of 

successive governments’ school exclusion-related policies have been reviewed. The review 

revealed a variety of approaches to policy and practice in each era. The discussion on the 

growing pervasiveness of the neoliberal education reforms over the past there decades revealed 

the effects of such policies on particular groups of young people who remain constant targets 

of school exclusion. Although the efforts of each government to promote early intervention 

initiatives and strategies were welcomed across all sectors and communities, there were issues 

associated with government policies that solely focused on providing early help without a 

continuity plan (Powell, 2019).  

In summary, there has been a lot of policy borrowing, extending and exporting during the 

successive governments, resulting in inconsistent social and educational policy reforms. Thus, 

the general orientation of all the different administrations’ education policies to economic 

global competitiveness was quite clear. It formed part of the global flow of policy concepts 

shifting towards a knowledge-based economy. Neoliberal education policies are realigned in 

the process, and where or how social policy choices are made is affected (Clark et al, 2007). In 

a subtle way, these policies exist to serve the needs of middle class educational aspirations 

promoted through parental choice at a time of uncertainty in relation to young people at risk 

(Ball, 2013; Gillborn, 2014; Kulz, 2017). A report written by Burgess and his colleagues (2006) 

on the social outcomes of choice indicated that more choice leads to more segregation in class 

and ethnic terms (Burgess et al. 2006). In other words, social and educational policies have 

been significantly orientated to servicing economic interests and the opportunities for reducing 

the risk factors of school exclusion leaves a lot to be desired given the impact of exclusion on 

young people’s lives. In the following chapter, risk factors for struggling young people and 

useful theories/theoretical frameworks for examining school exclusion are considered.   
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Chapter 3: Youth at risk: Reviewing the research, integrating the theory 

Introduction 

This chapter reviews sociological and social policy research and theories about ‘youth at risk’ 

of school exclusion as well as wider social disadvantages. Drawing on a broader social studies 

literature it aims to provide an alternative theoretical framework for understanding and 

addressing ‘the phenomenon’ in relation to ‘at risk youth’ and educational disadvantage. It 

begins by critically reviewing the ‘risk and protection paradigm’ research within education and 

social studies. This entails an empirical and theoretical consideration of areas and issues that 

enhance young people’s vulnerabilities and risks in respect of education and social outcomes. 

This chapter also looks at the dynamics and dilemmas associated with support provision for 

young people at risk within three contexts of school, family and locality. The chapter ends with 

a review of the alternative theories in relation to this research study and how they informed the 

empirical study and data analysis.   

Sources of Risk Factors: Research and Theories  

Young People Today: The social construction of young people within education policy 

People working with young people to ensure the full utilisation of their potentials have been 

raising concerns about their vulnerability for a long time. A major concern has been focussed 

on those considered to be disadvantaged by their socio-economic status (SES) or family 

backgrounds (Gazeley, 2010; Kenway, 2013). The multifaceted research literature on the 

problems associated with these young people varies from roots of educational inequality 

(Willis, 1977; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Milner, 2013), to behavioural management 

(Trotman et al. 2015), to mental health issues (Hagell, 2004), and to the effects of globalisation 

on at risk young people and families (Hull et al. 2009; Lumpy, 2012; Ball, 2013). In relation to 

the effects of globalisation, it’s proving difficult for 16-18 years old youth to find employment 

opportunities or even progress within employment. In such a context, higher education 

becomes more necessary as a means to get good jobs and youth in schools are under pressure 

to perform well according to a narrow academic curriculum.   

Thus, education is seen as an organisational facet of an uncertain environment exhibiting risks 

that certain young people struggle with and fail to steer effectively, with permanent damage to 

their lives (Author & Morrison, 2009). The ongoing reforms in social and educational policies 

have not made their situation any better. Some commentators of the social construction of 

young people within the education policy argued that, while there is a continuation and 
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extension of the New Labour and Coalition governments’ understanding of young people 

within the Conservative government of today, there is also evidence of the new government’s 

new understandings of the young people within the education policy (Brooks, 2013; Parker et 

al. 2016).  

Ball (2013) and West and Bailey (2013), pointed out that New Labour’s approach of a close-

knit relationship between the processes of education and the requirements of the economy was 

quickly adopted and taken further by the subsequent Coalition government. However, they 

added a flavour to it that represented the ‘neoconservative’ emphasis (Ball, 2013). Ball 

elaborates further the difference between the two constructions of young people as: 

For the Coalition or perhaps more precisely for the Conservative Party, education is not simply 

about economic policy, it is also about social policy and social discipline and nation building 

(Ball, 2013, pg. 4)   

This point was elaborated by Brooks (2013) who stated:    

These constructions of young people are as: friends and students of business; active consumers; 

dutiful citizens; the children of authoritative parents; good-characters-in-the making; and a 

unitary group (Brooks, 2013, pg. 321).  

Thus, it is evident that both the Coalition and Conservative administrations interpolate 

education in a discursive bundle which ties together values, rigour, discipline, and freedom, 

and then links these to excellence, competition and prosperity (Ball, 2013; Brooks; 2013). 

Within these dominant constructions of young people, many educationalists fear that the 

intrinsic values and creative virtues of teaching and learning are at risk of being lost, as 

education is being viewed primarily in terms of its economic value and contribution to 

competitiveness within international markets (Ball, 2007). There are concerns that the teachers’ 

creativity, passion and commitment are being replaced by contrived and fabricated measures 

and indicators which bring a profound shift in their relationships, their practice and to the 

possibilities of being a teacher (Ball, 2013). These are policy challenges that require a shift in 

the teachers’ mind-set with regards to how they view students (Milner, 2013; Beckett and 

Wrigley, 2014). All these changes present themselves as risk factors that make young people 

vulnerable. In the next section, an account of social change over the past four decades and its 

impact on youth transitions is presented.  
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Young people and social change: Impact of neoliberal policy frameworks on youth transitions 

It has been stated that over the 20th and 21st Century, the transitory nature of youth has been 

accentuated by young people living under endless ‘watching, monitoring and evaluation’ by 

adults (Lesko, 2001, pg. 111). Thus, the life experiences of young people in modern societies 

have been considerable transformed. These changes affect relationships with family and 

friends, experiences in education and the labour market and the ability to become established 

as independent young adults. Furlong and Cartmel (2007) have argued that working class and 

manufacturing opportunities have been reduced leading to major loss of employment 

opportunities in industrial communities across the UK, and a sharp increase in precarious, part-

time or temporary employment for young people aged 16-24. At the same time young people 

are expected to stay in education for longer and gain further and higher education qualifications 

to secure better paid and higher status jobs that are highly competitive. There is an expectation 

of parental support for this, hence, families and parents from all classes work very hard to try 

to support their children as required.  

‘Successful youth transitions’, however, in terms of achieving secure, decently paid 

employment with beneficial future prospects, is more challenging to achieve for many young 

people from poorer backgrounds or with special educational needs (Ashurst and Venn, 2014). 

Further, young people are benchmarked against a middle class idealised norm that doesn’t 

reflect common experiences or circumstances. Within our unequal UK society, it can be argued 

that young people are measured against the achievements of those who are privileged, those 

rich in social, cultural and economic capital (Bourdieu, 2003). In practice many young people 

get caught up in more challenging transitions – navigating insecure work, teenage parenthood, 

significant carer roles, or problematic substance misuse (Reay, 2017). These issues are related 

to the changing relationship between the education and labour market systems, and the 

additional challenges and social risks disadvantaged and in need youth face in contemporary 

social and economic conditions – and these circumstances also increase the risk of school 

exclusion rates among some groups of youth. 

Sociologists have argued that in order to fully understand the state, it is necessary to be 

cognisant of its physical presence and force, as well as the symbolic power that it is able to 

wield (Bourdieu et al. 1994). These sociologists have critiqued the tendency of neoliberal 

programmes to excessively punish the disadvantaged and increase risks of social and 

educational inequalities. Wacquant (2010) has argued for a deep sociological understanding of 
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neoliberalism which recognises that the ‘fiercely interventionist activity’ of the neoliberal state, 

usually directed at the most marginalised and disadvantaged groups, is not a ‘deviation from 

neoliberalism but one of its constituent ingredients’ (2010, pg. 214). For example, categories 

and labels such as ‘the welfare scrounger’ and ‘troubled families’ are examples of the symbolic 

power that the state and others have in creating groups or classes of people; and constructing 

their significance in public debates (Ashurst and Venn, 2014; Crossley, 2020). Such labels and 

the wider discourses surrounding them and other social problems have been used as a 

justification by successive governments to change not only the way in which the state operates, 

but where it operates (Wacquant, 2010, pg. 214).  

Thus, society is more unequal, increasing uncertainty among the youth and posing it as a source 

of stress and vulnerability (Woodman et al. 2020). Although, there seems to be a range of 

opportunities available for those who take the higher education route, there are fewer 

opportunities for those who are not academically inclined. Also, whilst class and gender can 

still be considered as key factors of labour market experiences, there is evidence that less 

advantaged youth who lack social, cultural and economic capital are trapped in an amplified 

and unbalanced labour market margin, and hence are experiencing a growing sense of unease 

and insecurity (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). These views indicate the magnitude at which 

contemporary transitions to adulthood have become complicated, fragmented, difficult to 

navigate and fraught with uncertainty (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997). Demonstrating the 

limitations of neoliberal policy frameworks that are enacted, translated and interpreted within 

the wider context of public funding cutbacks and restructuring of public services provision. 

Pathways between school and work which were once viewed as more linear and foreseeable 

are perceived as having been substituted by a set of activities which are less feasible and 

encompass numerous breaks, backtracking and the blending of statuses (Furlong et al. 2003, 

pg. 24). In other words, young people embark on multiple journeys into adulthood which 

involve a wide variety of unknown pathways with uncertain outcomes (Woodman et al. 2020). 

Additionally, these young people are increasingly expected to negotiate these new risks at 

school level and in further educational institutions on an individual as opposed to a collective 

level (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Educational attainment has become critical to this process 

as young people are required to achieve well at GCSE level to move forward on the prized stay 

in education route. The school to work transition is considered to be a significant stage in the 

life-cycle of a youth,  because it provides the key to an enhanced understanding of the ways in 
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which social advantages and inequalities are passed from one generation to the next (Furlong 

and Cartmel, 2007).  

However, the relevance of the notion of transition has begun to be questioned as the relatively 

stable employment biographies that once characterized adulthood are now proving obscure for 

many young people and their families (Furlong and Kelly, 2005). In other words, the post-war 

model of career and adulthood transition is no longer accessible leaving contemporary youth 

to navigate through multi-youth transitions into adulthood. The high levels of unemployment, 

together with the introduction of government interventions and the development of low paid 

apprenticeship opportunities that followed the youth labour market downfall, had a radical 

effect on transitions from school to work. As a result of the lack of suitable jobs, educational 

choices became more attractive, reducing the number of young people leaving school to enter 

the labour market (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Consistent with MacDonald and Marsh (2004), 

under such conditions young people have become engaged in the marginal economy as a 

survival strategy, taking up menial jobs because of the shortage of mainstream job 

opportunities and the difficulties in surviving economically on welfare benefits. For example, 

the number of young people - 16-24 year olds - who are not in employment, education or 

training (NEET) is a large and growing problem currently sitting at 13.4% as compared to 

11.4% last year (Powell et al. 2020). Such statistical evidence confirms research views that an 

increasing number of young people are struggling to get an initial foothold in the labour market 

(Woodman et al. 2020). 

Furthermore, these fragmented and multifaceted transitions are not only limited to young 

people who leave education at an early stage, but also affect those who follow routes through 

higher education which depends on their subjects and results. Evans and Furlong’s (1997) 

analysis demonstrates that young people taking nonlinear pathways were less advantaged than 

those taking more linear pathways. When considering gender-related differences, a majority of 

those from the highest social classes made linear transitions while the majority of those from 

the lower social classes followed non-linear routes. Indeed, the increasing complexity of the 

skill market and the dissection of labour means that some young people can become vulnerable 

to long-term exclusion at an early stage in their lives. Whilst others could move from one 

temporary position to another without being provided with the opportunity to develop their 

skills or move to the secure sectors of the labour market (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). These 

views highlight the extent at which transitions to employment are currently taking longer to 

complete, while the variation of pathways means that experiences have become more 
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individualised. Within collectivised transitions, young people were provided with clear 

messages about their destinations and the likely timing of their journeys and tended to develop 

an awareness of likely sequences of events (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997).  

Jones and Wallace (1990) argued that paths to adulthood in the UK, besides being 

individualised, can still be predicted from social class origins and access to social, cultural and 

economic capital. Indeed, Bourdieu (1977) predicted that the social and cultural advantages 

possessed by middle class children would have a greater impact on levels of attainment as 

meritocratic educational policies became widespread. The notion that cultural capital has 

become increasingly central to the reproduction of social advantage is underlined by emergence 

of different methods for measuring types of capital (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Structural 

inequalities imply that individuals have limited control over their destinations and life 

opportunities are highly structured, while social class continues to give shape to these 

opportunities (Evans and Furlong, 1997). Yet, people progressively search for solutions on an 

individual, rather than a collective basis, as these structures become obscure. Moreover, the 

pace of change has meant that contemporary young people are making their transitions to work 

in a period of chaos and consequently, may lack the clear frames of reference which aid smooth 

transitions (Woodman et al. 2020). In this respect, entry to the world of work today can be 

characterised by a heightened sense of risk.  

Thus, the current phase of individualisation is shaped by an uneven acceleration of social 

change (Woodman et al. 2020). The institutions and interdependencies that shape how young 

lives fit together are incongruent, creating new demands to manage the partial and 

contradictory aspects of social structure. This is the situation facing the young people who are 

expected to make the right choices and be responsible for their future outcomes, 

notwithstanding unequal opportunities (Woodman and Leccardi, 2015). The continued funding 

cutback policies introduced by all the successive administrations have to a certain extent 

derailed the social mobility of young people at risk due to the impact of austerity measures on 

educational experiences and the labour market.  

In particular, the new forms of flexible working lacking job security, force and confine the least 

qualified young people to labour market margins increasing their vulnerability to 

unemployment and low paid jobs. This demonstrates, that successive government 

administrations’ promotion of both individualism and a strong responsibility-based 

understanding of citizenship have fundamentally influenced youth transitions. Despite the 
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conservation of traditional lines of inequality, individually, young people are required to 

reflexively negotiate a complex set of pathways into the labour market and as a result end up 

believing that their employment outcomes are their personal responsibility. Therefore, 

transitions have become more individualised and young people from disadvantaged social 

backgrounds perceive their situations as filled with risk and uncertainty (Woodman et al. 2020).  

According to neoliberal policy critics, the academisation of English schooling has hugely 

contributed to the change in youth transitions due to their focus on servicing economic interests 

(Reay, 2018; Kulz, 2017). Academies have faced criticism for reportedly attempting informal 

exclusions of some of the most vulnerable pupils in their settings (Hirsch, 2015; Adams, 2015). 

Implying that the policies and practices within the academisation agenda are more damaging 

to the transitional experiences of young people to adulthood and career prospects. Their 

pathways to social mobility and fulfilling educational potential are at risk due to the effects of 

neoliberal education policies that promote school exclusion as a disciplinary tool impacting 

heavily on particular young people. According to Reay (2018) school exclusion processes and 

practices demeans young people at risk as the focus is to control and pacify rather than to 

educate and empower.  

It can therefore, be accentuated that the transitional experiences of contemporary youth from 

school to work and the availability of employment opportunities have significantly evolved 

over the past three decades as a result of the introduction of neoliberal education reforms and 

economic changes in the youth labour market. Despite the wider opportunities for further 

education and training available to all young people, current social disadvantages have been 

retained, indicating that significant change in the capacity of higher education to serve a social 

justice function requires more than expansion and marketisation (Furlong and Cartmel, 2009). 

Instead, it requires active policies working against elitism and efforts ‘to direct policy towards 

finding effective ways of restricting middle-class advantage’ (Furlong and Cartmel, 2009, pg. 

115). 

These changes resonate with Bourdieu’s (2014) view of the state that, ‘the state is not an 

apparatus oriented to the common good, it is an apparatus of constraint, of maintenance of 

public order but to the benefit of the dominant’ (Bourdieu, 2014, pg. 5). Linking this view to 

policy development in the UK for the past three decades, it can be pointed out that successive 

governments’ policy frameworks have led to an increasingly fragmented and disparate 

economy and geography welfare, causing youth from less advantaged families to face a new 
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set of disadvantages which arise from the expansion of labour market margin (Ball, 2013; 

Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). From a Bourdieuain analysis, such policy frameworks sought to 

significantly modify the relations between different agents in the bureaucratic field, changing 

the nature and the location of everyday struggles between citizens and the welfare state, and 

upgrading the forms of capital that are required to successfully negotiate neoliberal resources 

and services (Houston, 2015). These modified relations are most intensely felt by some of the 

most vulnerable and already disadvantaged groups who are constantly targeted for physical 

intervention and therefore are ‘at risk’ of school exclusion. This highlights the simultaneous 

nature of the physical force and symbolic power that the government is able to wield (Bourdieu 

et al. 1994). It is worth defining what the term ‘at risk’ means within the context of school 

exclusion processes at this point. 

Defining ‘At Risk’ of school exclusion 

The term, ‘at risk’ has occurred in a variety of education policy and practice literature in the 

UK since the 1990s when the school exclusion rates escalated to their highest levels (Blyth and 

Milner, 1994; Gordon, 2001; Te Riele, 2007). Since then, the term has frequently been used to 

specifically describe pupils who are facing a warning to be excluded from school, and broadly 

those at risk of disadvantage. Different schools use different warning levels depending on their 

behaviour policy. Any pupil who is considered to be ‘at risk’ means they are serving two or 

more warnings of fixed exclusion from the school Head-teacher. Considerable amounts of 

study done in this area have pointed out the need for more research examining the social and 

educational processes leading to a young person being identified as ‘at risk’ of school exclusion 

(Harris & Allen, 2011; Munn & Lloyd, 2005). The section below examines the research and 

theories about risk factors and highlights the varied research views and theoretical perspectives 

regarding the contributors, and pathways to school exclusion. 

Risk Factors Research and Theories 

This section provides a more detailed review and critique of the research and policy literature 

on risk factors for school exclusion. From a global contextual view, research carried out in the 

USA, Australia, Canada, and the UK has sought to identify risk factors for school exclusion. 

Studies have consistently found that special education needs pupils, children in need, male 

pupils, low socio-economic status (SES) pupils and ethnic minority students are over 

represented among those excluded from school (Cameron and Sheppard, 2006; McGregor and 

Mills, 2012;  Daniel et al. 2003; DfE, 2019). Interactions among these factors have also been 
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reported, such as the finding that males from ethnic minority groups have an increased risk of 

exclusion due to being perceived as aggressive by teachers (Mendez et al. 2003; Rassool, 2004; 

Gillies, 2016).   

Elsewhere, research studies revealed that family circumstances, social networks, language and 

cultural barriers, poor achievement and a number of school-level factors were more common 

risk factors for school exclusion and disengagement (Dei and James, 2002; Hemphill et al. 

2010; Smyth et al. 2014). These studies concluded that reducing risk of school exclusion and 

improving education outcomes among these students should entail understanding their own 

narrative accounts of marginality and subordination that results in feeling left out. Indicating 

that exclusion from school is usually the consequence of a complex mix of factors, events and 

circumstances. 

Attwood and Croll’s (2006) UK study on pupil truancy showed that low SES of the pupil’s 

family, parents’ involvement in child’s education, negative attitudes towards teachers, 

disengagement with education, boredom, poor education outcomes, and value of education 

within the family were the major contributors to pupil truancy. From the young people’s 

perspectives poor relationships with teachers, bullying and a negative school environment were 

the reasons for their truancy (Attwood & Croll, 2006; 2014). These studies concluded that there 

was a need to differentiate between socio-economic and attitudinal factors when examining 

what leads to pupil truancy and the processes associated with it.      

Sarah Swann’s (2013) study on pupil disaffection also noted that disaffection was a complex 

and dynamic problem, difficult to solve. She describes the disaffected young people in so many 

ways similar to those at risk of school exclusion. Swann stated that ‘all that name-calling is 

‘witless witterings’ unless we confront the root causes of poor behaviour’ (Swann, 2013, pg. 

2). That’s a challenge to all people working with young people at risk to take into consideration 

what might lay behind the displayed poor behaviours.  

McGregor and Mills’ (2012) study on Australia’s alternative schools revealed that many of the 

attendees of such learning centres would have left mainstream school early due to 

marginalisation. The study findings point towards the significance of reviewing the school-

based contextual issues of teacher-student relationships, curriculum content and teaching 

strategies when considering the issues surrounding disengaged youth risk factors. These 

authors condemned the habit of individualising and pathologising the risk factors and called 

for a broader approach that does not support youth at risk in isolation of the school contextual 
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influences (McGregor and Mills, 2012). Consistent with this view, a UK study by Thomson 

and Russell (2009) also argued that school cultures, curriculum and practices are all involved 

in young people’s poor behaviour.    

Thus, there are a range of views and perspectives about the pathways to school exclusion. Some 

views focussed on the individual young person’s psychological, social and cultural 

background; others on the school culture and ethos; whilst other views were based on the 

examination of a wide range of external social, economic, political and policy influences at 

local and national level. These risk factors can therefore, be classified in specific domains 

which interact in the day-to-day life of a young person to enhance understanding. The domains 

consist of risks relating to the young person’s schooling experience; personal characteristics; 

family background; local community and national context (Walker & Donaldson, 2011).  

These risk factors contribute to young people’s difficulties, which are not only detrimental to 

these individuals but also society as a whole (Parsons, 2011). Several researchers have 

suggested the importance of examining how these risk factors work and noted that there is an 

inherent danger that, without adequate and robust assessment criteria, mistakes may happen 

(Levesley et al. 2006; Theriot et al. 2010). For example, young people who are identified to be 

at risk or labelled problematic might be those whose language, culture, values, home 

communities and family structures do not conform to those of the dominant school culture 

(Howard et al. 1999; Roger, 2008). The critical review of the risk factors research also revealed 

several theoretical approaches applied to interpret school exclusion processes. The section on 

theoretical terrain will explore these models in detail. Below is a critical analysis of successive 

governments’ response to the problem.  

Government construction of the risk problem: a critique 

From the above research review, it is apparent that there are assorted risks that young people 

are facing ranging from self-based issues to wider national and global issues. In response to 

these risks, successive governments endeavoured to counteract their impact by introducing 

policies aimed at improving educational outcomes for young people while at the same time 

cutting school funding (Hull et al. 2009; DCSF, 2007b; DfE, 2019). The recently published 

Timpson Review was criticised for not looking at the current school funding policy to ensure 

adequate resources for schools (OCC, 2019).  

Thus, despite the debate about risks and its central message of care and support for young 

people, certain views challenge this notion of risks and the therapeutic practices it attracts. 
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Some argue that the emergence of preoccupation with risk and therapeutic ethos are rooted in 

notions of diminished self-view (Ecclestone et al. 2005). According to Ecclestone et al. (2005), 

such support results in the deployment of emotional and wellbeing-centred education for young 

people rather than providing support for real life challenges faced by them. Yet, research 

evidence revealed that most young people identified to be at risk are struggling to deal with the 

challenges they meet in different environments (Tolan et al. 2004). Echoing the same view, 

Gillies (2011) also argued that the therapeutic model supporting SEAL (DfE, 2005; 2007a) 

activities in schools, tends to personalise challenges and thus, misconstrue socially and 

culturally rooted difference, and as a result consider particular behaviours as abnormal in the 

process. These views highlight the gap between the 'rational emotionality’ being encouraged 

and the anxious, and frequently unmanageable, emotions that influence school life daily 

(Gillies, 2011). 

Munn et al. (2005) and Southall (2008) also argued against this shift pointing out that it has 

resulted in an increase in medical diagnoses which are attached to any behaviour considered to 

be abnormal. From their perspective, such behaviour should be understood also as a response 

to underlying multiple adversities in their lives not merely as an individual medical condition 

that causes the child to be the target of intervention, whilst the wider significant issues are 

rendered invisible (Munn et al. 2005; Southall, 2008). Thus, pathologising and individualising 

poor behaviour overlooks the need to find a solution through educational and social 

interventions (Ashurst and Venn, 2014).  

These critics suggest the significance of formulating policy that reflects the key issues in young 

people’s lives and the development of practices that are influenced by the specific needs of 

young people at risk. It has been argued that a current education system might and ought to 

have developed a sensitive, optimistic and effective approaches for dealing with poor behaviour 

in school settings, citing that other European countries deal with the problem differently 

(Parsons, 2011). This perspective concurs with Lumby (2012) who highlighted the need for 

inclusion of young people at risk’s experiences and perspectives in order to provide a better 

and positive understanding of the risk factors influencing their behaviours. Some of these 

factors operate as underlying social and cultural factors embedded in educational and social 

disadvantage. Different strategies being employed to reduce school exclusions within the 

local/national context are presented next. 

Support Provision and Intervention Strategies for Young People at Risk 
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This section looks at the dynamics and dilemmas associated with support provision for young 

people at risk within the school context, family context and local context in relation to this 

study. It aims to provide an evidence-informed analysis of support provision and intervention 

steps. 

Support provision within the school context 

It has been suggested that school cultures are connected to processes of disciplinary policy and 

accountability systems that influence teachers’ options with regards to behaviour management 

and negotiations with students (McGregor and Mills, 2012). As young people transit from 

primary to secondary education, some of them struggle to connect with the school culture. 

Their diverse background, family values, support networks, emotional disposition and 

cultural/social capital all contribute to shaping a young person’s schooling experiences (Taylor 

and Sigh, 2005). Thus, there has been a consideration in literature of the challenges faced by 

young people during this transition and the need to demystify their perception of secondary 

schooling as well as creating strong links between schools to ensure that suitable induction is 

carried out (McGee et al. 2004).  

Research has indicated that young people transitioning to secondary school are likely to be 

affected by the size of schools, the emphasis placed on school rules and expectations and the 

amount of work assigned to them (Anderson et al. 2000). Negative experiences of transition 

not only affect academic achievement, but the well-being and mental health of young people 

(Zeedyk et al. 2003). The implication is that greater emphasis given to ability, success and 

competition at the expense of individual effort and a holistic development, affects young people 

negatively. Recent policy development recommended LAs and schools work together to run 

transition programmes for young people who may struggle with the move from primary to 

secondary (DfE, 2019). 

Ball (2013) provided a broader understanding of how school-related policies contribute to the 

needs of at risk young people. He pointed out that, in an era of neoliberal educational 

competitiveness, young people become the problem for failing to negotiate the hazards of this 

so-called risk society that demands increasing levels of social, emotional and educational 

capital to succeed. Adding that, in such cases, schools are situated to play a vital role to develop 

any lacking competencies using diverse intervention strategies. Hence, there is need for schools 

to acknowledge the socio-economic context and inequalities within which they operate (Ball, 

2006). Moreover, as highlighted above, official labels such as young people ‘at risk’ tend to 
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individualise the issue of school exclusion drawing attention away from the contextual issues 

of school ethos.    

Other scholars in this field also identified the differences in the manner that schools manage 

school exclusion processes, illuminating the socially constructed nature of school exclusions 

(Parsons, 2011; Trotman et al. 2015). This is due to the variations in the way schools 

conceptualise and practise school exclusion as a disciplinary system and educational outcome. 

Similarly, the Timpson Review (DfE, 2019) findings insinuated that the differences in 

exclusion rates was driven by issues of place, community context, area demographics, and 

policy and practice - that determines the particular means of managing behaviour and 

thresholds for using exclusion. The variations were a result of differences in school ethos, and 

values which in turn influenced how each school approached behaviour management and 

provided support for struggling young people in their settings. A discussion on the significance 

of school ethos follows next. 

School Ethos: Background, definition and impact on support provision 

According to Hargreaves, (1995), the idea of school ethos was introduced by Rutter et al. 

(1979) to explain their findings of a study on school effectiveness which revealed that some 

schools provided a more positive school environment for their pupils than might otherwise 

have been expected given the socio-economic background of their student intakes. Since then 

school ethos has been introduced into the glossary of educational discourse. However, over the 

years, it turned out to be an obscure idea that is highly resistant to a satisfactory definition and 

effective empirical work (Donnelly, 1999). The attempts to encompass school ethos into the 

broader concept of school culture proved to be inadequate as they failed to address the 

questions relating to the nature and content of ethos as encountered within the school (McLean, 

1986). The vagueness associated with school ethos was captured by Allder’s (1993) description 

of school ethos as, ‘the unique pervasive atmosphere of the educational setting which is 

brought about by activities or behaviour, primarily in the realm of social interaction, and to a 

lesser extent, in matters to do with the environment, of school staff and young people (Allder, 

1993).  

Allder’s view sheds light on the complexity and ambiguity of school ethos as in school contexts 

(1993). School ethos, therefore, can be defined as values that determine the school’s way of 

working and their approach to practice (Anorld et al. 2009). Reviewing school practices, Alan 

Steer acknowledged an emphasis on school ethos, recognising that ‘well-disciplined schools 
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create a whole school environment that is conducive to good discipline rather than reacting to 

particular incidents’ (DCSF, 2009, pg. 73). The influence and significance of factors within 

school ethos have been illuminated, and their effect on reducing school exclusions (Munn et 

al. 2000; Graham, 2012; Hatton 2013).  

For example, Eisner’s (1994) study into school ethos depicted the notion of a gap between the 

declared shared values of a school and the lived experiences of the pupils. Such findings have 

increased the need to examine school ethos in an endeavour to understand the risk factors of 

school exclusion. Hatton (2013) stated that the inclusion of school ethos in school exclusion 

research studies enhances an understanding of schools’ approach to practice and how that either 

aggravates or prevents exclusion. Mendez et al. (2002) pointed out that school disciplinary 

strategies as well as issues underlying the school exclusion ‘must be understood within the 

context of the school as a system and student behaviour as an independent facet of that system’ 

(2002, pg. 262). This implies that school ethos can dramatically influence young people’s 

behaviour and outcomes.  

However, most mainstream schools operate from a model of student-teacher relations where 

young people at risk’s disruptive behaviours are attributed to faults within the individual young 

person. According to Ball (2004), in an age of increasing individualisation of risk, the response 

has been to situate the blame and deficits within the young person. Though, Quinn et al. (2006) 

argued strongly against this view pointing out that when a young person fails to learn and 

develop, the fault lies not solely with the young person but also with the system and the adults 

responsible for it. It can be perhaps an indication of additional support needs. Te Riele (2007) 

also makes the point that rather than targeting the young people at risk, schools need to change 

from focussing on uniformity of student needs to diversity of needs.  

Furthermore, the subsequent education reform policies have highlighted the significance of 

school ethos stating that a positive school ethos is vital in creating a positive learning setting 

(DfE, 2011; 2014; Scottish Executive, 2006). Since then, a recurring idea identified in policy 

as integral to successful school improvement is creation of a positive school ethos which was 

highlighted in the recent Timpson Review (DfE, 2019). Its findings revealed that the variations 

in the use and practice of school exclusion was significantly due to the differences in school 

culture. The implication was that the schools’ approach to practice substantially influenced the 

school exclusion processes and therefore, the outcomes for youth. In the next section, I briefly 

illuminate the significance of parental engagement. 



69 | P a g e  
 

Parental involvement or engagement during school exclusion process 

In many countries and across different school systems, the issue of engaging parents in 

schooling is a shared aspiration and goal. In the UK, parental involvement and engagement has 

been at the locus of policy for the past 12 years (DCSF, 2007b). The Children’s Plan provided 

a synopsis for the government’s strategy to tackle low aspirations among young people 

demonstrating a strong belief that parental engagement makes a significant difference to 

educational outcomes (DCSF, 2007b).  

Harris and Goodall’s (2007) study found that schools that succeed in engaging parents in 

learning consistently reinforced the fact that parents matter for children’s school learning. The 

notion that parents should be given the opportunity to share their hopes and aspirations for their 

children is also shared by a number of researchers (Lamb, 2009; Ferlazzo, 2011; Day, 2013; 

Kemp et al. 2009). Echoing this view, Ferlazzo (2011) stated that schools need to relate to 

families not as clients, but as partners in school and community improvement. Highlighting the 

significance of building a ‘two-way partnership’ and a close relationship based on ‘mutual 

trust, respect and a commitment’ to improving learning outcomes, especially when dealing with 

vulnerable parents (Harris and Goodall, 2007, pg. 5). Therefore, Crozier and Davies (2007) 

illuminated the effect of teachers’ attitude when dealing with ethnic minority families warning 

schools against using a ‘one size fits all’ approach which fails to recognise cultural differences. 

An approach that can make schools spaces where exclusion is common and discrimination 

occurs. 

Furthermore, a number of barriers to engaging parents have been identified such as parental 

experience of education which influences how they perceive the school and teachers; lack of 

good understanding of the school structure; lack of confidence in attending formal meetings 

and expressing themselves due to language and literacy (DCSF, 2007; Harris and Goodall, 

2008). Therefore, parents can view the school space as a place where they experienced failure, 

a place of conflict, or as representatives of a system that they may fight and even support their 

children to fight it. DeCarvalho (2000) nonetheless, suggested that the focus should be on 

parental engagement with their child’s learning, which holds benefit to the child, rather than 

parental interaction with the school. Such a dialogue can demystify the parents’ negative 

experiences with the school setting (DeCarvalho, 2000).  
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Local Context: Role of multi-agency team  

Since the introduction of the Children Act 1989 which made collaboration mandatory, 

strengthened by the 2004 Children Act, and the Working Together to Safeguard Children 

(DfES, 2006; DCSF, 2007), LAs have funded many initiatives aimed at meeting the 

educational, health and social needs of young people in need (Galloway et al. 1989; Dyson et 

al. 2014). The recently published school exclusion review report emphasised the importance of 

a holistic approach from all relevant partners when dealing with school exclusions (DfE, 2019). 

Responding to its findings, the review concluded that the variations in how school exclusion is 

used goes beyond the influence of school context (DfE, 2019). Suggesting that, it cannot be the 

job of schools alone to take action towards understanding and addressing the complex 

underlying needs that young people bring to the education table.  

Thus, the current government education reforms strongly advocate multi-agency working, 

particularly in relation to young people facing difficulties in school and in their 

neighbourhoods, or those identified with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties 

(Working together to safeguard children, 2018; DfE, 2019). The use of multi-agency teams is 

meant to provide appropriate support for struggling young people to prevent exclusion from 

school. A necessary requirement for effective multi-agency teams is that all parties involved 

have a clear understanding of their own aims and ethos as well as being fully aware of their 

roles (DfES, 2006i).  

Policy critics like Reid (2005), Argent (2007) and Ball (2013) viewed the multi-agency 

working approach as one of the most challenging tasks that would take a generation of 

professionals to achieve, considering the diversity of professionals, agencies and sectors 

involved in the actual practice as well as the resources and skills it requires. Meanwhile, other 

critics accept that the policy focus on improving every level of professional support for children 

perceived to be vulnerable brought about a new philosophy that shaped multi-agency working 

(Walker, 2008; Harris and Allen, 2011). This approach has highlighted the diversity of views 

and perspectives with regards to the role of multi-agency teams in schools and related policies.   

Multi-agency working however, remains a challenge especially since 2010, when the Coalition 

government’s public funding cutbacks agenda resulted in lack of support for LA roles and local 

partnerships. Thus, the multi-agency framework has been quietly dismantled for the past nine 

years, even though it is recognised as important in official policy (DfE, 2019). Suggesting that, 

government regulations still stipulate the need for professionals to integrate services in order 



71 | P a g e  
 

to provide co-ordinated support for children, just as firmly as it was a decade ago (Lamming, 

2009; Steady et al. 2004). The gaps in support services identified within the literature are 

discussed below. 

Identified Gaps  

It is evident from the research studies above that multi-agency developments within the UK 

positioned the local authority at the centre of responsibility, as they were driven by a robust 

national policy imperative (DCSF, 2007). Literature reviewed revealed some uneven and 

gradual developments in some key areas that created gaps within support services. First, the 

application of this national policy produced varying levels of success and effective processes 

comprised of outward-looking approaches, contextualised responses and disposition to work 

across professional boundaries (Van Zanten, 2009). Despite this, when approached with 

contrasting local-level or organisational orientations, the interventions and results differed 

greatly (Van Zanten, 2009).   

Secondly, it has been noted that the short-term nature of much of the funding and resources 

surrounding multi-agency working and the lack of specified support, impacts on the 

permanency and sustainability of support provision for the young people at risk (Harris and 

Allen, 2011; Tucker, 2013). In particular, various initiatives were run on a short-term basis 

resulting in lack of time for entrenching and disseminating new ways of working (Parsons, 

2011). There has been an attempt by the current government to consolidate resources locally 

via the integrated policy agendas which schools and LAs have been responding to, in order to 

develop sustainable provision for at risk young people (Parsons, 2011; DfE, 2019). However, 

the need to prioritise funding and resources for multi-agency teams and promoting long-term 

forward planning remains a challenge. The disjointed activity is still evident within the local 

context.   

Thirdly, the integrated policy agenda was extremely sensitive to high-profile interruptions and 

vulnerable to contextual pressures due to the nature of the events that influenced the 

development and introduction of the policy (Harris and Allen, 2011). Essentially, the policy 

remains an unstable policy space that could be vulnerable to responsive pressures in place of 

systematic and systemic change. Findings of the Timpson Review report indicated that there is 

growing evidence that, what works in terms of its application is a sense of meaningful 

intervention that is individual (young person or family), needs-centred as well as diverse and 

broad (DfE, 2019). Suggesting the significance of understanding the specific needs of each 
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young person and their family. In the next section, key theories and theoretical approaches are 

considered as useful alternatives for explaining how the risk factors work and how effective 

assessment of individual needs can be achieved.   

Theoretical terrain  

The theoretical terrain which supports the scrutiny of challenges faced by young people at risk 

of school exclusion and the school exclusion-related policies introduced are extensive. The 

theories employed to explore the positions of young people at risk emerge from philosophy, 

psychology, sociology and education to the current happiness industry (Bailey, 2009). The 

theoretical premise for this study is that school exclusion doesn’t denote a sole event or an 

entirely organisational process, but is a social process conceptualised and practised within a 

politicised context by the individuals involved at different levels (Vulliamy and Webb, 2001; 

Munn et al. 2005; Parsons, 2012).  

The review indicated that risk does not imply causality and indeed some young people and 

their families may develop a level of resilience that helps them to flourish despite the multiple 

adversities (Lumpy, 2012). Additionally, it demonstrates that being at risk of school exclusion 

is a complex position because its causes and dynamics are expounded from different 

approaches based on the intended outcome of the interpretation (Smyth et al. 2014). The 

historical link to a wider range of social, educational, familial, economic and political factors 

presents different research perspectives (Parsons, 2012). 

Researchers have advocated for the application of research theories that recognise the influence 

of multiple adversities, structural inequalities and highlight the multi-dimensional effects of a 

unique mix of risk factors at various levels in diverse contexts. Such an approach appears to 

align with the problem behaviour theories, multiple adversities theories, critical systems theory 

and critical social ecology theory. The usefulness of these alternative ways of understanding 

the risk factors impacting on youth at risk in relation to this research study is presented in the 

next sections starting with a review of theories relevant to both risk and resistance.  

Problem Behaviour Theory 

A research study done by Lumpy (2012) used the notions of resilience, wellbeing, buoyancy, 

enjoyment and happiness as concepts to explore the perspectives of disaffected and disengaged 

young people. Hirschman’s theory of exit, voice and loyalty was employed to explore the 

young people’s choices and the effect of factors related to successful navigation of schooling 
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such as competence, relationships and societal attitude on their schooling experiences. The 

study concluded that schools act to maintain the internal conditions of the system and that a 

substantial minority of young people were at long-term risk due to local and national 

unwillingness to separate economic benefit from conservation of the existing school system 

(Lumby, 2012). 

In the USA, government-funded community programmes and policies for youth at risk shaped 

by articulated and empirically supported models of youth at risk behaviours, resulted in 

conceptual and practical difficulties (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). These authors argued that 

from a pragmatic perspective, the main challenges of a risk-focussed approach is that it resulted 

in the proliferation of separate problem-specific programs in each risk area. Rather than 

emphasising the identification of shared risk, protective and promotive factors, both research 

and practice generally treated adolescent risk behaviours as separate and independent, with 

little consideration of their connectedness and inter-related casual pathways (Guerra & 

Bradshaw, 2008). As a result they advocated for empirically supported theoretical models such 

as problem-behaviour theory that provide a logical system for understanding the common 

predictors of multiple risk or problem behaviours (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). Other studies 

utilised multiple adversities theories to understand how the risk factors operate to influence 

young people at risk.  

Multiple Adversities Theory 

A study done on multiple adversities in troubled families from the parents’ perspectives 

employed an in-depth qualitative method using a biographical narrative approach to explore 

the parents’ experiences of multiple adversities at different times over the life course (Blunting 

et al. 2017). The aim of the study was to identify the range of family adversities, service 

provision and barriers to accessing services by those facing the challenges in their life course.  

Specific broad areas of adversity that are consistently linked with negative outcomes were 

identified as constituting multiple compounding adversities by Davidson et al. (2012). These 

include poverty, debt and financial pressures; child abuse/child protection concerns; family 

violence/domestic violence; parental illness/disability; parental substance abuse; parental 

mental-health problems; family separation/bereavement/imprisonment and parental 

offending/anti-social behaviour’ (Davidson et al. 2012 cited in Blunting et al. 2017).  

These authors argued that the Troubled Families policy of intervention agenda was based on a 

deficit approach that tends to ignore the role of structural disadvantage in the lives of the 
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families it targets (Blunting et al. 2017). While acknowledging that different UK reviews have 

made valuable links between particular risk factors and poor outcomes, Blunting et al. (2017) 

pointed out that the way in which such analysis has been used to develop policy and target 

interventions has been stigmatising, limited and controversial. In particular, they stated that 

concerns have emerged that an over-emphasis on risk engenders a deficit approach to practice, 

concealing individual or family strengths and resources, pathologising at risk families, whilst 

ignoring the impact of structural factors such as poverty, and further marginalising vulnerable 

families (Featherstone et al. 2014).  

Recognition of the impact of multiple adversities on families within the UK policy 

development and ideas about supporting families with complex needs emerged since the 

introduction of the SEU (1998) policy. In particular, initiatives such as the ‘Think Family’ 

(SEU Task Force, 2007a) and the Troubled Families agenda (Her Majesty’s Government, 

2012) and associated Family Intervention Projects (DCLG, 2012) were established to address 

multiple needs through multi-agency approaches to working with all the family members. 

However, the strategy was criticised for co-conceptualising such families as not only presenting 

physical, emotional and psychological risk to their children, but also posing economic risks to 

the public funds (Bunting et al. 2017). Levitas (2012), a critic of these initiatives, highlighted 

that risk factors such as ill-health, poverty and poor housing were removed from the agenda as 

the focus shifted to issues related to young people’s truancy, anti-social behaviour and the 

economic risks attached to them. Levitas (2012) stated that the shift of focus was intended to 

place the blame on individual families for their position within society, using rational choice 

discourse.  

This study further illuminated the shortcomings of government policy’s view of families with 

multiple adversities by referring to the Casey’s troubled families’ report (DfE, 2012), which in 

their view, lacked basic ethical considerations (Barley, 2012) as it presented an inadequate 

understanding of the lives of individual families (Blunting et al, 2017). Although, they 

acknowledged that the report conveyed valuable information, it was revealed that it lacked a 

clear methodology and framework for analysis. The implication was that it was hard to 

ascertain whether the report findings represented the voices of individual families, or the voice 

of the Troubled Families agenda (Bunting et al. 2017). Hence, it was argued that the report was 

permeated by a deficit approach, which overlooked the difficult challenges exhibited by the 

majority of participants and disregarded the explanations and interpretations given by parents 
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(Bunting et al. 2017). Thus, they contended for the vulnerability of parents to be noticed and 

supported where possible, treating them as individual families.  

As such, these authors encouraged the use of qualitative methods which are sensitive and 

humane approaches such as to engagement that recognise the individual (Turney, 2012), 

respect the lived experiences and acknowledge the diversity of parenting practices in policy 

and practice research (Blunting et al. 2017). It was pointed out that pushing the blame of poor 

behaviour of a young person on parents can lead to inappropriate interventions, such as parent 

education courses, when it’s only practical support needed (Gillies, 2007). The rational choice 

discourse in Casey’s report (DfE, 2012) was therefore, criticised again for rejecting the 

intricacy of the struggles faced by at risk families and, instead, served to increase the 

internalisation of social stigma and dishonour, further marginalising parents from support 

services (Blunting et al. 2017). The study concluded by pointing out that current government 

policies were generally based on a simplistic common sense understanding of complex social 

problems that ignore structural inequality as a potential contributing factor to being at risk, a 

deficit approach.   

Critical Systems Theory   

Proposing a theoretical shift in the approaches used by professionals to make sense of the key 

issues in young people’s lives, Houston (2002) traversed through the events that led to the 

introduction of restrictive models of child abuse discourse during the late 1970s, 1980s and 

1990s, particularly in social work practice. The shift from such models happened in 2000 when 

New Labour introduced a new framework for assessing Children in Need that utilised an 

ecological approach to assessment. The framework which was considered a turning point by 

policy commentators focused on identifying the connection between child poverty and 

developmental delay; advocating for a systematic approach to child welfare that employed 

various theories, such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model of human development (Houston, 

2002).  

Since then, ecological understandings of child welfare stress the need to situate children within 

family and wider social networks and contexts (Houston 2002). The four levels of family and 

broader social context consisted of: 

 The micro-system which is the immediate environment individuals engage in particular 

activities such as school, family and friends. 
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 The meso-system which includes inter-relations among major settings containing the 

developing person. 

 The exo-system which is an extension of the meso-system that encompasses other 

social structures such as community, social networks and social media. 

 The macro-system which entails a wide-ranging institutional culture and sub-culture 

such as economic, social, educational, legal and political and also incorporates micro, 

exo, and meso-systems.            

According to Houston (2002), despite the shortfall of this ecological approach, it was useful 

for providing a systematic way of analysing, understanding and recording the experiences of 

children and young people within their families and the wider community where they lived 

(Howarth, 2000). Furthermore, Jack’s (2010) study described the basis for using ecological 

approaches in assessing the needs of young people as connected to a belief that the development 

and behaviour of individuals could only be comprehended fully in the contexts of the 

environment they live in. However, critics of this approach argued that ecological perspectives 

provided an insufficient account of the structural inequalities of power differentials that 

persuade modern, capitalistic society. Adding that, without an appreciation of such risk factors, 

those working with vulnerable young people, such as social workers, were viewed to be 

unqualified to address the environmental factors adversely influencing a child’s development 

(Houston, 2002). 

In particular, Houston noted that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1979) recognised the 

consequences of social class and structural inequalities within the wider society (2002). 

Nevertheless, the theory failed to examine the steering tendencies and ideological functions of 

the macro-system that was described in simple terms. Hence, it inadequately theorised power 

and social structure. By highlighting these deficits within the ecological theories, Houston 

(2002) argued for a more sufficient conceptualisation of power and an appreciation of the idea 

that the distribution of social, material and symbolic capital varies significantly within the 

different social classes (Bourdieu, 1979). That approach in turn, will help to prevent the over-

generalised approach to social reality (Houston, 2002). Hence, the Habermas’ critical systems 

theory was proposed as an alternative understanding that could mitigate the gaps within 

ecological theory.  

In Houston’s view, Habermas’ critical systems theory which could not be easily adopted by 

political ideologies seeking to redefine the role of the welfare state and ‘social interventionism’, 
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provided an alternative theory to system-based theories (2002, pg. 5). The critical systems 

theory has been applied in a range of disciplines including epistemology, linguistics, 

philosophy and social and political theory, and is known for its insights on power in late 

modernity. Such insights can be adopted by those devoted to the pursuits of social justice 

through an ecological perspective (Houston, 2002). According to Houston (2002), the strength 

of Habermas’ theory emanates from his fundamental proposition in relation to the nature of a 

‘form of universalistic communication’ (2002, pg. 6), that Habermas termed ‘communicative 

action’ (Habermas, 1984).  

Habermas described ‘communicative action’ as a type of speech that happens when actors 

engage in speech that is based on reason and the construction of the valid case characterised by 

‘truth and honesty’, leading to ‘mutual understanding and consensus’ (Habermas, 1984; 

Houston, 2002, pg. 6). Communicative action holds power in check as all actors are permitted 

to share their views irrespective of their status, age, gender, or social class. In his developed 

work Habermas (1996) argued that, if communicative action can be realised through a new 

form of radical, discursive democracy, then systemic power can be held in check (Houston, 

2002, pg. 8). Houston noted that development of Habermas’ theory revealed that the notion of 

power and its connection to social systems was essential to his consideration of social and 

political theory (2002).  

Contrasting Habermas’ theory and Bronfenbrenner’s formulation of the connection between 

the macro system (the state) and the exo-system (the civil society), Houston (2002) argued that 

the contradictions, points of resistance and the opportunities for synergy between these spheres 

were not considered due to the theory’s simplicity. Adding that the lack of an explanation on 

how the macro system and the exo-system have interacted and developed over time, renders 

Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical concepts inadequate for providing an understanding of the impact 

of ideology and hegemony on young people’s cultural experiences (Houston, 2002).  

Moreover, the inattentiveness of Bronfenbrenner’s theory to social change was highlighted, 

stating that Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical views about the redirection of resources towards 

disadvantaged young people were not backed by a proposal of the means for practising it 

(Houston, 2002). Therefore, it has been argued that such a deficit made his theory a ‘gloss’ 

without a sufficient elementary textbook (Houston 2002, pg. 9). Implying that, strategies for 

change should be based on language and social interaction, supported by a discourse ethics 

grounded in individual and collective rights and incorporated throughout formal and informal 
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systems. That then demonstrates the possibilities of mediation between the macro-system and 

the exo-system as well as mirroring its growing inter-dependence (Houston, 2002). 

Reflecting on Houston’s theoretical arguments, it can be stated that critical systems theory 

destroys ideology and restores people to an awareness of their historical position as participants 

under constraints that can be sensibly evaluated. As such power can therefore, be fully 

understood and brought under control (Houston, 2002, pg. 11). In other words, reflexive 

awareness deconstructs practice, revealing the system’s misrepresentation of needs 

interpretation, keeping power under scrutiny, and using ‘communicative reason as a sensor’ to 

expose ideology (Houston 2002, pg. 12). This can only be achieved if reflexive awareness is 

incorporated throughout into social work training practice and research so that it becomes part 

of the professional’s habitus (Bourdieu, 1989). Throughout this study, Houston (2002) 

demonstrated that system-based theories and ecological theories are inadequate as a basis for 

young people’s risk factors assessment because such approaches fail to explain how power 

operates within society. He concludes by proposing the use of critical systems theory of Jurgen 

Habermas (1984; 1996) as an alternative understanding of how risk factors influence the lives 

of young people at risk and an approach for assessing their specific needs. In the next section, 

another proposition to integrate theoretical frameworks is presented. 

Critical Social Ecology Theory  

In this study, Houston (2015) took a step further in his endeavour to expand and fully utilise 

the bio-ecological development model by suggesting the use of its aspects with Bourdieu’s 

analytical concepts of habitus, field and capital. Acknowledging Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) 

model deficit caused by the under-theorisation of power, agency and structure in shaping the 

person-context inter-relationship, life opportunities and social being, the author sought to 

combine these two widely used theories in social sciences. The belief was that, the two theories 

combined together might enable the development of critical social ecology of child 

development which takes account of power and the interaction of agency and structure. A brief 

overview of each of the theoretical frameworks and how they can be aligned is considered 

below. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development 

The 1979 early thinking of Bronfenbrenner entitled, ‘The ecology of human development’, had 

primarily stressed the significance of social context surrounding the individual young person. 

However, the 2005 model took a different emphasis. As a result of self-reflection and self-
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critique, Bronfenbrenner expanded his idea of context to provide a greater conception of the 

person, and how the diverse factors operating at different levels might influence behaviour. 

Therefore, he introduced the process, person, context and time (PPCT) model (Bronfenbrenner, 

2005). The PPCT model placed emphasis on the role of inter-related ecological layers of 

context in close and wider proximity to individuals’ development. He used four levels to 

describe the layers.  

Process: Refers to the interactions with other people, objects and environment and is the 

primary mechanism in human development. These interactions involve the fused and the 

dynamic relation of the individual and the context. It is through engaging in these interactions 

that a person comes to make sense of their world and comes to understand their place in it 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005).  

Person: Refers to individual repertoire of biological, cognitive, emotional and behavioural 

characteristics and the individual’s role in multiple and continually changing contexts. 

Bronfenbrenner (2005) emphasised three levels of personal characteristics an individual brings 

to any given situation; demand characteristics which are instant impetus that is recognisable to 

another person as they look at you like your physical appearance and gender. These may 

influence initial interactions because of anticipations, presumptions and beliefs. Resource 

characteristics relate to mental and emotional resources as well as social and material resources. 

Force characteristics refer to differences in temperament, motivation and persistence. Young 

people may have similar resource characteristics but have different developmental trajectories 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). These characteristics however, reflect Bronfenbrenner’s 

psychological mind-set which is very different from a sociological perspective that views 

individuality and personhood - sense of self - as socially constructed and shaped.    

Context: Fundamental to this concept is that the individual exists within and across complex 

inter-related and inter-connected systems, micro, meso, exo and macro systems in which 

processes take place (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Based on systems that are conceptualised as 

nested levels of the ecology of human development.  

Time: The concept of time is based on the understanding that our environment is not constant 

and is continually changing. It is conceptualised as consisting of multiple dimensions of 

temporality. In the 2005 Bronfenbrenner model, this concept is divided into three types of time; 

micro, meso and macro time.  
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According to Houston’s (2015) study, the PPCT model can be utilised in the belief that human 

development is primarily a social affair and, therefore, the model provides a schematic focus 

for assessment of young people’s needs and the type of intervention required. He further 

suggests the use of this model for reflecting on the wider impact of culture and political systems 

in terms of inequalities, while at the same time examining the interplay between the internal 

and external world (Houston, 2015). Implying that the utility of this model arises from its 

capacity to identify the diverse factors operating at different ecological levels, such as family, 

peer group, classroom curriculum, student-teacher relationship and community factors that 

may influence behaviour. Although, each school’s approach to school exclusion represents a 

unique mix of historic and current contextual influences, the model embodies a useful 

theoretical paradigm within which to consider individual circumstances as well as similar 

experiences. Consequently, the model legitimates an optimistic approach to support by 

allocating resources and supporting critical areas within complex contextual systems, which 

have to date failed to support the specific needs of young people at risk.  

Nevertheless, while appreciating the usefulness of this theory, Houston (2015) critiqued 

Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical concepts for failing to provide a full theorisation of power and 

ideology as well as for not taking an individualised/essentialist view of the self and identity to 

strengthen his scholarly and advocacy work. Arguing that the model cannot explain how power 

shapes social life in different contexts and how it operates to reproduce social classification 

(Houston, 2015). Drawing from Foucault’s (1977) theory, Houston added that the model does 

not provide an understanding of how power operates as a form of discipline and punishment in 

neoliberal societies (2015). An understanding that is crucial if ecological theory is to provide 

an explanatory account of ‘person-in-society’ and the structural barriers (Houston, 2015, pg. 

6). In other words, Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (2005) neglected how power, ecology and 

socialisation shape a young person’s consciousness, demonstrating the need to combine it with 

other theoretical frameworks that acknowledge the impact of power, agency and structure on 

young people’s behaviours. Houston suggested aligning Bronfenbrenner’s idea with 

Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts.   

Bourdieu, power and social ecology   

The work of Pierre Bourdieu (a French Social Theorist) was initially introduced to many 

educationalists in the English-speaking world in 1977 through the publication of the translation 

of ‘Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture’ (Harker, 1984; Reay, 1998, Nash, 2002; 
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Mills, 2008; Naidoo, 2009). Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field have made 

significant contributions to understanding of the role played by schools and school support 

systems in reproducing social and cultural inequalities through the hidden linkages between 

educational achievement and cultural heritage (Bourdieu, 1998; Reay, 2004). Thus, the strength 

of this framing is primarily its ability to examine complex sociological issues related to power, 

agency and structural inequalities. However, in relation to critical social ecology proposition, 

Houston (2015) focused on demonstrating how the three interlinked concepts of habitus, capital 

and field can allow the possibility of developing a critical ecology theory by combining them 

with Bronfenbrenner’s theory. These concepts are briefly discussed here, starting with the 

concept of habitus.   

Bourdieu (1998) defined habitus as: 

As a socialised body. A structured body, a body which has incorporated the immanent structures 

of a world or of a particular sector of that world – a field – and which structures the perception 

of that world as well as action in that world (Bourdieu, 1998, pg. 81), 

Suggesting that habitus can be described as that system of dispositions which acts as a mediator 

between structures and practice (Bourdieu, 1977) and symbolises knowledge about one’s place 

in the social world. It connects the social structure of a field with the actions of individuals 

within the field (Mills, 2008). According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), an individual’s 

habitus is influenced by external ‘conditions of existence’, including social class and family, 

which in turn become the ‘basis of perception and appreciation’ of all ensuing experience 

(1977, pg. 78). In line with this view, Houston (2015) stated that over time a person’s habitus 

will reflect social dissections within the surrounding culture. Habitus can therefore, operate 

below the level of consciousness as it is indoctrinated within people and systems.  

Consequently, it works as an underlying, conditioning and orienting set of practices by 

providing people with a sense of how to act and respond in the course of their daily lives 

‘without consciously obeying rules explicitly posed as such’ (Bourdieu, 1990a, pg. 76). As a 

result, Bourdieu describes habitus as a product of history which produces individual and 

collective practices (1990a). According to Thompson (1991), the characteristics a young person 

displays are also structured in the sense that:  

They unavoidably reflect the social conditions within which they were acquired. An individual 

from a working class background, for instance, will have acquired dispositions which are 
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different in certain respects from those acquired by individuals who were brought up in a middle 

class family (Thompson, 1991, pg. 13). 

Connecting habitus to child ecology, Houston (2015) noted that habitus shapes parenting styles, 

influences the home environment, and ultimately the family life experienced by children which 

depends upon class background. He also noted the direct influence of parenting policy 

discourses and social media on how parents should raise their children and what is deemed as 

good parenting (Houston, 2015).  

This is consistent with literature that points out that the habitus an individual acquires depends 

on the position they occupy in society, which is related to their particular endowment capital 

(Wacquant, 1998). The implication is that being well endowed with various types of capital 

increases one’s power to influence what happens within the field and helps them to maximise 

their potential (Houston, 2015). Bourdieu (1986) used the word ‘capital’ to describe the social 

products, both resources as well as rewards, of a field through which individuals carry out 

competitive social action (Vryonides, 2007; Houston, 2015), thereby creating symbolic capital 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Simply put, capital refers to a person’s access to or possession 

of a range of different types of resources (Bourdieu, 2003). These resources can be material or 

ideational. Bourdieu extended Marx’s work on economic capital to offer a more nuanced 

version of class which includes other forms of capital (Mills, 2008). He achieved that by 

emphasizing non-economic forms of capital to include social and cultural (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977). Bourdieu (1986) demonstrated how these concepts support economic 

positions known as social class. 

Cultural capital as a form of symbolic capital is formed by experiences in one’s home, which 

constitutes cultural resources that may be used to assert one’s position in a social field, 

conferring social advantage to some individuals over others (Bourdieu, 1986; Naidoo, 2009). 

In other words, the knowledge experiences or connections that one has accumulated throughout 

the life-courses that enable an individual to succeed more than one who has a different set of 

knowledge experience or connections. Hence, symbolic capital is a form of capital that is 

produced within the field when a human agent enters the field. Bourdieu describes symbolic 

capital as a ‘social power that imposes social limitations on those who do not have the cultural 

and social capital required to combat challenges posed by the privileged social classes’ 

(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Thus, they used the term symbolic capital for a command of 

behaviours that legitimise inequality (Naidoo, 2009).  
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With reference to social ecology, such a form of social advantage over the others affects a 

child’s educational outcomes (Houston, 2015). It has been noted that outstanding and good 

schools are likely to be found in communities possessing high level of social and cultural 

capital (Woolley et al. 2008; Houston, 2015). Furthermore, young people from middle-class 

families will have access to resources that enable them to achieve better than their peers due to 

their parents’ social and cultural capital (Reay, 2004). According to Houston (2015), such 

young people have access to reading books, educational technology, and extra curricula 

activities as well as access to information about mental health and well-being.  

In an attempt to describe Bourdieu’s third concept - field, Thompson (1991) stated that 

particular practices should not be seen as simply the product of habitus, but as ‘the product of 

the relation between the habitus and the specific social contexts or “fields” within which 

individuals act’, (1991, pg. 13). Elaborating his definition of field, Thompson (1991) described 

these social contexts or fields of action as ‘structured spaces of positions in which the positions 

and their interrelations are determined by the distribution of different kinds of resources or 

forms of capital’ (1991, pg. 14). Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992a), also defined field as,  

A network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions objectively defined, in 

their existence and in the determinations they impose upon their occupants, agents, or 

institutions, by their present and potential situation in the structure of the distribution of species 

of power or capital whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at stake 

in the field, as well as by their objective relation to other positions (1992a, pg. 72-73).  

Thus, a field can be viewed as an arena of struggle; the site of a more or less openly declared 

struggle for power and influence between the dominant and the dominated who are unequally 

endowed in the objects and the weapons of struggle (Grenfell & James, 1998). This is due to 

the fact that agents do not enter fields with equal amounts, or identical configurations of capital. 

Rather, according to Grenfell and James (1998) ‘some have inherited wealth, cultural 

distinctions from upbringing and family connections, hence they already possess quantities of 

relevant capital…. which makes them better players than others in certain field games and 

conversely, some are disadvantaged’ (1998, pg. 21). Therefore, Bourdieu’s view is that, there 

is a probability that a school’s dominant culture might have an influence on why struggling 

young people end up excluded or at risk of school exclusion. This view is based on the 

understanding and acknowledgement of ‘power struggles’ continuously taking place in the 

field among the participants who have conflicting intentions such as seeking to ‘preserve status 
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quo or to change it’, and varying opportunities of ‘winning or losing’, depending on where they 

are ‘located in the structured space of positions’ as stated by Thompson (1991, pg.14).  

Linking this concept to social ecology, the school setting therefore, becomes an arena in which 

young people are socially positioned and subjected to rules that define school standards, student 

behaviour and learning attitudes (Houston, 2015). That, to some extent, implies that the social 

and cultural capital the young people brought into the school determined the position they take 

within that field. In other words, the habitus of some students within the field will resemble 

more closely the values that the school seeks to transmit consciously or unconsciously and 

legitimately (Mills, 2008). Whether they be inclined to working class values or middle class 

values (Houston, 2015).  

As a result, those that do not have the acceptable habits, manners, language, behaviours and 

attitudes within the school environment might end up at odds with the school system causing 

them to be at risk of school exclusion. These disadvantaged young people could be easily 

silenced and their voice denied by the school practices as they are refused permission to speak 

from their own histories, experiences and social positions due to being viewed as possessing 

capital in the wrong currency (Gewirtz et a. 1995). Thus, teachers’ practices and how they 

relate with all groups of young people may form their judgements about their abilities and 

progress and by so doing, exercise power to reproduce inequality (Gerwitz et al. 1995; Houston, 

2015).  

Integrating the two theoretical frameworks 

According to Grenfell (2006, pg. 234), Bourdieu did not develop ‘theory for theory’s sake’, 

but he viewed his conceptual ‘thinking tools’ emerging as part of an ‘imminent necessity’ when 

engaging in practical social issues. Thus, his theory is part of critical social theory which aims 

to change as well as theorise societal inequalities. These concepts are complex, but they enable 

researchers to make sense of the relationship between objective social structure and everyday 

practices (Webb et al. 2002). For Bourdieu, ‘the goal of sociological research is to uncover the 

most deeply buried structures of the different social worlds that make up the social universe, 

as well as the ‘mechanisms’ that tend to ensure their reproduction or transformation’ (Bourdieu, 

1996, pg. 1; Reay, 2004). It is these deeply buried social and cultural processes within the 

school environment, Stan Houston’s (2015) proposed critical social ecology theory might 

explain how they operate to influence the educational experiences of young people.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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In this proposition to integrate the ideas of Bronfenbrenner and Bourdieu’s theory, it is worth 

noting that Houston acknowledged that there was no direct connection between the two 

theories, but rather, some loose connections that made them share similar theoretical areas 

(Houston, 2015). Therefore, through the subtle similarities between Bronfenbrenner’s theory 

of human development and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of agency, structure and power, Houston 

(2015) established four primary connections between the two theories.  

First, due to a degree of similarity between Bronfenbrenner’s concept of a person’s cognitive 

and emotional characteristics and Bourdieu’s idea of a person’s habitus, Houston (2015) 

concluded that both theorists were interested in the person’s cognitive world and sought to 

understand it through a phenomenological approach. Even though, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) 

interest was in understanding how the inner world of thought and feelings influenced child 

development, Bourdieu (2003) sociologically focussed on the reproduction of power and class 

through habitus within the field. Both theorists acknowledged the importance of social context 

and processes of socialisation in modelling the world (Houston, 2015). From Houston’s (2015) 

perspective, this linkage was significant because the notion of habitus can then be applied to 

demonstrate the mechanism through which families come to ‘internalise hegemonic, 

behavioural and social norms, roles and social positions’ (Houston, 2015, pg. 9). As a result, 

the understanding of child development is expanded.   

The second similarity identified by Houston (2015) between the two theories was the person’s 

resource characteristics and endowment in capital. Both notions refer to the resources at the 

person’s disposal. Bronfenbrenner’s resource idea clearly indicated that the availability of 

material and social resources to any young person affects their educational achievements 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005), thus making this idea compatible to Bourdieu’s (2003) understanding 

of capital. Hence, Houston (2015) noted that both theorists emphasised the significance of 

educational and cultural resources in creating and providing opportunities to young people. It 

can be argued that Bourdieu’s politicised view of capital, reinforces an ecological perspective 

on childhood by demonstrating how inequitable resource allocation in neoliberal society can 

discredit and derogate disadvantaged young people and their families (Gerwitz et al. 1995; 

Houston, 2015). 

The third degree of overlap is drawn from Bronfenbrenner’s notion of force characteristics and 

Bourdieu’s idea of human agency which he linked to habitus (Houston, 2015). Both theorists’ 

ideas express a sense of the participants’ aptitude to function independently of social 
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constraints through ‘intention and purpose’ linking their viewpoints to the availability of 

resources (Houston, 2015, pg. 9). This view resonates with Bourdieu’s explanation that, while 

habitus disposes participants to do certain things, it is a ‘strategy-generating principle enabling 

agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing situations’ (Bourdieu, 1977, pg. 72). 

Suggesting that habitus is both ‘generative of perceptions and practice’ and ‘structuring’, as it 

defines ‘what is conceivable’ as perception and practice (Codd, 1990, pg. 39).  

In his explanation, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) theory linked agency to internal qualities such as 

resilience, motivation and persistence. Aligning this interpretation to a Bourdieuain view 

provides an in-depth understanding of human power, postulating how it is an outcome of the 

dialectic between internal and external worlds (Houston, 2015). Therefore, ‘micro-negotiations 

in local contexts and macro-processes of society and culture need to be seen as dialectically-

related’ (Mills, 2008). Elaborating the significance of connecting both ideas, Houston gave an 

illustration that, a young person’s motivation and persistence cannot be viewed as inherent 

qualities only, but as an outcome of their social position and deep-seated temperaments instilled 

by social class and culture (2015, pg. 9).   

Houston (2015) drew the final similarity between Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on the social 

context and its various systems of influence and Bourdieu’s notion of field (2015, pg. 10). Here 

the connection identified was between a young person’s meso-system, their engagement with 

the life of the school (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) and their participation in the educational field 

(Bourdieu, 2003). Likewise, the macro system can be connected to the cultural field (Houston, 

2015). However, despite Bronfenbrenner’s effort to explain the four systems and differentiate 

the social context and its impact on child development, he under-theorises the role of power 

within the systems/fields (Houston, 2015). According to Bourdieuain literature, the field is a 

site of a ‘more or less openly declared struggle’ for power and influence between the ‘dominant 

and the dominated who are unequally endowed’ in capital (Mills. 2008, pg. 86). Thus, field can 

be viewed as a field of forces, that is dynamic and in which various potentialities exist (Mahar 

et al. 1990) and hierarchy is continually contested (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). It is these 

forces of dominance that hold systems together in a real world from a Bourdieuain perspective 

(Houston, 2015). While he showed the degree of overlap between systems and field, Houston 

concluded that what was key was the young person’s position within the field, what 

resources/capital were afforded to them by the field and how the field allows them to access 

other fields (Houston, 2015, pg. 10).      
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Overall, despite, Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (2005) not being systematically reviewed by 

the social work academy from the standpoint of critical social theories due to its failure to 

address the role of power and social structure in shaping human development, it is Bourdieu 

(2003) that illuminates the analytical relationship between the two. The analytical constructs 

of habitus, field and capital compensate for the lack of critical edge in Bronfenbrenner’s theory, 

enabling professionals to assess young people at risk and their families as socially positioned 

participants operating within a politicised school context (Houston, 2015, pg. 14). Thus, a 

central preoccupation in sociology and social theory can be constructed as a result of combining 

insights from social ecology with critical perspectives on agency, power and structure.  

More significantly, the proposition is not a synthesis between the two theories given their 

different epistemological orientations, but rather a pragmatic alignment that enables a much 

broader perspective to emerge on how and why young people end up at risk of school exclusion 

as a result of failing to meet school expectations (Houston, 2015). Such a pragmatic alignment 

enables a deeper understanding of the assessment areas and processes. This broader outlook 

provides further necessity and immediacy to question the success of support services and 

intervention strategies in a social world or school setting beset with enabling and constraining 

social structures, asymmetrical relations of power and unequal access to resources (Houston, 

2015).  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, the risk factor research and theories were explored, followed by a presentation 

of good practice research and support provision within the context of school, family and local 

authority. The manner in which the youth are socially constructed within the education policy 

was briefly examined together with the definition of ‘at risk’ in relation to this study. The 

theoretical terrain within this field of interest was considered, focussing on the alternative 

understanding of how the risk factors operate to influence school exclusion of young people at 

risk and how they can be integrated. Theories such as problem behaviour theory, multiple 

adversities theory, critical systems theory and critical social ecology theory were critical 

examined. 

These theories provide an alternative theoretically-informed understanding and analysis of the 

risk factors for young people and how they operate to influence school exclusion processes. As 

stated earlier, although these theoretical constructs are used widely in social sciences, they can 

be applied to research on school exclusion processes and the risk factors for young people as 
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both are products of wider social, educational and familial contextual factors. Hence, in 

developing a useful conceptual framework, sensitivity to these concepts during the discussion 

of the research findings will be practised. Their application is useful for redefining the school 

exclusion phenomenon in terms of educational disadvantage, multiple adversities and critical 

social ecology. In the next chapter, the research design and methodology is presented.   
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Chapter 4: Research Design, Methodology and Fieldwork Experience  

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the empirical research design, methodology, the fieldwork experience 

and the approach to data analysis. It charts the research process and justifies the methodology 

and methods adopted. The discussion proceeds in five stages. The first section presents the 

purpose of the research; the research aims, objectives and questions. The second section 

outlines the qualitative methodology and ethical considerations for the study. The third section 

provides a reflexive account of negotiating access to the research settings. The fourth section 

introduces the research sites and discusses the data collection practicalities alongside a 

reflexive account of the fieldwork experience. The fifth section explains and details the 

approach to data analysis.  

Research Aims 

This study examined school exclusion policies, practices and processes from the experiences 

and perspectives of young people, their parents, teachers and professionals. It formulated and 

addressed three overall research questions, set out in the introduction to this Thesis, orientated 

towards an in-depth qualitative understanding of school approaches and professional/youth 

experiences.  

The research objectives sought to address some of the pressing empirical gaps identified in the 

literature review chapters, namely, to:  

1. Develop an in-depth understanding of school approaches, practices and policies for 

school exclusions in three contrasting secondary school settings within one Local 

Authority (LA) area. 

2. Examine the issues and influences in young people’s lives that were significant from 

the perspective of three main research participant groups - education professionals, 

young people and their parents - within one LA context. 

3. Reflect on the implications of the research findings for national and local policy and 

practice; and to generate issues and areas for further research.  

Research Questions and Themes 

In seeking to meet the research objectives, the following three research questions (RQs) were 

formulated and addressed: 
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Research Question 1: How has the school exclusion process and risk of school exclusion been 

conceptualised and practised within Wilmore city? 

The first RQ examined school approaches and practices linked to the school exclusion process 

and its application. This question was important for the research because it sought to generate 

data about similarities and differences in school-level approach to exclusion and school-level 

support provision for excluded and at risk young people.   

Research Question 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of young people, their 

parents, teachers and professionals in relation to school exclusion policies and processes within 

schools?  

The second RQ explored the views of all the research participants with reference to their 

experiences of the school’s approach, processes and services. The young people’s social and 

educational worlds were explored from the viewpoint of those excluded, those that exclude and 

those that provide support during that exclusion process. This question was useful for 

identifying issues and influences in young people’s lives that were significant from the 

perspective of the research participants.    

Research Question 3: What are the implications of the empirical findings for national and local 

policy and practice related to school exclusions? 

This third RQ examined the wider significance of the local findings in light of the broader 

research evidence and critical policy and practice literature.  

Methodological approach/Philosophical assumptions 

All research incorporates underlying philosophical assumptions about what constitutes ‘valid’ 

research and the appropriateness of research methods in respect of the specific research aims 

and phenomena. The discussion below discusses the philosophical assumptions and associated 

design strategies informing the study. The qualitative approach is introduced and explained and 

the data collection techniques explained and justified.  

Interpretive Approach 

The basis of qualitative research lies in the interpretive approach to social reality and analysis 

of participant perspectives and experiences (Geertz, 1974; Bhattacharya, 2008). The 

interpretivist approach centres on the idea that all reality and interpretation are socially 

constructed and mediated (Bhattacharya, 2008). It is orientated to understanding social 

meanings as these influence social action and identities. Thus, researchers adopting this 
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philosophical assumption derive their constructs from qualitative fieldwork, such as based on 

qualitative interviews and observations, to generate in-depth examination of social meanings 

and representations (Maxwell, 2013). However, the theoretical perspective adopted is not the 

only consideration when developing a methodology. Rather, the topic and the groups of people 

being studied certainly affect the way in which a study is undertaken.  

The purpose of this study was to examine school orientations to school exclusions and to 

contextualise the participants’ experiences and perspectives of school exclusion and support 

services. As stated earlier, the subject of the research coincided with the emerging national 

statistical reports of high school exclusion rates across the country. Hence, while an interpretive 

qualitative nature of the study may have sometimes cast doubt on its potential value in practical 

terms, there was a recognition of the significance of an improved understanding of the 

phenomenon for future research priorities and future development of social and education 

policy. Furthermore, there has been an absence of more detailed probing regarding the 

circumstances of social groups which are most vulnerable to being excluded (Gallagher, 2009). 

Therefore, a theoretical approach which permits the contextualisation of individual experiences 

and perspectives and illuminates the significance of school-level cultures and orientations to 

the practice and policy of school exclusion was essential in this regard (Furlong, 1991; Bryman, 

2001; Maxwell, 2013). Such an approach involved acknowledging that giving voice is an 

interpretive process (Clough and Nutbrown, 2003). 

Although, there are other distinctions in the research modes, the most common classification 

of research methods is qualitative and quantitative. At one level, qualitative and quantitative 

refer to distinctions about ontology (the nature of knowledge), epistemology (how one 

understands the world), and the ultimate purpose of the research (Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 

2012). On another level of discourse, the terms refer to research methods, that is, the way in 

which data is collected and analysed, the type of generalizations and representations derived 

from the data (Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2012). According to Punch (2005) and Creswell 

(2012), qualitative research methods are exploratory, fluid and flexible, data-driven and 

context-sensitive. ‘Fluid’ in the sense that in qualitative research the focus emerges, shapes and 

informs early data collection and field impressions. Hence, allowing the researchers to get close 

to the data and provide opportunities for them to derive their concepts from data that is gathered 

(Burgess, 1984). It was this link between its principles and generating in-depth understanding 

of research participants’ perspective which was useful in this study.  
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Qualitative Research Design 

Qualitative research is a form of social inquiry that focuses on the way people interpret and 

make sense of their experiences and the world they live in. In selecting a research methodology, 

Guba (1981, pg. 76) suggests that "it is proper to select that paradigm whose assumptions are 

best met by phenomenon being investigated”. Qualitative research provides insights from the 

perspective of research participants, enabling the researcher to see things as their informants 

do. They explore ‘the insiders’ view’ and this is called the ‘emic’ perspective of qualitative 

research strategy. Researchers attempt to examine the experiences, feelings and perceptions of 

the people they study rather than imposing a framework of their own that might distort the 

views of the research participants (Creswell, 2012). Strauss and Corbin (1998, p.11) explained 

that qualitative methods such as interviews can be used to collect in-depth data about 

phenomena such as feelings, thought processes and in comparison to alternative methods such 

as social surveys. The main aim in interview-based qualitative research is to understand the 

social reality of individuals, groups and cultures (Maxwell, 2013).  

Ontologically, this study supports a vantage point of children as social agents, experts in their 

own lives and subjects of their experiences (Chase and Bell 1994; Rassool, 2004), whose voices 

are nevertheless consistently marginalised or misrepresented by adults (McCluskey, 2008; 

Harris and Allen, 2011; France 2004). In this research study, my approach entailed an 

epistemology in which young people’s voices are viewed as a key source of knowledge. That 

entails a greater understanding of their expertise and experiences generated via interviews with 

them. There was therefore, a need to adopt a methodology that was flexible enough to allow 

the young people at risk to reflect on their personal lives as they talk about their histories, 

experiences and social positions (Rassool, 2004). This approach enabled me to understand the 

ways in which young people and their families in Wilmore city construct and live their version 

of reality given their current circumstances as well as understanding the policy dynamics within 

the educational settings from the perspectives of teachers and professionals (Ball, 2008). 

Besides examining young people at risk’s experiences, the inclusion of teachers, parents and 

professionals’ perspectives and experiences were also critical to enable analysis of school 

context and practices (Maxwell, 2004a); and ‘adult’ perspectives on young people’s lives and 

issues. The study generated a relatively large sample of 62 research participants in total and 

qualitative data from multiple perspectives.  

Furthermore, a qualitative strategy was employed in order to examine multiple contexts and 

processes related to being at risk of school exclusions and becoming part of this system, such 
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as pupils’ wider social and family lives, school exclusion processes and support provision for 

youth at risk. The data generated provided insight into the significant processes, approaches 

and services from the perspectives of the participants. Merriam (1988) stated that, ‘The interest 

in a qualitative study is in the process rather than outcomes’ (pg. 11). Nevertheless, in this 

study, both aspects were valued, considered essential and explored in relation to young people 

at risk’s social and educational experiences. These are processes that experimental and survey 

research methods might not have identified (Maxwell, 2004a; Patton 1990, pg. 94). 

Lastly, the qualitative strategy enabled me to identify unanticipated phenomena and influences 

and analyse micro-level and macro-level interactions about this subject. Utilising the flexibility 

offered by qualitative approaches, I was able to pursue new discoveries and relationships 

during the research process in a reflective manner (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). This was 

important when working with young people at risk within educational settings where the 

process was unpredictable and changes occurred during the research process. This flexibility 

rooted in its context-sensitivity orientation and particularistic aims and objectives (rather than 

generalisations) (Clough and Nutbrown, 2012) was of significance when I was confronted with 

some methodological challenges in the field. 

In conclusion, qualitative methodology enabled me to generate in-depth data that was 

embedded in context (Maxwell, 2013). I took on board the advice of Mason (2002) who 

recommends all qualitative researchers to be good question-askers, good listeners and 

observers, be adaptable, flexible and have an inquiring and unbiased mind. Being reflexive 

during the research process was part of ensuring that I constantly checked myself against these 

pre-requisites. It was indeed illuminating and insightful (Gall et al. 1996) as I made sense of 

the accounts of the research participants. I endeavoured to practise a reflexive sociology 

throughout the research process as advised by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995). According to 

these authors, in qualitative design, ‘Research design should be a reflective process operating 

through every stage of a project’, (1995, pg. 24). In the sections below, the methods employed 

are discussed in more detail.   

Data Collection Techniques 

Focus groups and semi-structured individual interviews were the primary instruments of data 

collection. Document analysis was used to collect secondary data. Each method and how it was 

employed will be discussed below.  
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Focus Groups 

 Focus groups are planned discussions designed to obtain participant perceptions on a defined 

area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment (Krueger, 1994). Focus groups 

are group interviews used where the methodological aim is to understand the perspectives of 

members of the group (Krueger, 1994). In theory, it allows research participants to share their 

experiences and discuss views, perceptions, values and ideas they would not have thought 

about on their own, turning the discussion to a learning experience for the participants and the 

researcher. The individuals involved in a focus group are selected because they are well 

informed about the research topic (Gall et al. 1996). The choice to use this technique with the 

teachers and multi-agency team was based on such views. 

Focus groups were initially planned for the young people due to common viewpoints in the 

literature of the benefits and strengths of this method from youth and researcher perspectives 

(Borland et al. 2001; Tisdall et al. 2009). This method had the potential to generate data based 

on a collaborative group discussion among several youths about their experiences (Gallagher, 

2009). Focus group discussions can take the directive role from the interviewer to participants 

in taking a leading role in formulating and expressing group views (Gallagher, 2009). This is 

important considering the issue of child-adult power relations during interviews. Researchers 

working in this field emphasise that, researching young people is governed by an adult-imposed 

research agenda notwithstanding having taken the child-centred approach (Gallacher & 

Gallagher, 2005; Holland et al. 2010). Another advantage of this method is that, it allows the 

researcher to work with young people who have pre-existing friendships. The assumption is 

that young people may feel less threatened and more comfortable taking part in research when 

they are among their friends. Group and creative activities can be used where friendship groups 

are already established (Gillies & Robinson, 2012; Gallagher, 2009).  

In the context of this study, managing peer relations among the young people at risk proved 

difficult due to dominating voices, moods and timing (Gillies & Robinson, 2012; Gallagher, 

2009). I had recognised that this was a challenge during the volunteering stage and decided to 

modify the research methods before engaging in data collection. Whilst I had planned to use 

focus groups and include activities such as thought showers (brainstorming), debating 

statements, creating a character and post-it messages (Tisdall et al. 2009) to make the sessions 

more engaging and enjoyable, I abandoned the original plan and used semi-structured 

interviews after realising that focus groups were also unsuitable for the sensitive personal issues 

often pertinent in the lives of youth at risk that emerged strongly with the volunteering stage.  
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Furthermore, there was not much time to build a rapport with the young people which would 

have been useful for establishing a trusting relationship with them prior to data collection 

(Gillies & Robinson, 2012; Gallagher, 2009). However, it is worth stating that all these 

challenges did not pose such difficulty during data collection with teachers and professionals. 

Focus group discussions were more suitable for these participants and generated in-depth data 

and insights on the school exclusion processes and approaches. Only the senior leadership in 

schools and LAs had individual semi-structured interviews.   

Semi-Structured Interviews  

The term ‘qualitative interviewing’ generally refers to in-depth, semi-structured interviews. 

Burgess describes semi-structured interviews as ‘conversation with a purpose,’ (1984, pg. 

102). Such interviews are particularly useful in exploring experiences in more depth than social 

surveys. As Mason points out, the semi-structured interviewing approach, ‘lays emphasis on 

depth, complexity and roundness in data, rather than the kind of broad surveys of surface 

patterns which for example, questionnaires might provide,’ (1996, pg. 41). In this study, the 

emphasis of the research was the perspectives and experiences of young people, their parents, 

teachers and professionals during the exclusion process. Moreover, the use of semi-structured 

interviews places importance on the accounts provided by the interviewees, allowing them the 

space to articulate their experiences without the pressure of responding to every question in the 

interview schedule (Creswell, 2012; Maxwell, 2013).  

Semi-structured interviews allow for flexibility, enabling the researcher to modify questions, 

avoid some and consider what is appropriate in the context of specific interview situations. 

This is particularly important in research on a sensitive topic such as school exclusion which 

most young people find very challenging. With that in mind, I ensured that the interview 

experience did not give rise to unnecessary distress to the participants, in particular young 

people and their parents. In support of this method, Wellington (2000) stated that, if the 

researcher is to provide a platform and create an opportunity to make the viewpoints of the 

participants to be heard and analysed, then the semi-structured interview is more than 

conversation with a purpose. It is an effective way to seek to deeply understand our fellow 

human beings (Fontana & Frey, 2000, pg. 645). Patton (2002), also added that semi-structured 

interviews are a valuable data-generating technique in terms of giving the researcher 

considerable flexibility over the range and order of questions with a loosely defined framework.  



96 | P a g e  
 

Another important aspect in the use of semi-structured interviews was the ability to write a 

reflective account by the researcher (Creswell, 2012). That involved reflecting on possible 

biases, values, and assumptions and acknowledging them in the research process. Personal 

experiences, cultural background and identified ways in which I collaborated with participants 

during the research process were considered in order to reflect on researcher influences on the 

interpretations and conclusions drawn from the study (Wellington, 2000; Creswell, 2012).  

Overall, a main concern was the sensitive issues which could affect research participants in 

terms of emotional stress (Lee and Renzetti, 1993). The topic area and its personal nature could 

make the young person uncomfortable and anxious which may also relate to past negative 

experiences of discussions with professionals and researchers. These concerns are discussed 

further in the ethical considerations section.  

Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating printed or electronic 

material (Atkinson and Coffey, 1997). Like other analytical methods in qualitative research, 

document analysis requires that data be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, 

gain understanding and develop empirical knowledge (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Thus, 

documents can be a valuable source of information that helps the researcher to understand the 

central phenomena in qualitative research (Creswell, 2012). They contain text and images that 

have been recorded without the researcher’s intervention and is ready for analysis without the 

necessary transcription that is required with interview data (Creswell, 2008). Atkinson and 

Coffey (1997) refer to documents as texts that convey official representations of organisational 

identities and cultures that can be analysed for the meanings and ‘policies’ they construct and 

portray. Implying that documents provide data in the context within which the participants 

operate (Francis, 2004). In that sense, documents can therefore contain data that can suggest 

some questions that can then be pursued in qualitative interviews or mixed methods studies as 

part of the research process.  

 

In the case of this research study, documents such as the school behaviour policy, school 

prospectus, school mission statement and school exclusion quarterly reports were collected 

from each school site and examined with data collected through interviews and focus group 

discussions. These documents were analysed as a means to consider the representation and 

construction of ‘official’ school policies, school culture and school ethos (Hatton, 2013). Thus, 

examining these documents provided data on the official representation of the aims, objectives 
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and the underlying principles of the school exclusion process as well as the school’s approach 

to practice. As sources of contextual information, the documents also provided explanations 

about why the school exclusion process was used, how it was practised in theory, and what its 

goals were. Hence, the documents review was orientated to how these policies are constructed 

and interpreted and the rationales behind them in official accounts.  

 

Furthermore, document analysis is often used in combination with other qualitative research 

methods as a means of triangulation that helps to provide a confluence of evidence that raises 

credibility (Yin, 1994). Merriam (1988) pointed out that documents of all types can help the 

researcher ‘uncover meaning, develop understanding and discover insights’ relevant to the 

research problem (1988, pg. 118), suggesting that information and insights derived from 

documents can be valuable additions to a knowledge base. Therefore, data collected from these 

documents was used to contextualise data collected during the focus group discussions and the 

semi-structured interviews so as to provide an in-depth understanding of the contextual factors 

that influenced the school exclusion process.  

 

However, one of the limitations of this data collection method is that documents are sometimes 

difficult to locate and obtain and not readily available to the public (Yin, 1994) especially when 

related to a sensitive issue such as school exclusions. The request for these documents was 

presented to the school management teams once access was granted in order to improve the 

chances that the documents were made available before the data collection process was 

completed. 

 

To sum up this section, it is noteworthy that in qualitative studies, the researcher is considered 

the primary method of data collection and analysis. The researcher engages the situation, and 

makes sense of the multiple interpretations, as multiple realities exist in any given context. It 

is acknowledged that the researcher and the participants contribute to the co-construction of 

the data and findings. Hence, Lincoln and Guba (1985) cautioned that in qualitative research 

the biases, motivations, interests and standpoint of the researcher are widely reflected on 

throughout the research study process. A process of critical reflection was employed during 

this study, whereby the researcher sought to identify and question/examine their perspectives 

and assumptions. In the next section, key participants are introduced.  
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Key Participants 

This research study was set to identify influences and circumstances that seemed ‘key’ from 

the perspectives of young people, their parents, teachers and professionals in relation to school 

exclusion processes in three secondary schools. All young people who took part as research 

participants were either excluded from mainstream school settings or identified as being at risk 

of school exclusion. The study originally sought to involve twenty young people who were in 

Year 8 and Year 9. I chose this group of young people as they are the most excluded year 

groups according to national and local school exclusion statistics (DfE, SRF35, 2015). 

Furthermore, this age group faces challenges related to identity formation and pressure from 

their social worlds as teenagers (Jenkins, 2004). Their perspective on what was going on in 

their lives was essential for understanding the kind of support they would require so as to deal 

with the challenges they faced.  

In order to understand the school exclusion process within the school settings holistically 

(Vulliamy & Webb, 2003), the perspectives and views of their parents, their teachers and the 

multi-agency team were sought. As pointed out by France, (2004, pg. 179) giving voice to 

young people in isolation and without understanding the broader context of events can 

complicate an already complicated situation. That view resonated with my research objectives 

as I was seeking to gain a collective, contextualised in-depth understanding of the issues that 

were significant in their individual circumstances. Thus, it was essential to acknowledge that 

people who provided any form of support to these young people during the exclusion process 

may have an alternative perspective of what were the broader social and educational processes 

impacting on the young people’s lives (MacDonald and Marsh, 2001). Such different 

perspectives would add to my understanding of the accounts young people made about their 

life experiences. Hence the plan was to engage the views of ten parents, seven teachers from 

each school setting and sixteen professionals from the multi-agency team working with schools 

and families. The multi-agency team was referred to as professionals or LA professionals in 

this research. 

The selected schools were working with the LA multi-agency team that provided support 

services. The geographical location of the chosen schools was considered significant in this 

research for the purpose of comparing different school contexts and their approach to school 

exclusion process. Hence, the approach to undertaking research in three secondary education 

settings was useful for identifying the similarities and differences in what seemed significant 
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in the different contexts and the kind of challenges they were facing in those contexts. More 

details about the key participants and study settings are provided in the following sections.  

These rationales for recruiting schools and participants demonstrate purposeful sampling 

(Patton, 2002). Purposeful sampling is a non-random method of sampling where the researcher 

selects “information-rich” settings for study from which the most can be learned in depth about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research (Patton, 2002, pg. 230; Merriam, 

1998). It is the most common sampling strategy in qualitative research. The benefit of 

purposeful sampling is that, as Patton (2002) puts it, “Any common patterns that emerge from 

great variation are of particular interest and value in capturing the core experience and 

central, shared dimensions of a setting or phenomenon”. The sampling method sought to 

facilitate comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) of the three educational settings and 

their approaches to school exclusion. Each participant brought a different perspective of the 

issue under study based on their experiences and perspectives of working with youth and being 

involved in the exclusion process.  

Ethical Considerations 

This section discusses ethical issues raised by research with human participants, especially 

young people, and how these were understood and negotiated. During a qualitative research 

study, the researcher interacts comprehensively with research participants, thus entering their 

personal domains of values, needs, weaknesses, individual schooling experiences, life and 

work experiences and daily challenges to collect data. Silverman (2000) reminds researchers 

that they should always remember that while they are doing their research, they are engaging 

with the private spaces of their research participants. Understandably, this raises several ethical 

issues that should be addressed before, during, and after the research. Creswell (2003) states 

that the researcher has an obligation to respect the rights, needs, values and desires of the key 

participants. The rights of participants include the freedom to choose which questions to answer 

and the choice to take part as well as to opt out at any stage during the research process.  

This study, which sought to engage young people aged between 12 to 14 years and their parents 

as key participants, raised several ethical and practical issues. The issues to be explored were 

of a very personal and sensitive nature and discussion of these could generate difficult 

emotions. Hence, there was need to be sensitive in handling such issues and to be culturally 

sensitive. Silverman (2000) argues that the relationship between the researcher  and the  subject  

during an interview  needs  to be considered in terms  of  the  values  of the  researcher  and 
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cultural  aspects. Therefore, appropriate steps should be taken to adhere to strict ethical 

guidelines in order to uphold participants’ privacy, confidentiality, dignity, rights, and 

anonymity. These issues are discussed further below.  

Informed consent and competence 

The study sought to involve participants on the basis of informed consent utilising tools such 

as research participants’ consent forms and research information sheets. As the study included 

young people under the age of 18, the issue of seeking parental consent as well as youth consent 

for research participation was considered (Alderson, 1995; France, 2004). This issue raises 

considerable debate. According to Mason (2000, pg. 28), children’s rights perspectives 

emphasise young people can be supported to have competence to decide to take part in research 

studies and their rights shouldn’t be consumed within parental rights. In several senses young 

people of secondary school age can be viewed as capable of forming and expressing views on 

their own experiences within their social world (Harris and Allen, 2011). 

France (2004) states critical ethical and legal frameworks continue to fail to the importance of 

young people providing consent to take part in research. He also states these frameworks can 

give power to certain individuals or professionals to decide on young people’s competency to 

be involved in research (France, 2004). Although professional decisions are governed by policy 

and resource factors, these individuals still hold a strong position to determine how a young 

person is defined and described. However, in the case of my study, a sampling criteria was 

developed and discussed with the gatekeeper teachers during the first preliminary visits to the 

schools prior to sample selection. They carried the responsibility of practically identifying the 

individual young people at risk and their parents who met the criteria in their view but that 

choice was guided by the sampling criteria I had given them. Furthermore, I personally sought 

consent from all the research participants to ensure that they were willing to take part and had 

understood what the research was all about.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Informed consent and Information sheet 

The second ethical issue had to do with informed consent and the information sheet. According 

to Butler and Williamson, (1996) getting access to young people is a complex and difficult 

process that involves relying upon a number of gatekeepers. In this study, the gatekeepers were 

the teachers who also sought parental permission for each young person they had identified 

before giving me their names. I welcomed this position as I wanted to involve some of the 

parents as research participants (Dwyer et al. 2009). Due to the sensitive nature of my research, 
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I was aware that some parents would be uncomfortable allowing their children to discuss their 

histories, experiences and differing social worlds with a stranger (Webb et al. 2002), hence 

informed consent guidelines were applied according to the expectations of each parent (Hill, 

2005). 

Detailed information regarding the main aims and objectives of the research was provided to 

ensure participants were aware of the remit of the research. Consent forms and information 

sheets were given to each participant prior to the interview date to ensure an informed decision 

about taking part in the research study. All ethical statements were clearly explained in relation 

to power imbalances (Alderson and Morrow, 2011) at different stages of the research process, 

especially before the interviews. Copies of the consent forms and information sheets for 

participants can be found in Appendices 5-10. 

Power relations 

Recognising and navigating power relations are important ethical issues in social research with 

young people and disadvantaged families (Gallagher, 2009; Gillies & Robinson, 2012). The 

above methods sought in part to address this issue. However, researcher-researched power 

relations remain significant in the research methods used and how research findings are 

presented and disseminated (France, 2004, pg. 25). Moreover, my position as a PhD Student 

working closely with multi-agency professionals could have posed a concern to the young 

people, being aligned with professionals with ‘power over’ them. Taking these issues into 

account, I sought to adopt a child-centred approach (Alderson & Morrow, 2004). This 

standpoint involved listening to young people’s viewpoints, treating them as partners, being 

open and accountable to them throughout the research process, learning from them and valuing 

their contributions. It meant taking up my knowledge tools and using them with a critical 

perspective of respecting the research participants’ rights and interests (Alderson & Morrow, 

2004, pg. 56). It was important that the young people should not be negatively impacted or feel 

emotionally exploited at the end of their participation. Rather, I wanted them to have an 

opportunity to raise and articulate their experiences; and for these to be of central concern to 

the study.  

Navigating the Ethical Dilemmas in the Fieldwork 

This section presents a reflection of the dilemmas encountered in the field during the course of 

this study. Indeed the above discussed research code of ethics provided an overview of the 

general guiding principles that can be practised in a variety of ways when actually doing 
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research in the field. However, according to Morrow and Richards (1996), it is difficult for 

researchers to anticipate what ethics dilemmas will arise during the course of the research, so 

that seeing ethics as situational and responsive is important. In particular, considering the 

sensitivity of the research topic, and given the vulnerability and power differences of the 

sample, challenges of navigating the unpredictability, risks and judgement calls that 

characterise the real world of fieldwork, requires a reflexive approach to be considered 

throughout the process. Below an account of these challenges negotiated in the field in practice 

is provided mindful of the challenging context within which schools operated, where lack of 

resources, services and solutions seriously constrained responses. The reflections below also 

consider how judgements in the field were framed by the need to respect, trust and maintain 

confidentiality as well as to uphold the further ethical principles set out above.     

The first dilemma encountered was the challenge of gaining access to schools while 

maintaining being transparent about the research aims within a highly politicised context. 

According to Ball (2006), schools are positioned as inefficient and incompetent when they have 

high exclusion rates, hence it was felt a suitable way to navigate this dilemma would be to 

adopt an approach that demonstrated sensitivity to these contextual challenges. That sensitive 

approach was to base all explanations on the main purpose of the research study - to gain in-

depth understanding of the school exclusion policies, practices and processes in secondary 

education schools and to examine the extent to which the local and national policy trends 

impacted on their school exclusion approaches. The schools were to be differentiated by the 

socio-economic status of their geographical location and their catchment areas which would be 

useful for identifying similarities and differences in school practices (Parsons, 2011).  

When doing school-based research with young people, ethics guidelines require that access to 

young people often needs to be undertaken involving adult gatekeepers including parents, and 

this has ethical implications in relation to informed consent (Morrow, 2008). The second 

dilemma was collecting required data in an ethical way while undertaking fieldwork in highly 

pressured and resource-stretched environments (Tisdall et al. 2009). This was especially felt 

when it came to seeking consent from parents to take part in the research as key informants – 

which was a challenge in this study. Following up on these arrangements, while at the same 

time being aware of the time and resource constraints that teachers were facing, raised the 

ethical dilemma of whether or not it was proper to keep checking on the progress on a weekly 

basis, as this was adding to these constraints. As a result, parents of several of the young people 
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interviewed, mainly within the two school settings, were not interviewed as the schools were 

unable to secure their engagement and consent to take part.  

The third dilemma was in relation to getting parental consent for the identified young people. 

During negotiating access and permission stages, the sample selection criteria presented to 

school management requested that parents give consent for their children to participate in the 

research project. However, it took a while to receive signed consent forms from the parents in 

Sunset school, so the school gatekeepers suggested that the young people’s consent and the 

school management’s consent was adequate. This was discomfiting as the University research 

ethics committee required that parental consent be obtained for all those under the age of 18 

years, even though Children’s rights scholars question this approach as discussed earlier under 

informed consent. Therefore, an urgent meeting with the identified research participants was 

requested to ensure that the young people fully understood the purpose of the research when 

the school gatekeepers invited them to take part (Alderson and Morrow 2004). The plan was 

to gain parental consent via the young people asking their parents to participate in the research 

study which was a shift from the original plan of seeking consent via a letter from the school 

gatekeepers containing the parents’ information sheet and the consent forms. Hence, a request 

was made to send an information sheet home to parents again with consent forms after the 

meeting with the young people to ask if parents would agree to their children taking part in the 

research and the school gatekeepers were keen on this approach (Tisdall et al. 2009). A short 

meeting was arranged and took place one afternoon during dinner time. Two days later, all the 

young people brought their signed consent forms to school and data collection with them 

commenced within that same week.    

The fourth dilemma faced was taking the caution to not to be over revealing of what felt like 

personal aspects of young people’s social lives that they revealed to me as a researcher in the 

context of our interviews; and which I felt important to maintain as confidential, such as in 

terms of confidential from parents or teachers (Christensen and Prout, 2002). For example, 

three young people told me in confidence that they sometimes spend time with friends who 

were disapproved by their parents. Caution was taken not to mention such information to their 

parents who were also key informants, even though there were attempts from most parents to 

ask me to reveal what the young people had shared with me about their social lives and 

everyday experiences during their individual interviews. As it was agreed that what the young 

people said would not be discussed with these adults (unless there was serious welfare concerns 

to consider) – I sought to maintain this confidentiality. It was fully explained to the young 



104 | P a g e  
 

people that their ‘data’ would be shared in an anonymised format in the research thesis using 

pseudonyms and changes to mask personal identifiers (Morrow, 2008). 

This dilemma was also faced within the schools. The teachers were strongly interested in the 

research and what it would conclude about their approaches and practices of school exclusion 

process as well as the well-being of the young people at risk in their settings. This interest was 

usually expressed in encouraging and friendly comments but sometimes it would take the form 

of more persistent questioning about what certain groups of young people were saying about 

their daily lives in the school setting. Despite formally acknowledging the promise of 

confidentiality, the teachers often seemed to discount in terms of the data from young people 

and sought to be privy to the content of the interviews with young people on the basis of 

professional interest and standing (Christensen and Prout, 2002).  

In this process, it was as if a promise of confidentiality to young people could be set aside, or 

replaced, by establishing another implicit agreement that professionals working in schools had 

a right to be informed of youth concerns and views about school, even when shared in a 

research context. This particularly occurred in research interviews and focus groups with these 

professionals. In such cases, very general answers and sometimes little bits of general 

information that was viewed to not be of too much consequence or not easily traceable to a 

specific young person was given before refocusing the interview and focus group discussions. 

On a few occasions, when the attempt to avoid such questions failed and the questioning 

became very persistent, the teachers were openly reminded of the promise of confidentiality 

given to the young people and how significant it was to keep that promise from a researcher 

point of view (Morrow, 2008; Tisdall et al. 2009). 

Research Approval from the University and Local Authority 

Ethical approval for the research (Appendices 1-3) was gained from the University of Sheffield 

in October 2015 and the Wilmore Local Authority (LA) in May 2016 prior to negotiating access 

into the research sites. The Wilmore LA Research Governing Body approved the ethics 

application after their concerns to do with research sites anonymity and data protection issues 

were addressed and amendments made to the participants’ information sheet. They queried the 

protection from unauthorised access to recorded and transcribed interviews and wanted to 

know how the geographical location of the selected schools was going to remain anonymous. 

I assured them that the interview recordings and data would be securely stored such as via the 
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use of password protected documents. Pseudonyms were used for all research sites and research 

participants. 

After their concerns were addressed and amendments made to the application form, permission 

was granted to carry out the research within Wilmore LA with the multi-agency team as well 

as in the local secondary schools. However, they clearly informed me that they were not going 

to be gatekeepers into any of the schools but could provide contact of the PRU Principal which 

was useful. Once permission was granted by both organisations, the next step was seeking 

access into the identified research sites from Head-teachers and governing bodies. An account 

of the approach to negotiating access to the participants is presented in the next section.    

Negotiating Access: Pre-entering the field 

Research shows that accessing young people and their parents through schools can be a 

challenge due to strained relationships between teachers and parents especially where school 

exclusion issues are involved (Munn & Lloyd, 2000; Gazeley, 2010). In addition to that, the 

timing of this research study coincided with the introduction of an array of education policies 

by the UK Coalition government (2010-2016) that were inevitably impacting on the working 

relationships between the local authority and the local schools; and reflected heated public 

debate about school exclusion rates and policies. 

With these complexities, gaining access demanded a comprehensive approach. It is noteworthy 

that at the point of seeking research ethical approval from the University and the LA, I was 

volunteering with the Wilmore Children’s Services, having worked with the multi-agency team 

for two and half years from 2013. That opportunity was useful for gaining trust and rapport 

with the LA multi-agency team who was an important ‘gatekeeper’ for access to children’s 

services practitioners. I used the same planned volunteering strategy to access key participants 

at PRU. Meanwhile, volunteering in a primary school as a school governor helped me to gain 

more in-depth knowledge of schools and local education systems, policies and practices. Thus, 

the volunteering position constituted an invaluable platform for the empirical work and 

sensitivity to the local context.  

It is worth detailing the process of becoming immersed in the local educational context in some 

depth. After enrolling as a Doctor of Education student in October 2011, focusing on children, 

families and schools study route, I had no previous educational background in the UK except 

my postgraduate studies. I realised my own lack of knowledge about the UK education system 

in primary and secondary school level as I progressed with the study programme. I was not 
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aware of the policies and regulations that governed their practices and how these policies were 

informed by the wider national education policies. My experiential background of an education 

system in primary and secondary education was from outside the UK. This realisation birthed 

the idea of seeking a voluntary position within the local authority.  

The volunteering period entailed becoming familiar with some aspects of the multi-agency 

working practice, the services provided to young people excluded and those at risk of school 

exclusion, their families and the policies governing that practice. It also involved going into 

schools to carry out group attendance audits, group work, attending governing body 

disciplinary committee panels, analysing school exclusion statistics, attending management 

and school governing body meetings/trainings as well as writing reports for the management 

team. This was an eye-opening experience gained over a period of three years prior to doing 

the actual fieldwork which was useful in reformulating the research questions and the research 

objectives.  

My volunteering hours ranged from two hours to four hours per week in different schools. 

Thus, in a sense, compared to other full-time staff members and the full-time students, I 

remained more of an outsider than an insider in these settings, including the LA. Relationships 

were forged with specialists and managers whom I was assigned to work with. These were not 

going to take part in the data collection process as key participants. As a volunteer in different 

roles, I also had had conversations with different professionals I met in various settings and 

built networks that became valuable in gaining access to my research settings and participants. 

One such useful conversation was with the local Children’s Services Director who provided 

highly insightful perspectives about the local school system and levels of youth at risk. Overall, 

the timing of the research study coincided with the period of rising school exclusions within 

Wilmore city.  

These experiences highlighted the utility of gaining in-depth professional and practitioner 

perspectives as part of the study. It also inspired fieldwork partnerships with the local authority 

and multi-agency team with much email exchange and attendance at local meetings with local 

leaders and practitioners in Wilmore Children’s Services. These developments led to gaining 

access to the multi-agency team within Wilmore city and provided some useful contacts that 

enabled access to one of the research sites - the PRU. Overall, the decision to include the PRU 

as a research study site was based on discussions with Wilmore Children’s Services as they 
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were keen to find out more about ‘the different school practices in relation to pre and post 

school exclusion’ (Meeting with Mr Arthur, Children’s Services, Journal notes, 03/2016).  

The discussions that followed my conversation with the Director of Children’s Services on the 

18th of June 2015, were significant in confirming the local contextual relevance of the research 

problem to Wilmore city. Therefore, a research partnership agreement was reached and in 

return for their participation, I offered to present a summarised report of the research findings 

on completion of the study. That was when the process of seeking access into the selected 

research sites began in earnest in April 2016. In the next section, I briefly provide my first 

experience of the PRU setting as a volunteer. 

Getting the Feel of the Study Setting - The PRU Extension Centre 

The decision to volunteer at the Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) from March 2016 was made when 

the LA recommended this would be a useful starting point for data collection, examining the 

PRU setting and the experiences of permanently excluded youths. I welcomed the idea of 

collecting data from the PRU as I was also keen to hear the lived experiences of these 

permanently excluded young people and their schooling experiences at this education centre. 

Essentially, the approach seemed to offer an opportunity for a wide-ranging analysis of the 

whole exclusion process coupled with data collection within schools and youth at risk. 

Therefore, the idea of volunteering was helpful for facilitating my initial entry into the specific 

field. The opportunity came up when they opened an extension campus of the main PRU at a 

local church well known in the community for its community engaging initiatives. The purpose 

of the extension campus was to accommodate young people that needed more support from 

teachers on a one to one level. It was through my involvement with the community engaging 

initiatives of this local church that I got to know about the PRU extension campus. It took 

sending a few emails to the PRU leadership team and attending a couple of meetings as well 

as receiving a disclosure clearance (DBS) before I was granted permission to volunteer.  

The convergence of stories about the behaviour of young people at PRU with my developing 

interests and questions in this area, marked my entrance into the complex flow of everyday life 

at the extension campus. But, I had to put aside all these preconceptions in order to work with 

these young people and deal with the negative perceptions I had before engaging excluded 

youths formally as my research participants. During my first visit, a member of  staff took me 

into one of the classrooms to meet some of the young people in attendance, something that 

varied among the students. They were eight white British boys in Year 7 and Year 8. I was 
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uncertain how to engage with the young people. The daily routine for the young people at PRU 

was very different from that at a mainstream school. The differences were that they followed a 

flexible timetable, a more individualised curriculum, were offered breakfast if they needed it 

and allowed personal space whenever the need arose. It was, however, still difficult to follow 

the routine even though it was flexible. I thought about how I was going to survive in such an 

environment for three hours in a day per week.  

Despite my initial apprehension, I applied myself to the humbling process of learning a new 

way of building rapport and relationships, gaining trust, handling disruptive behaviour, and 

caring for, supporting and encouraging these struggling young people. They felt rejected by 

their previous schoolteachers. Some were still angry with the school leadership for excluding 

them and the way they were handled which they described as unfair. I faced constant difficulties 

in trying to maintain an uncompromising position as a student and a volunteer support staff 

member at the same time. For instance, ensuring the youths respected professional boundaries 

while supporting them. On one hand, I wanted them to be themselves around me, whilst on the 

other hand I had to make sure they were not crossing the stipulated boundaries as expected by 

the teachers. I did not want to come out as one of the teachers but more as a support friend who 

understood and cared. This was very important for laying a good foundation for further research 

work at the main PRU education centre. It was an opportunity for me to learn how to break the 

barriers that usually stop young people from opening up or airing their honest views to adults 

without feeling judged (Gallagher, 2009; Holland et al. 2010; Gillies & Robinson, 2012).      

I volunteered for ten months before seeking consent for data collection. By then, I was 

confident of being in a class with a couple of them for no more than 30 minutes at any one 

point. Working with them in a group was challenging as they found it difficult to behave in a 

responsive and attentive way within this setting. They were difficult to manage, (Gillies & 

Robinson, 2012) not only for me but even for some of the trained teachers. In most cases, 

disruptive behaviour was managed by taking some away from the group to small rooms with a 

one to one support staff member or do something practical to keep them busy. At the same 

time, I also had become aware of the support-led principles and values for young people that 

underpin the PRU education centre. I used this knowledge of engaging young people to my 

data collection process. For example, I realised that young people at risk were more open to 

share their feelings and struggles in a one to one setting than in a group setting. That discovery 

was completely different from my previous understanding gleaned from some of the literature 

I had read (Tisdall et al. 2009; Borland et al. 2001; Gallagher, 2009). 
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This experience led me to review my research methods and make modifications because 

qualitative research methods are flexible, fluid, and changeable (Mason, 2002; Burgess, 1984; 

Punch 2005). This was what led to the use of individual semi-structured interviews as the main 

data collection technique with young people instead of the focus group discussions. Interview 

questions were changed from a focus group approach to an individual approach, while ensuring 

that the questions remained appropriate and relevant to the specific young people in the various 

settings as well as providing answers that fulfilled the objectives of the research study 

(Creswell, 2012). Therefore, the methods employed in the study were partly informed by my 

volunteer work experience in educational settings for three years - April 2013 to March 2016. 

In the next section, I provide an account of how access was gained to each research site.  

Gaining access to LA/ schools  

Many qualitative researchers describe gaining access to research sites as a ‘messy and complex 

process’ (Mason, 2002). The experience of this project was full of ups and downs, joys and 

frustration, and unplanned long waiting periods. The most difficult challenge I faced was 

gaining access into schools to the extent that my preferred types of settings had to be re-thought 

allowing any willing school to take part. The understanding I had gained through my 

volunteering role about the pressure faced by schools from all government departments 

including Ofsted contributed to my being patient with the process.  

Most importantly, I had learnt that schools were quite autonomous from Wilmore LA and 

operated quite differently. Also, Wilmore LA officials advised me well in advance during the 

period of developing our research partnership that seeking access to any of the schools I had 

identified was my sole responsibility. This quote copied from one of the emails received from 

Mr Arthur (Point of contact – gatekeeper - in Wilmore Children’s Services) described their 

position in relation to gaining access, “Your access to young people and professionals must be 

at the discretion of the individual schools and PRU and recognise the challenges on time and 

resources there - that is the contingency for me” (Email note dated: 28/04/2016). Indeed, the 

challenges I faced in the months that followed trying to gain access into schools confirmed his 

expressed uncertainty. However, those challenges provided valuable clues to the social and 

educational organisation I wanted to understand (Becker, 2007). A summary of the dates access 

was gained into each research site is as follows.  

In relation to researching with LA professionals, access was granted at the beginning of May 

2016 just after receiving the ethics approval from the LA and data collection commenced on 
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the 5th of May 2016. On the 10th of June I had a meeting with the PRU Principal and access to 

research with PRU staff and students was granted that morning. However, data collection only 

started the following academic year in September 2016 due to organisational issues. Gaining 

access to the secondary schools remained a challenge until the 31st of March 2017 when Hilltop 

school opened their doors to me and granted me access after a meeting with the Head-teacher 

and a pastoral care staff member. This was followed by another opening at Sunset school within 

the same week when access was granted on the 3rd of April 2017 after attending a meeting with 

two Assistant Heads. In all these meetings, the research study topic, aims, objectives, ethical 

considerations, study information sheet, consent forms, and sample selection criteria were 

discussed and shared. Data collection took place in three phases following the dates when 

access was granted. In the next section, I briefly present the research sites selection criteria and 

entering the field process.  

Research Sites  

In order to fulfil the main objective of this research study, I ensured that the schools identified 

were situated in completely contrasting areas within Wilmore city. One school was located in 

a deprived area while the other was in an affluent area. The selection criteria for schools 

consisted of the following requirements:  

a. High school exclusion rates  

b. High/low degree of socio-economic deprivation  

c. High/low student achievement 

d. High/low attendance percentage 

e. Geographical location 

f. Multi-agency team involvement 

The schools selection process ensured that the sample included schools with varying degrees 

of the above challenges. A brief description of each school is provided under each research site 

section. The data collection process took place between May 2016 and October 2017 in three 

phases based on when research access was granted. Given that the sample population consisted 

of four different respondent groups, the wording and focus of interview/discussion questions 

were differentiated for each group taking into account participants’ age, linguistic skills and 

experience in the process of school exclusions. Pseudonyms were used for all research sites 

and research participants. In the first phase, I conducted focus group discussions and one semi-

structured individual interview within Wilmore Children’s Services. In the second phase, 
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individual semi-structured interviews and one focus group discussion at the PRU. In the third 

phase of the research process, individual semi-structured interviews and three focus group 

discussions were conducted in schools.  

In all the focus group discussions and individual interviews, refreshments were provided as a 

gesture of gratitude to the research participants (Gallagher, 2009). Before starting the 

discussion/interview, I welcomed each participant, and thanked them for agreeing to be part of 

the research project. I then introduced myself and carefully briefed them about the purpose of 

the focus group discussion/interview meeting. Specific ethical considerations were addressed 

with particular reference to issues of choice, anonymity and confidentiality (Dywer, et al. 

2009). Even though, all research participants had given their consent to the gatekeeper before 

the data collection meeting, I verbally sought consent from them and gave them consent forms 

to sign before the discussion/interview commenced (Gallagher, 2009). All the consent forms 

were signed. They were also given an information sheet to keep in accordance to research ethics 

procedures.  

Permission to record the focus group discussions/interviews using an electronic dictaphone 

recorder was requested and granted. Research participants were assured that the transcripts 

were going to be anonymised as per Data Protection Act 1998 guidelines. All the focus groups 

discussed seven key guiding interview questions that were drawn from the three main research 

questions. See Appendix 11. The same key guiding questions were used during the individual 

semi-structured interviews with the LA director, PRU Safeguarding Lead and the two Head-

teachers. All teachers and LA professionals were given a big box of chocolates for them to 

share and a thank you card after data collection completion at each study site. In the following 

sections, the specific details of each research site, the brief profiles of the research participants 

and the data collection encounters are presented in their chronological order. The first phase 

was within Wilmore Children’s Services. Table 4.0 below provides an overview of the research 

sites, methods of data collection, research participants’ titles and number of participants. 

Research Site  Data Collection Method   Research 

Participants  

Number of 

Participants 

Wilmore Children 

Services 

Focus group discussion 

Individual semi-structured 

interviews  

 

 

Family workers 

Specialists 

Team managers 

Director/Children’s 

Commissioner                         

 

     15 
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Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) Focus group discussion  

Individual semi-structured 

interviews  

Documents: School behaviour 

policy and school prospectus 

Safeguarding Lead 

Teachers 

Young people 

 

               

 

 

      15 

Hilltop Secondary School Focus group discussion  

Individual semi-structured 

interviews  

Documents: School behaviour 

policy and school prospectus 

Head-teacher 

Teachers 

Safeguarding Lead 

Young people 

Parents   

 

 

        16 

Sunset Secondary School Focus group discussion  

Individual semi-structured 

interviews  

Documents: School behaviour 

policy and school prospectus 

Deputy Head-teacher 

Ass. Head-teachers 

Teachers 

Young people 

              

 

 

         16 

 

Table 4.0: An overview of research sites, data collection methods and research participant numbers 

Data Collection Completed 

Research Site 1: Wilmore Children’s Services 

The gatekeeper who helped to identify the research participants by emailing all the 

professionals who met the selection criteria I had given her was very supportive, effective and 

organised. The sample selection criteria consisted of: 3 Level 1 family workers; 3 Level 2 

family workers; 5 Level 3 Specialists and 3 Level 4 team managers. (A summary of the key 

characteristics of the professionals, data collection method, date and time is in Table 4.1 in 

Appendix 12a). The first group interview was held on the 23rd of May 2016, followed by 

another one on the 25th and the last one on the 27th of May 2016 (Journal notes, May 2016). 

All the professional participants met the selection criteria which was mainly that they should 

be providing some form of support to excluded, or at risk of exclusion young people within a 

school or home context. See organisational structure in Figure 4.1 in Appendix 12b.  

Taking into consideration the organisational structure, it made sense to start data collection 

with the level 1 and 2 family support workers as they had experience of working directly with 

families as frontline support providers. These workers also had an understanding of the nature 

of the relationship between schools and families as well as that of schools and the LA. I 
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followed the frontline workers’ group discussion with the specialist focus group as they were 

responsible for picking up any complex cases that the frontline workers were not able to handle. 

The specialists were also responsible for supervising them. The specialists reported to the team 

managers and also passed on any cases that seemed too challenging to deal with. It was 

therefore appropriate to have a discussion with the team managers after the specialists. The 

final individual interview was held with one of the senior management members in order to 

collect the views from a strategic vantage point of the organisation and how that connected to 

the frontline workers’ understanding of the LA’s responsibility in schools and families 

contexts. Thus, I had a group interview with professionals representing each level and each 

category of support service within that structure of children’s services. The key focus was to 

try and identify the gaps within their practice and the key issues with regards to school 

exclusions at each level within that structure.  

Each focus group discussion took up to 90 minutes which generated a lot of valuable and rich 

data. The group dynamics in the focus group discussions stimulated different insights and 

perspectives that produced rich and diverse data. A reflexive account was written immediately 

after each group discussion. I transcribed the recorded group discussions before the next group 

discussion so as to capture the originality of the different views without substituting my own 

words for those of the research participants (May, 2011). That stage of the research process 

also assisted the important analytic stage of becoming familiar with the data (Braun and Clarke, 

2006). In the next section, the sample selection criteria for young people in all educational 

settings is briefly presented.  

Sample selection in educational settings 

The responsibility for selecting individual young people excluded or ‘at risk’ of school 

exclusion as research participants was given to the individual school or PRU. They were asked 

to identify young people following the selection criteria I had provided which consisted of:  

a. A young person - boy or girl  

b. In Year 8 or 9  

c. Aged between 12 to 14 years  

d. From any ethnic background  

e. At risk of permanent exclusion or permanently excluded from mainstream school. 

The visits to each of the research sites lasted approximately two weeks in total and involved 

document collection, individual semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. In 
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order to ensure minimal interruption of young people’s lessons, an agreement was reached to 

allocate the individual interviews within the pastoral care or support system of the school. That 

meant that my conversations with them could potentially contribute to their scheduled one-to-

one support sessions.  

After reviewing the research methods, I opted to conduct individual semi-structured interviews 

with all the young people. I constructed an interview schedule that had few interview guiding 

questions but indicated the areas that I wanted to explore (Maxwell, 2013). That approach 

resonated with Miller and Brewer’s (2003, pg. 167) description of semi-structured interviews 

which stated that they involved the interviewer deciding in advance what broad topics are to 

be covered and what main questions are to be asked. Other research tools like social network 

mapping was used with young people who were willing to draw and show the people who were 

very close to them using cyclic relationship diagrams. A copy of the detailed interview 

questions is in Appendix 11. In the broadest sense, questions explored related to the following 

areas: 

1. Personal/Social Experience: Social interests/lives/networks, home environment, life 

experiences. 

2. Educational/School Experience: Issues affecting learning, views on school 

curriculum, student-teacher relationships, problems being faced in school and support 

provision. 

3. Perspectives on School Exclusion Process: Factors that lead to exclusion, an account 

of their school exclusion experiences and what could change. 

4. Views and Perspectives on policies and regulations frameworks: Views on behaviour 

policy and its application, support needs to avoid exclusion and what could be done 

differently.  

From these questions, probes/prompts were used to elicit elaboration or examples of situations 

or experiences. Questions were worded in the past tense, so that they would elicit participants’ 

account of their ‘lived’ experiences. The aim was to allow the young people to talk and not to 

be unduly influenced by my views or opinions. I had gained understanding from the literature 

reviewed that, the use of semi-structured interviews in research marks a departure from seeing 

human subjects as simply manipulatable, and data as somehow external to individuals, towards 

regarding knowledge as generated between humans, often through conversations (Kvale, 1996; 

Burgess, 1984, pg. 102). I was seeking the first-person account of their experiences. Therefore, 
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ample time was given to them to think, and allowed silence to be part of the process followed 

by a prompt or a probe. However, care was taken not to manipulate or lead participants through 

questioning, which is consistent with what Gubruim and Holstein (2002) describe as a reflexive 

approach to interviews. Also, and if a specific point lacked clarity, I repeated my understanding 

of the participant’s answer to allow a chance for confirmation, disconfirmation, or reframing 

to give additional clarity. Importantly, judicious efforts were made to avoid asking leading 

questions.  

Most of the young people were free to share their experiences and perspectives with a bit of 

prompting and probing. They all sat upright and some occasionally laid their heads on the table 

but that was when we had chatted for more than twenty-five minutes. That was an indication 

of the end of their concentration span of which I then tried to round up the interview whenever 

I noticed such signs. However, none of them showed any signs of distress or being emotionally 

disturbed at the end of the conversations. Issues of confidentiality and anonymity were 

addressed at the beginning of each interview and young people were informed that they were 

free not to answer any question they would feel uncomfortable with as advised by Alderson 

and Morrow (2004). Fortunately, none of them refused to answer any of the questions.  

Consent forms were then presented to the young person to sign as a confirmation of their 

agreement to take part before we started the interviews. A copy of the information sheet and 

the consent forms given to young people are in Appendices 5 and 9. Each young person was 

given a £10 gift voucher and a certificate of participation at the end of the data collection 

process within their setting as a way of appreciating their contributions to the research study. 

In all the educational research sites, the same interview protocol was followed with all the 

young people. The second phase of data collection was at the PRU. 

Research Site 2 - PRU 

Data collection at the PRU took place between September 2016 and November 2016 and was 

conducted at the main PRU centre (not at the PRU extension site) with young people and staff 

I had not worked with before during my voluntary days. Table 4.2 in Appendix 13 shows a 

summarised profile of the research participants and the data collection plan. While, Table 4.3 

in Appendix 14 presents the biographies of the young people at the PRU.  

Semi-structured individual interviews with young people: consisted of eight boys and one girl. 

Five of the interviews took place on the 21st of September while the other four interviews took 

place on the 28th of September 2016. The room was set up well and had good lighting with no 
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distractions to the interviewees. All interviews started at 10am and lasted approximately 

twenty-five to thirty-five minutes.  

Focus group discussion with PRU staff:  made up of two subject teachers and three teaching 

assistants. The discussion took place on the 7th of November 2016 at 2pm (the time their school 

lessons ended) in a very spacious staff room. This was the only convenient time they could 

focus on the discussion without being called out to attend to a situation involving young people. 

The focus group discussion was one hour long. The group dynamics were really manageable 

as they allowed each other an opportunity to answer every question.  

Individual interview with Safeguarding Lead Officer: which took place in her office at 9:30am 

on the 23rd of November 2016 and lasted for one hour. Her responses to all the interview 

questions were drawn from a safeguarding and senior leadership point of view. No 

refreshments were served in this meeting as it was planned not to last longer than 30 minutes. 

The conversation ended only because the interviewee - Abigail, had an urgent meeting to 

attend. However, all the interview guiding questions had been completed by the time she was 

called to attend the urgent meeting. She availed herself for any follow up interviews or any 

future research projects at the end of the meeting which marked the end of data collection at 

the PRU. The third phase was at Hilltop and Sunset schools. 

Research site 3 - Hilltop Secondary School 

Hilltop (a pseudonym) school is part of one of the multi-academy trusts in Wilmore city. It is 

situated at the heart of two of the city’s largest estates, in the north end of Wilmore. The 

majority of families that make up the local community are predominantly 90% white British 

working and non-working families characterised by intergenerational cycles of joblessness, 

education disengagement and lone-parenting. The rate of unemployment is higher than the 

national average and the rate of home ownership lower than the national average. Such 

information indicates that Hilltop is an economically deprived area with benefits claimants well 

above the national average. It is also reported to have more high levels of crime than any other 

places in Wilmore city. This was the kind of catchment area for this secondary school.  

Socio-economic statistics also revealed that Hilltop has very few residents born outside the UK 

living there. Consequently, it does not have a significant immigrant population. The school 

population is therefore, made up of mainly white British young people with a very small 

percentage of young people from ethnic minority groups. The research sample was made up of 

predominately white British young people. Rated as inadequate in their last Ofsted inspection, 
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Hilltop was going through a period of radical changes and improvements across the whole 

school system aimed at improving the school status to an outstanding grade. Table 4.4 in 

Appendix 15 shows the key characteristics of the research participants and the biographies of 

the young people are in Table 4.5 in Appendix 16.  

Individual semi-structured interviews with young people: Data collection with six young 

people at Hilltop school took place on the 12th of May and 19th of May 2017, in a quiet meeting 

room near the Head-teacher’s office. The interviews were thirty to forty-five minutes long. 

Most of the young people in this school were enthusiastic about sharing their experiences and 

perspectives such that not much prompting was required. At the end of the interview, the young 

people were informed of the token of appreciation they were going to receive later.   

Individual interview with Hilltop Head-teacher: took place on the 23rd of May 2017 at 2:30pm 

in his spacious office. The interview took seventy-five minutes because Mr Allen had a lot to 

say. He introduced a number of concepts I had not read or seen in the literature reviewed. 

Throughout the interview, I allowed for latitude by permitting probing beyond the answers 

given and allowed for expansion on issues raised. At the end of the interview, I updated him 

on the progress I had made with the young people and assured him of the summarised research 

findings report after the completion of the research project in appreciation for participating.  

Focus Group Discussion: Hilltop teachers: this took place on the 26th of May 2017 in the Head-

teacher’s office at 1:30pm. Two teachers, a year leader and a safeguarding lead officer attended 

the group discussion. The discussion took 90 minutes. However, only the safeguarding 

manager and the year leader sat in until the end of the discussion. The two teachers sat in for 

60 minutes and then left because of teaching commitments. I then met the teachers two weeks 

later, on the 14th of June 2017, for 30 minutes to complete the discussion. The group discussion 

introduced new concepts. Group dynamics were good. No one dominated the discussion as all 

the research participants had different roles.  

Individual semi-structured interviews with Hilltop parents: Recruitment of parents was 

arranged through the school. The sampling process had several stages which were successful 

at Hilltop but unsuccessful at Sunset and the PRU. In other words, the recruitment process for 

parents presented a number of challenges as described in this section. 

The first stage involved the school sending a letter to the parents of the at risk young person 

identified as a potential research participant seeking parental consent. The letter had an 

attachment of the consent forms and information sheets given to school gatekeepers in previous 
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meetings. This was in accordance to the agreement made to research with young people whose 

parents had given consent (Morrow, 2008). The second stage was following up letters with 

phone calls from the student support staff, checking if they had received the consent forms 

from their child to sign. Some parents agreed and returned the signed consent forms the next 

day or confirmed verbally on the phone.  

All responses from parents who gave verbal consent on the phone were recorded for future 

reference (School Records, May 2017). During that whole process, it was agreed that school 

staff should adopt an ethical approach based on principles of voluntary involvement, informed 

consent and respect (Tisdall, et al. 2009). Hence, parents were phoned to emphasise that it was 

a voluntary choice and whatever decision they made was not going to affect their child in any 

way. This approach was verified at the initial contact with the parents to check that that were 

fully consenting to be involved in the research study. At the third stage, all parents who gave 

parental consent for their child and consented for themselves to be key informants gave 

permission to teachers to pass their contact details to me for the purpose of arranging the 

interview appointment with each parent.  

The attempt to interview the parents of young people at Sunset school and at the PRU was not 

as successful. The staff who tried to seek consent from them reported that none of the parents 

consented to take part but returned signed consent for their children to take part. From the 

schools’ point of view, these particular parents were usually difficult to engage with and 

reluctant to getting involved in school activities. Due to relying on school staff communicating 

with the parents and not being in a position to verify their explanations with parents (Morrow, 

2008), this was an ethical dilemma as discussed earlier under navigating research ethics 

dilemmas. Even though, most of the young people were positive that their parents would not 

mind taking part as key informants during their individual interviews, a decision was made not 

to pursue these parents via young people. The agreed ethics protocol of letting the teachers 

communicate with the parents which was passed during the initial stages of seeking consent 

had to be followed (Christensen & Prout, 2002). That meant working with parents from only 

one research site.  

The interviews with parents who gave consent took place in their own homes or place of work 

at a time that was convenient to them on the following dates; 21/06; 22/06; 23/06; 27/06/16 

and 07/07/16. The interviews were scheduled on a school day so as to ensure that the 

conversations with parents were confidential and private (Alderson & Morrow, 2004). Thus, 
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the young people were not present when their parents were interviewed. Interviews were done 

with one grandmother, one dad and three mothers. The grandmother had parental rights over 

one of the girls at Hilltop. The duration of the interviews ranged from thirty to ninety minutes. 

Parents were thanked for giving consent for their child to participate in the research study. The 

semi-structured interviews acted as probes to facilitate the research participants to talk openly 

and to explore each topic in depth (Maxwell, 2013). In the broadest sense, the interview guiding 

questions related to:  

 Family background and family relationships 

 Key issues in the young person’s life in their view  

 An understanding of the school exclusion process and support provision 

 Challenges being faced, support needs and what could be done differently in their view 

A copy of the detailed interview guiding questions is in Appendix 11. At the end of each 

interview parents were given a £10 gift voucher as a thank you for their contribution to the 

study. The parents appreciated having an opportunity to share what they considered as 

significant influences from their perspective in their children’s lives. Interviews with parents 

ended the data collection process at Hilltop school. I present the last research site below. 

Research site 4 - Sunset School  

Sunset (a pseudonym) school is an academy trust, coeducational secondary school in the west 

district of Wilmore LA. Unlike Hilltop, this comprehensive school is located in an area which 

is traditionally described to be the home of some of the wealthy and affluent people in the UK, 

thus placing this district above many other wealthy areas around the country. It has high socio-

economic status surrounded with many outstanding good schools such as Sunset secondary 

school. Sunset school is known for its high attainment and was rated as an outstanding school 

in its last Ofsted inspection in 2013 (Ofsted Report, 2013). 

Nevertheless, research reveals that such schools end up admitting a significant number of 

students living in less affluent suburbs whose parents favour good schools for their children. 

The catchment area for this school attracts 40% of the school population from diverse areas 

within Wilmore city. This percentage was mainly made up of ethnic minority students, of 

predominately Asian background while the rest (60% of the school population) are white 

British young people. Facilitating equality of opportunity, valuing the diverse cultures and 

creating the best learning opportunities for the pupils is seen as central to the school’s 

objectives.  
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Data collection at Sunset did not commence as was scheduled for June until July due to delayed 

responses from parents and their children. They finally responded after I intervened and met 

with the young people identified to be at risk. I explained clearly to them the purpose of the 

research, the benefits of participating and the basis for participating as a voluntary choice. 

Tables 4.6 and 4.7 in Appendix 17 and 18 present the key characteristics of the research 

participants and biographies of the young people respectively.  

Individual semi-structured interviews with young people and a Deputy Head-teacher: took 

place in a staff conference room. It was a nicely furnished room with a very big oval-shaped 

table and eighty office chairs. The interviews were 25 to 35 minutes long each. I interviewed 

seven young people on the 4th of July 2017 - six Pakistani British and one White British. Three 

of them were going on a managed move to other schools the following academic year. At 

3.30pm on the same day, I interviewed the Deputy Head-teacher who was responsible for 

behaviour management in the school and the interview took 80 minutes.  

Focus group discussion with teachers: was conducted on the 10th of October 2017 with six 

teachers for one hour followed by a second one on the 17th of October 2017 with two assistant 

Head-teachers for forty five minutes. The unique part of the group discussion with teachers 

was that the gatekeepers had to offer them a nice lunch so as to motivate them to participate in 

the study. I appreciated the effort made to bring the group together. They were all reluctant to 

give consent to the gatekeepers due to stressful and demanding workloads. I was aware of the 

pressure faced by schools to meet attainment targets set by government and the stress this was 

causing school staff (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; Ball, 2013). Asking for time out with certain 

individual teachers was bound to face a bit of resistance. Group dynamics were manageable in 

both sessions and all participants had an opportunity to talk. All the data collected was 

transcribed verbatim into script for analysis. The last data collection method was the document 

analysis. 

Document Data Analysis 

The school management in all the educational settings made the schools’ behaviour policies 

available as a supplementary source of material. An agreement was made on keeping the 

documents confidential and inaccessible to the public and not to be used for other purposes 

except this research study analysis. Documents data analysis involved reading, coding and 

interpretation (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This iterative process combined elements of content 

analysis and thematic analysis. The content analysis aspect entailed a review in which 
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meaningful and relevant parts of the text in respect of understanding the school context were 

identified and highlighted, thus pertinent information that related to the research questions was 

separated (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). This was followed by thematic analysis which involved 

a careful, more focused re-reading and review of the selected data in order to perform coding 

and category construction and uncover themes pertinent to the phenomenon – such as the 

language used and approach taken during the exclusion process (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This 

analysis generated some key themes as well as contributed to the flow charts of the school 

exclusion process. Throughout the analytical process, a critical analytical sensitivity in the 

selection and analysis of data from the documents was demonstrated in order to focus on the 

research questions, reflect carefully on the themes and interpretations generated, and carefully 

consider evidence for the emerging findings (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 

The analysed documents generated data about official accounts of the following: school 

disciplinary procedures; school support services and interventions; school policies and 

approaches; and the involvement of external agencies. Collected data was integrated within the 

text of the analysis to strengthen and verify accounts made by the young people and the teachers 

but without taking precedence over the original words of the research participants themselves 

(Merriam, 1988). The document data analysis also sought to illuminate the school management 

culture in aspects of school culture, ethos and vision; to examine how school policies were 

described and used; how school support structures were perceived, used and implemented; and 

how expectations about behaviour and achievement were conveyed to students.  

As a result, commonalities and discrepancies between policy and practice were highlighted and 

a comprehensive account of school policies and practices was created. Also, these documents 

were useful in creating an awareness of the young people’s issues, the significance of their 

experiences, their key challenges and depicting salient issues that arose from them. Thus, 

document analysis provided an understanding of where and when there were flaws and who 

were involved during the exclusion process. In this sense, the research findings were more 

illuminative. (Refer to the behaviour policy flow diagram for each school in chapter 6). In the 

next section, I present a reflexive account of the fieldwork experience.  

Reflexive Account on Fieldwork Experience: Adaptations and Lessons 

During the research process, flexibility and fluidity were very present, often viewed as 

strengths of qualitative research and key to conducting research on sensitive topics (Mason, 

2002; Maxwell, 2013). These were evident when some adaptations to the study design and 
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methods had to be made while in the research field. Many of the adaptations have been 

discussed above. However, some additional issues are briefly considered in this section.  

The first changes made were to do with the research sites and research sample. The choice to 

build a fieldwork partnership meant that the concerns and input of the LA had to be 

accommodated as a way of broadening the scope of the research and strengthening its 

objectives. Thus, the Wilmore Children Services’ senior management suggested adding 

another research site and recommended to start collecting data from there. Their suggestions 

were considered and the necessary changes made. Those changes impacted on the data 

collection timelines and ultimately the thesis submission timeline. Despite all this, researching 

with excluded young people deepened my understanding of what happens during the exclusion 

process in main schools across Wilmore city as these were young people excluded from 

different secondary schools. Moreover, an understanding of what happens after being 

permanently excluded and the life of a student at PRU was gained (Arnold et al. 2009).  

Secondly, although focus groups were not used to collect data with the young people as initially 

intended during the planning stage, the quality and quantity of data that was collected using the 

individual semi-structured interviews was rich and informative. Working with excluded young 

people at the PRU extension well before fieldwork commenced was useful for reviewing the 

research methods as well as modifying the interview questions in advance (Mason, 2002). It 

also helped with having an awareness of some of the challenges faced when researching with 

young people at risk who are already struggling with many issues in their lives (Gillies & 

Robinson, 2012). These were sensitive issues that people are not usually comfortable sharing 

in a group setting. Individual semi-structured interviews provided them with some privacy and 

space to share their stories without feeling pressure from their peers (Gallagher et al. 2009 in 

Tisdall et al. 2009).  

Thirdly, working with young people at risk over the past three years and doing this research 

study with them as research participants has made a great impact on my life. To start with, my 

preconceived views and assumptions of young people at risk and those permanently excluded 

from mainstream school was completely transformed. An understanding that every young 

person tends to exhibit needs to be loved, accepted, valued, appreciated and listened to was 

gained. This was expressed by a lot of the young people during their individual interviews as 

well as by staff at PRU who used the above principles to engage the excluded young people in 

their setting. Due to working with professionals, teachers and parents, I developed and gained 
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knowledge, skills and experience in many areas. The fieldwork experience was interesting, 

empowering and insightful despite the fact that the research took longer than anticipated due 

to research access issues.    

Throughout the research process, constant reflection was undertaken on my personal values 

that were brought into the study and acknowledging the areas that could possibly become 

subjective was part of a daily research practice (Hanson, 1994). This approach was considered 

in order to ensure that my personal assumptions did not significantly shape the data collection 

process and also impose my own understanding during data analysis. The personal interest in 

doing a research in this area was not only driven by the desire to have a qualification, but rather 

by a passion to make a difference in young people’s lives, particularly those coming from 

families with multiple adversities. This developed over the years of being part of a community-

serving church in Wilmore city where they initiate a lot of projects targeted on families with 

multiple adversities. It was these personal values that needed to be kept in constant check while 

attempting to make the strange familiar (Crotty, 1996). A representation of the most significant 

complexities and limitations generated within the research design and data collection processes 

can be summed up as follows:  

 The research process did not follow a linear, time-bound process in particular as a result 

of the development of my research partnership with Children Services and the challenge 

of gaining access in secondary schools.  

 Managing the volume of data collected from all data collection methods.  

Indeed, the process of collecting and analysing data is subjective and reflects the views and 

assumptions of a researcher as an individual. The process of attempting to construct a picture 

of school exclusion process that reflects each school’s distinctive orientation to values, 

expectations, pedagogy and behaviour as a challenge; and this was tackled also in an attempt 

to contextualise school-level approaches within wider national and local policy contexts and 

trends. The conclusion of this Thesis returns to these considerations in terms of potential study 

limitations. The next section here considers the approach and process of data analysis.    

Approach to Analysis 

Interpretive researchers attempt to derive their data through direct interaction with the 

phenomenon being studied (Maxwell, 2013). An important aspect of data analysis in qualitative 

study is, therefore, the search for meaning through in-depth data driven interpretation of the 

subjective reasons that lie behind social processes and individual experiences within a 
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particular context (Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Maxwell, 2013). School and family context in the 

case of my research study. Bogdan and Biklen (2003, pg. 161) define qualitative data analysis 

as ‘working with the data, organising it, breaking it into manageable units, coding it, 

synthesising it, and searching for patterns’. The aim is to discover patterns, concepts, themes 

and meanings (Bryman, 2016). In the process, the researcher concentrates on the whole data 

first, then attempts to take it apart and re-construct it again more meaningfully. Thus, the 

process of data analysis begins with the categorisation and organisation of data in search of 

patterns, critical themes and meanings that emerge (Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  

A process referred to as “open coding” (Strauss and Corbin, 2007, pg. 195) or thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Bryman, 2016), was employed whereby the researcher inductively 

interprets key themes emerging from the data by creating descriptive, multi-dimensional 

categories that provide a preliminary framework for analysis. An inductive approach means the 

themes identified are strongly linked to the data itself (Patton, 1990). This makes an inductive 

approach bear some similarity to grounded theory (Punch, 2005; Bryman, 2016). Boyatzis 

defined a theme as ‘a pattern in the formation that at minimum describes and organises the 

possible observations and at maximum interprets aspects of the phenomenon’ (Boyatzis, 1998, 

pg. 161). In inductive approach, the themes identified may bear little relationship to the specific 

questions that were asked of the participants, even though the data would have been collected 

specifically for the research study using semi-structured interviews or focus groups. Inductive 

analysis is therefore, a process of coding the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing 

coding frame, or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions, making it data-driven (Bryman, 

2016; Maxwell, 2013). 

The first step in data analysis is data transcription. Audio recorded group discussions and 

individual interviews were transcribed at the earliest opportunity resulting in over 400 pages. 

The transcription process acted as a process of re-experiencing the discussions or interview 

sessions again, which necessitated the opportunity to think about the data and identify some 

preliminary themes or concepts. Indeed, the process of writing summary notes following 

interviews and focus group sessions was also a reflexive experience prompting some 

consideration of what patterns seemed to be emerging within the different research settings. In 

other words, the written summary notes were compiled as part of an intentional continuous 

reflection of the data collection practicalities and processes (May, 2011; Bryman, 2016). 
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Therefore, in some respect, analysis had been taking place since May 2016 when data 

collection commenced.  

Prior to the use of inductive thematic analysis, deductive thematic analysis which involves a 

template in the form of codes defined by the researcher were entered into NVivo to assist in 

the organisation and analysis of data text for subsequent interpretation (Crabtree and Miller, 

1999). Thus, in terms of organising the collected data, all the transcribed data was transferred 

to a qualitative data analysis software NVivo 10, a data management programme, and coded 

during several iterations. The template was defined priori, based on the research question. The 

choice of a code manual for the study was important, because it served as a data management 

tool for organizing segments of similar or related text to assist in interpretation (Crabtree & 

Miller, 1999). Thus, it enabled the identification of a number of themes which ran across both 

datasets. 

Drawing from Braun and Clarke’s (2006) clearly laid out approach to thematic analysis, the 

inductive thematic analysis consists of the following key stages which were applied in this 

research study: Figure 4.2 outlines the stages of data analysis. 

 

Figure 4.2: Data analysis process   

Stage 1: Familiarisation with data and data transcription - this stage involved listening to 

recorded interviews, writing reflexive accounts and transcribing verbatim the recorded 

interviews and group discussions. Following data collection via semi-structured interviews and 

focus groups and the transcription process, both the interview transcripts were entered into the 
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QSR NVivo 10 data management program, and a comprehensive process of data coding 

undertaken. The script was read and then re-read in order to familiarise with the text (Rice and 

Ezzy, 1999). No notes were made at this stage. 

Stage 2: Generating initial codes - this stage involved identifying a feature of the data in each 

script that was of significance and noting it down or highlighting it. A ‘good code’ is one that 

captures the qualitative richness of the phenomenon (Boyatzis, 1998, pg. 1). According to 

Miles & Huberman (1994), the process of coding is part of analysis as the researcher organises 

data into meaningful groups. The aim was, as much as possible, to treat each script 

independently and to put aside any previous knowledge of the area and experience of other 

scripts. 

Stage 3: Searching for themes - this stage involved sorting the identified codes into potential 

themes and collating relevant data extracts within the identified themes. Re-focusing the 

analysis at the broader level of themes rather than codes. Importantly, analysis of the codes and 

consideration of how different codes could combine to form an overarching theme commenced 

(Maxwell, 2013; Bryman, 2016). 

Stage 4: Reviewing themes - this stage involved the refinement of the set of overarching 

themes and began once there was a set of potential themes. During this phase, it became evident 

that some potential themes were not really themes while others collapsed into each other 

forming one theme. This was a result of insufficient data to support the theme or the data was 

too diverse. Other themes needed to be broken down into separate themes, ensuring that the 

data within themes was fitting together meaningfully, while clear and identifiable distinctions 

between themes were evident (Patton, 1990). Themes were organised within a table. 

Stage 5: Defining and naming themes - At this point, the themes that would be presented for 

discussion were defined and further refined. This refers to the process of identifying the essence 

of what each theme was about and determining what aspect of the data each theme captures. In 

order to develop broad and coherent themes, and connections and inter-connections across the 

data, questions were used to guide further exploration of the initial themes drawn from the 

research participants’ views and perceptions. Therefore, each theme was collated with data 

extracts, organising them into a coherent and internally consistent account with accompanying 

narrative (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Despite having already given the themes working titles, 

this is also the point where the names to give each theme in the final analysis was considered. 
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Similarly, to allow the participants’ voices to be heard and acknowledged within the analytic 

process (Braun and Clarke, 2006), verbatim quotes were used to illustrate themes.  

Rationale for Thematic Analysis 

To conclude this section, it is worth noting that although, there is a great deal of flexibility in 

the analytical approach for studies using an interpretive qualitative data analysis, I chose to 

follow this heuristic structure. Each stage offered a different vantage point on the data, so that 

analysis moved through different levels of interpretation as it progressed. Thus, this structure 

allowed for a high level of fluidity in relation to a priori and emergent themes - the themes and 

findings included in the thesis, therefore, are firmly situated in the perspectives and experiences 

of young people, their parents, teachers and professionals in Wilmore LA.  

Limitations of thematic analysis 

There are a number of problems that are faced during a thematic analysis as stated in literature 

such as: the possibility of losing the narrative flow of what the research participants are saying 

as data is fragmented or put in categories (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996); and the possibility of 

losing the context of what is said as you pick quotes from a large amount of data thereby losing 

the social setting (Bryman, 2016). I used tools such as flow diagrams, tables, reflexive 

summaries and data analysis matrix in order to reduce the impact of these problems.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored the methodological approach underpinning the research study, 

the research strategy and the data collection methods. I have tried to make clear the various 

personal, intellectual and practical issues that guided my choice of research design method and 

analysis. Hence, made transparent the epistemological and ontological assumptions forming 

the basis for the analysis. A detailed discussion of the ethical considerations was provided 

including the navigation of the dilemmas encountered and gaining of the research ethical 

approval. Then, I provided an account of my initial strategy for negotiating access to research 

sites, demonstrating how the volunteering role played an essential part during the development 

of the research design. This was followed by a brief presentation on the actual dates access to 

each research setting was granted and when data collection commenced, highlighting lessons 

that were learnt during that process.  

The research participants and their profiles were introduced and presented in the data collection 

process per each site according to the time access was granted. A reflexive account of the 

complexities and limitations associated with the sampling and data collection practicalities was 
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presented. Finally, the approach to data analysis was discussed in detail and the theories that 

informed it alongside the limitations of the approach. The next chapter begins with the 

discussion of the research findings with an analysis of the research participants’ perspectives 

and experiences of how school culture and ethos influenced each school’s distinctive 

orientation to student behaviour, expectations, pedagogical practices and relationships. In 

doing this, the chapter illustrates the integral positioning of each school’s belief system during 

the school exclusion process alongside empirically grounding the theoretical framings 

presented in chapter 2 and 3.  
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Chapter 5: School Culture and Ethos: Orientations and Significance in the Educational setting 

   

Introduction 

School exclusion is a strategy used by some schools in response to challenging behaviour or 

any form of breaching school policies. A considerable number of researchers have raised the 

need to examine school ethos in an endeavour to understand the risk factors of school exclusion 

(Razer et al. 2012; Hatton, 2013; Theriot et al. 2010; Graham, 2012; Munn et al. 2000). 

However, limited attention has been paid to school ethos, which is less likely to feature on the 

school exclusion risk factors list. It has been suggested that the inclusion of school ethos in 

school exclusion research studies enhances an understanding of schools’ approach to practice 

and how that impacts on the exclusion process (Hatton, 2013).  

This chapter is the first of the four substantive data analysis chapters. (A conceptual map of 

data collection process and analysis is in Appendix 19). It examines the orientation and 

significance of distinctive school orientations to values, expectations, pedagogy and ethos - 

which was a dominant key finding in the data and needs to be examined to contextualise and 

examine the more specific aspects of school exclusion in each setting. There are discernibly 

different school approaches to school exclusion which relate to broader school culture and 

ethos issues which thematic analysis of collected data identified. Below the most dominant key 

elements of school culture and ethos are examined. 

The Significance of School Culture and Ethos  

The reviewed literature described the vagueness associated with school ethos, shedding light 

on the complexity and ambiguity of school ethos in school contexts (McLean, 1986; Allder, 

1993). For example, in the case of this research study, in a setting where the official and 

endorsed collective or management position was not explicit or clearly documented ethos, the 

teachers relied on their personal position or belief on school culture and approach to teaching. 

This is because school culture and ethos operate at the level of individual practice as well as 

official school policy, hence, where there is a lack of explicit or perhaps unclear ethos, as was 

the case at Sunset school, teachers shared their own personal understanding of what they 

believed their school ethos was. The school management stated that they were ‘still in the initial 

stages of the process of discussing what they considered as their school ethos’ (Ms Fisher, 

Senior Leadership Team (SLT)) during the data collection period. Furthermore, as a result of 

that lack of top-down approach through which school ethos is communicated from the senior 

leadership team to the student body, the views of young people at Sunset did not reflect what 
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the teachers had claimed as their approach to practice with regard to school ethos. This finding 

concurs with the previous research findings that depicted the notion of a gap between the 

declared shared values of a school and the lived experiences of the pupils (Eisner’s, 1994).  

Drawing from Allder’s (1993) definition of school ethos, it implies that within a school setting, 

school ethos includes the school’s beliefs, their approach to practice and the interactions that 

take place within that setting. A Head-teacher at Hilltop alluded to this definition as he 

explained his approach to practice within the school:  

I am approachable, trustworthy, fair and do as I say. I listen because if you don’t…you won’t 

have a complete picture, therefore you cannot make the correct decisions for your vision, for 

your accountability, for the effective deployment of staff in the best interests of young people 

and their families. That’s how I go about doing my role in fulfilling the school vision, ensuring 

the school climate and culture is safe, that is my approach to practice (Mr Allen, Hilltop, Head-

teacher). 

Meanwhile, a teacher at the Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) brought to light the effect of social 

interactions between school staff and young people: 

I do enjoy working with these young people and our relationships are really good as long as 

[we as] teachers […] demonstrate that we listen, respect and value their views. It also works 

really well when the young person respects the staff (Majidah, PE & PSHED teacher, PRU). 

A young person, Y8, at Sunset, emphasized social interactions as well as the school 

environment when he gave the following response in relation to what he could change within 

their school practice if he had the power to do so: 

I would give the young people the opportunity to talk to teachers if they like to, and allow them 

to share their views and their struggles in a calm environment. I will make sure that I listen to 

them if I had the power (Aafa, Y8, Sunset)  

Therefore, school ethos tends to be experienced and thus, exerting much of its influence in an 

indirect and sometimes, non-transparent and even unconscious way (McLaughlin, 2005), due 

to all being embedded in a complex school culture which influences perspectives and actions.  

In that sense, school ethos has a major part to play during schools’ exclusion process. 

Furthermore, the subsequent education reform policies have pointed out to the significance of 

school ethos and a recurring idea identified in policy as integral to successful school 

improvement is creation of a positive school ethos (DfE, 2011; 2016). For example, the 
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following quotations suggest that it has to be a collective responsibility for the school to make 

young people feel safe: 

I think the main ethos is that every student fulfils their potential in a safe and happy environment 

because our main aim is that everybody feels safe (Mrs Weaver, Y10 Manager, Sunset)   

I think the main ethos is we have to be courageous as staff and come ready to face bad and hard 

days as the work environment and [that] young people are unpredictable. It just depends on 

what’s happening in their lives at that time (Majidah, teacher, PRU) 

These views show that school ethos is an integral part of the school system that underpins each 

school’s distinctive orientation to values, pedagogy and expectations. Implying that school 

ethos can potentially significantly influence young people’s schooling experiences (Mendez et 

al. 2002). In the next section, a discussion on the shared values/beliefs is presented. 

Shared Values and Beliefs  

Understanding school exclusion begins with an exploration of staff and professionals’ views 

about their school practices and aims, their roles and who counts as an acceptable student. At 

the PRU, the shared values and beliefs were based on the understanding that ‘all young people 

who were admitted in their setting were permanently excluded from the mainstream school’, 

hence, ‘could not be further marginalised’ (Abigail, DSL, PRU). Therefore, the teacher’s role 

was to provide ‘appropriate support and intervention strategies’ that would help the excluded 

young people to ‘re-engage with learning and reintegrate’ into mainstream education 

(Majidah, teacher, PRU). Understanding that school exclusion was not part of their behaviour 

management system, shaped the teachers’ approach to poor behaviour and application of the 

behaviour policy. They believed that a young person’s displayed behaviour was not just about 

behaviour, but was an indication of some underlying issues in their lives.  

Behaviour isn’t just about behaviour, but it’s about unpicking what that behaviour is actually 

about, what does it mean and that’s usually unpicking some everyday life issues (Abigail - 

Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL), PRU). 

Suggesting that their focus was on untangling what that behaviour was about and its meaning. 

Hence, the behaviour policy was used as a support guide rather than a disciplinary tool. That 

means, it was interpreted in terms of support strategies available to meet the specific needs of 

the young people in their setting. Thus, their approach to practice was young people’s support 

needs oriented rather than disciplinary action.  
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Our aim is to try and support the child...get some of their everyday life issues sorted out…that 

will enable them to learn. So it’s like a behaviour for learning equation we try to solve. We do 

a lot of the multi-agency support’s role referring them on to external agencies … going in as 

teaching staff, outreach workers or learning mentors and that often helps us to get into families 

and support them to sort of unpick some of the issues they have got, because we don’t have a 

statutory badge (Abigail - DSL, PRU). 

The PRU believed this approach was key to their effectiveness given their student cohort.  Their 

determination to identify and assess the social and educational needs of each individual young 

person as well as their families was viewed as significant. Focusing on exploring the life 

circumstances and situations of each young person provided them with an understanding of the 

complex issues associated with families facing multiple adversities (Featherstone et al. 2014). 

Thus, the staff presented the view that they try to search for alternative approaches to engaging 

the young people which they contrasted to another orientation that focussed on trying to modify 

their bad behaviours so that they are better suited to schools’ requirements.  

It was presented during the focus group discussion, that such an approach is based on an 

understanding that young people who live in unstable and/or unsupportive home environments 

usually find it difficult to conform to many of the cultural expectations of mainstream, middle 

class schools (Mills, 2008). By adopting a family-oriented approach as demonstrated by the 

quote below, the teachers stated that some of the factors of social marginalisation are untangled 

and support needs identified for the whole family (Blunting et al. 2017).  

We are sometimes of great help in relation to filling that gap within the family as we try to build 

a supportive relationship with the parents but that varies depending on the attitude and interest 

of the parents towards their child’s education. We have a system of calling the parents of each 

young person at the end of day [and] reporting on how their child’s day in school would have 

been. It is a requirement at the Unit (Majidah, teacher, PRU). 

The system of calling parents/family of each young person was embedded within their daily 

practices and I had witnessed the teachers having telephone conversation with families at the 

end of each school day while working as a volunteer within the setting. Which appeared to 

mean that building bridges with families and external agencies, acting as the mediator making 

referrals for families to the relevant services was part of their school culture. However, it was 

pointed out that the approach was only useful if the families being offered support were willing 

to engage with PRU staff. Majidah emphasised this view:   
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Some parents co-operate and engage with teachers, raising their fears or concerns about their 

child’s behaviour, attitude or progress and are open to advice from teachers. They support what 

the teachers will be trying to achieve with their child. While, some parents would not be 

bothered at all, showing no interest whatsoever in their child’s learning. Therefore, it can be so 

frustrating to work with such parents for the best outcomes of their own child due to their refusal 

to engage with us (Majidah, teacher, PRU). 

This finding resonates with the key policy and literature concerns about parental roles in 

education (Harris and Goodall, 2007). Nevertheless, despite the challenges highlighted in the 

quote above, PRU staff shared a belief that a holistic approach to identifying young people’s 

needs as opposed to an orientation that focused solely on good academic qualifications was 

necessary. As a result of their distinctive approach to practice, young people at PRU noticed 

the difference in approach and shared what can be interpreted as positive schooling 

experiences.  

At PRU, they give you support when you are facing challenges and take you through different 

supportive structures… And I would like to stay here (Gerard - Y9, PRU). 

The teachers are more supportive and they like understand everything you say. They listen to 

us not just say stop being daft (Lloyd - Y9, PRU).  

There was significant evidence in the data that the young people felt cared for, valued and 

supported by the teachers because teachers allowed them to share their views (Johnson, 2008). 

As a result, many of them were reluctant to be reintegrated into mainstream schools. 

Furthermore, staff at the PRU focused on diversity of school student population and creating a 

welcoming and caring environment for all young people. 

Our young people come from different backgrounds with various issues so I think that’s why 

our job is so rewarding really because you do build relationships with students and you do get 

that student that find[s] trust in yourself and you do have that bond with them as you support 

them  (Lisa, teaching assistant (TA- L3), PRU). 

Suggesting that PRU staff focused on creating a welcoming and caring environment for all 

young people despite their histories (Johnson, 2008). According to them, building that sense 

of community was fundamental to ensuring that the young people remained engaged in 

education with the hope of re-integrating them to mainstream schools. In my field-notes I 

reflected that the school environment felt more relaxed and informal than those of traditional 

mainstream schools in the following ways; issues pertaining to attendance, uniforms, 
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coursework deadlines and behaviour were handled with greater flexibility and an ongoing staff-

student dialogue. Therefore, the PRU staff’s interviews tended to suggest that their approach 

to practice was different from some of the mainstream schools mainly because of their 

approach to behaviour policy application.  

Within the two schools, even though school exclusion was part of their disciplinary system, the 

data indicated an alternative distinctive belief system in each setting. Sunset school, saw their 

main purpose as ‘equipping the young people with good academic’ (Mr Cuthbert, Deputy 

Head-teacher) qualifications whilst, Hilltop school considered their main purpose as one of 

‘leaving a legacy of young people equipped’ (Mr Allen, Head-teacher) both academically and 

socially. Implying that, at Sunset school, they saw teaching as primarily concerned with subject 

specific knowledge and exam results, which is key to academic achievement in a neoliberal 

society according to Ball (2013). Hilltop school, ‘in consideration of the type of families within 

their catchment area where most of them were facing multiple complex issues’, according to 

Mr Allen, adopted a wider remit which included personal, social and academic development 

of young people (Munn et al. 2000). This distinctive orientation to values and pedagogy shaped 

their approach to the use of school exclusion (Hatton, 2013). One of the Head-teachers 

simplified their approach through this quote: 

I think one of the things with behaviour is that all schools need to have high expectations but 

there are gonna be some students who will struggle to meet those high expectations. However, 

it is our job to enable them to do that, to make sure they fulfil their potential. We have to make 

sure that the school is a safe environment where students can learn (Mr Cuthbert, Deputy Head-

teacher, Sunset). 

The emphasis on learning as key was echoed by the Assistant Head when she was discussing 

the school ethos: 

I would also say coming into this school from another school I think you notice this is a very 

academic school. The emphasis is on learning, so learning is first. So your time in the class is 

valuable and you must do everything to a high standard. I think that’s the real ethos the teachers 

carry here. So educational success is seen as something very important for everyone to have as 

that would make their lives better in the future (Miss Fisher, teaching and learning lead, Sunset). 

Thus, the staff views suggested a common theme that academic achievement was considered 

significant within their setting as a strategy for helping young people to realise their potential.  
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It was the role of the school management team to ensure that their belief system was embedded 

within the school culture at all levels across the school according to Mr Cuthbert (Dep. Head).  

At Hilltop school, the leadership staff I interviewed emphasised that they sought to focus on 

continuously evaluating their school ethos that was set out in their mission statement - ‘to leave 

a legacy of reasoned, reflective, resilient, respectful, responsible and resourceful citizens’ 

(School mission statement, 2017/18). According to Mr Allen, they believed that it was the ‘job 

of the school’ to ‘educate all young people, not just the well-motivated and well-behaved’ 

(Quinn et al. 2006), which he claimed was achieved through ‘fostering a reflective practice’ 

(Houston, 2002).  

My role is predominantly around first of all self-evaluating which involves ensuring that there 

is strategic direction in the school. The aim is that our students can be successful learners, 

confident individuals, responsible citizens and ultimately they will be able to survive and then 

succeed in an ever-changing world, and at least be part of producing leaders for the next 

generation. So it’s about living a legacy, they are our values, they are our ways of working. I 

am not afraid to accept that you can make mistakes, but be prepared to go back to those mistakes 

explore them and learn from them (Mr Allen, Head-teacher, Hilltop). 

In his explanation, Mr Allen implied that the introduction of a new behaviour policy model that 

focussed more on rewarding good behaviour rather than consequences even though, both key 

features of the school disciplinary system were clearly stipulated, evidenced their distinctive 

approach to practice. As the Head of the school, Mr Allen expressed his determination to 

‘ensure consistency in the application of the positive discipline’ (PD) policy and his willingness 

to ‘release teachers who were not prepared’, from his perspective, ‘to line up with the vision’ 

of the school. He believed that it was important that as a school, they ‘valued diversity of school 

student population’ through ‘individual needs identification’ (Mr Allen). The following 

quotation reflect the school’s distinctive orientation:  

The school vision and values are agreed in dialogue and discussed with governance and then at 

senior leadership I have evolved my structure so that there is a member of staff responsible for 

curriculum performance, another…teaching and learning assessment, another…interventions, 

transitions and inclusion, and another…for safe culture. They then work with associate leaders 

who drive the progress agenda, for pedagogies and support across the rest of the staff within 

the school…I use those conduits to ensure the message is going out whilst I also, on a hands on 

level, communicate directly with young people using various channels in order to allow them 

to share their views and perspectives on all aspects of school life. I appreciate all my staff 
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members and I know they are all working here because they want to be here and those who 

were here for money I got rid of them and that’s why this is a school that is making progress 

towards being a good school (Mr Allen, Head-teacher, Hilltop).  

Mr Allen’s views above appeared to mean that creating a positive school ethos and an inclusive 

school culture was a result of a collective responsibility shared across the whole school.  The 

structure within the school reflected the significance of common purpose and teamwork across 

the school and the emphasis on the need for all members of staff to respect the values.  

The vision is laid out carefully through the leadership structure within the school with systems 

and processes in place that wrap around that to ensure that it is delivered effectively, its quality 

ensured, it’s clear, it’s coherent, it’s open and transparent. Then everybody can trust the process 

because it’s fairly delivered (Mr Allen, Hilltop). 

As stated earlier in this chapter, at Sunset the school leadership team were in the process of 

consulting with staff and student board and compiling a document stipulating their school’s 

belief system at the time of data collection as evidenced by the quote below.  

It’s very interesting because we were discussing school ethos at SLT saying we need to have 

something written down. One of the Assistant Heads who works along the school council is 

going to meet up with them and work on coming up with the values from the students’ 

perspective and write them down. Then it will be formalised (Ms Cooper, SLT, Sunset).  

Emphasising the stage where they were with regards to having explicit school ethos, Miss 

Fisher stated: 

We have to cement that because we all have sort of agreed on what the school ethos is but it 

has not been put together in one document. The school council have been consulted about it 

(SLT, Sunset).    

Despite the lack of an official and endorsed collective position on school culture and ethos at 

the time of data collection, the views of the Sunset school staff demonstrated an understanding 

of the importance of having a written document specifying their distinctive orientation to 

values, expectations and pedagogy. Furthermore, of particular interest was a key theme that 

emerged across the data relating to school management in both schools’ use of a consultative 

style to discuss their school ethos. 

Thus, evidence from this study resonates with the previous research findings that point to the 

beliefs and culture of any school having a key influence on the school disciplinary process and 

exclusion process (Razer, et al. 2012; Munn et al. 2000). In their research study on the impact 
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of school ethos on school exclusion, Munn et al (2000) found that the level of school exclusion 

rates depended on beliefs and values of the school in relation to what they saw as their primary 

responsibility in the lives of students. Implying that, each school’s distinctive orientation to 

values influenced the support they provided to the young people at risk and shaped both 

schools’ teaching and curriculum content within their settings. Some views, for instance, 

Hatton (2013) and Graham (2012) have therefore, suggested that, if school culture and ethos 

are key to understanding differences among schools in their use of exclusion, then changing 

the ethos is a fundamental strategy to tackle exclusion.        

Teaching practice/ Curriculum content  

According to literature reviewed, a key part of a school ethos concerns curriculum provision 

and organisation (Graham, 2012; Munn et al. 2000). Whether it is organising young people in 

a classroom according to their academic criteria or the focus of the curriculum provided, young 

people at risk tend to suffer if these aspects are not sensitive to their specific needs (McGregor 

and Mills, 2012). They also tend to be segregated by social characteristics if the school 

environment operates through the influence of a particular dominant culture (Vryonides, 2007; 

Tarabinni et al. 2017). From the young people’s perspective, how teachers organise them 

within the classroom communicate a message to them about who is valued and what counts as 

really useful learning in the school:  

When a teacher keeps on choosing a certain group of students to do something different better 

than what all other students are doing and do not rotate that role. Like my music teacher does, 

she picks only a few girls to go to a separate room during that lesson all the time and we all 

don’t get a chance to go there (Vanita, Y8, Sunset). 

Like in Y7, I got kicked out of English lesson by a supply teacher who was forcing me to stand 

up and read in front of the class and I refused because I am not a good reader (Lily, Y8, Hilltop). 

Both young people were not happy with the classroom organisation, even though their 

perspectives on what constitutes an ‘inclusive’ classroom environment differed. Lily was, to 

some extent, happy with the notion of segregated classroom environment, where teachers select 

those academically confident to read in front of everyone and leave out the struggling ones 

(Blyth and Milner, 1996). Vanita, on the other hand, had an issue with teachers who took such 

an approach at Sunset school where there was no espoused school ethos.  

Nevertheless, both perspectives resonated with the viewpoint that young people can become 

anxious and very insecure when they recognise that they cannot achieve academically 
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(McGregor and Mills, 2012). That can result in disruptive and retreating tactics to cover for 

fear of failure (Lumpy, 2012) like in the case of Lily. Previous research views have suggested 

that, while schools may not be in a position to fix the broader socio-economic and cultural 

influences on the lives of the young people, they are positioned to shape the learning programs 

and environments (Graham, 2012). Such views might be acknowledged by the school 

management, but their school’s belief system shapes their position as a school when dealing 

with struggling young people, as explained by Mr Cuthbert.  

But…we are a mainstream school. Whilst, we can do lots of things we are not a special school. 

Therefore, there are students whose needs are so complicated and extreme that we cannot meet 

them. So we got to make sure that we discover their needs as early as possible in their learning 

journey with us so we signpost them to a place where their specific needs will be met (Dep. 

Head, Sunset).    

Sunset school emphasised ‘learning first’ and the quote above appeared to suggest that 

orientation. Therefore, the potential of having an alternative provision within the school setting 

where struggling young people could possibly receive an informal curriculum, as an 

intervention strategy, was not mentioned during the interviews. An ‘informal curriculum’ refers 

to lessons, usually outside the classroom, that are not explicitly taught, but rather involve 

activities aimed at developing social and life skills (DCSF, 2008). Sunset school did not have 

such a provision. As a result, their approach tended to involve making referrals for any young 

person at risk whose needs the school was not in a position to meet from their perspectives.  

Even though, Hilltop school had some young people who were still struggling with the 

curriculum content like Lily (Y8), the school leadership team demonstrated a recognition of 

the importance of offering all young people the ‘opportunity to experience success and 

acceptance’ as part of the school community (Mrs Jackson, DSL, Hilltop). Whilst, the 

academic offerings were ‘core business’ for the young people, my data show that there were 

other factors within the school that facilitated the inclusion of all young people despite their 

life circumstances. They did this by ‘introducing the life skills curriculum’ through the 

‘Alternative Provision’ (AP) (Mr Allen, Head). According to Mr Allen, in addition to that, they 

also ‘introduced the L.E.A.P programme’ which was a ‘person-centred support provision’ 

offering ‘one to one sessions’ for those ‘experiencing any learning difficulties’  (Mr Allen) in 

a particular subject.  
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The Learning Education Activities Program (L.E.A.P) is a partnership that includes the school, 

parents, and community in building the capacity of young people to succeed academically and 

socially (Hilltop school brochure, 2017/18). The L.E.A.P program focused on academic, social 

and personal development aspects. It provided ‘homework assistance and tutoring to struggling 

young people’, reinforcing ‘reading, writing and maths skills’ (Miss Oliver, Hilltop). In their 

descriptions of the program, LEAP staff revealed that a lot of ‘computer fun educational games 

that were curriculum-related’ were used as well as engaging young people at risk in 

‘enrichment activities’ that helped to develop their ‘self-confidence, self-esteem and social 

skills’ (Miss Oliver). The school believed that a focus on academic as well as social goals 

‘allowed them the freedom to accommodate’ struggling young people. The Head-teacher had 

this to say about their informal curriculum: 

We have a withdrawal alternative provision (AP) where young people go there and get access 

to vocational learning. We also use the AP to re-engage them in to education through different 

things like hairdressing, horticulture, construction, painting site management and these are 

more hands on and practical subjects in order that the young people feel that they have got a 

chance to do something as opposed to its just black and white texts - formal curriculum. (Mr 

Allen, Head, Hilltop).  

Hilltop’s informal curriculum had work experience as a common feature of the AP. Referred 

to as the life skills curriculum and covering a wide range of practical activities, the provision 

had slots in the formal curriculum and an agreed syllabus with certificates at the end of the 

program. Mr Allen elaborated on the main goal of their informal curriculum: 

By giving them access to AP you are like helping them to realise their potentials and possibly 

to tap in to some of their current aspirations built in to that. But what we are trying to get to is 

a place where in tapping into, for example, the construction environment, they realise other 

aspects of construction like quantity surveying, architecture, interior design and planning rather 

than just focusing on painting, bricklaying etc. So there is an aspect of inspiration built into that 

(Mr Allen, Head, Hilltop). 

Thus, the curriculum content at Hilltop was varied, engaging and accessible to struggling young 

people, and seemed to place value on life skills development as well as academic goals (Munn 

et al. 2000).  

There is a way we ensure the curriculum is personalised for the young people at risk. The year 

managers are trained to look at each young person’s level and the range of subjects particularly 

at that level and pick the work that meets for each particular student so that way it’s 
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personalised. That is why we introduced the LEAP program to ensure the identified young 

people receive person-centred support on a 1-1 basis (Mr Allen, Head, Hilltop). 

 Illuminating how their approach to practice operated on a day to day basis, one teacher 

explained:  

I have a blended role in the sense that I am a class teacher at times, and do some small group 

work with students with some additional needs. My approach usually is to try to identify areas 

of weakness and provide appropriate support required for each student. For example…a 

particular difficulty in learning English or…an emotional problem like lack of confidence, so 

whatever it is, I try to work from that barrier to learning (Mr Hugo, TA, Hilltop).  

There was a common understanding reflected in their views on their approach to pedagogy that 

appeared to suggest that teaching assistants were a resource for teachers to consult about 

differentiating curriculum materials and occasionally to support young people displaying 

unruly behaviour outside the classroom (Trotman et al. 2015). It has been stated that teachers’ 

practices and how they relate with all groups of young people may form their judgements about 

their abilities and progress and by so doing exercise power to either reproduce inequality or 

transform their habitus (Mills, 2008; Houston, 2015). Hilltop’s belief system influenced the 

way teachers responded to the needs of the young people at risk and shaped their schooling 

experiences.   

Unlike in the mainstream schools, PRU operated a ‘relaxed, flexible and inclusive curriculum’ 

which they described as a ‘person-centred curriculum approach’ (Anorld, PRU teacher). From 

the PRU’s perspective, the main focus was to ‘cater for the needs of the young people who 

ended up’ (Anorld, Teacher) in their education setting which appeared to mean that they 

worked in a flexible, adaptable, willing and open-minded approach (Gillies, 2016). They 

offered ‘traditional subjects’ as well as ‘vocational training with a lot of placement 

opportunities’ in local workplaces (PRU Brochure, 2017/18). Thus, there was an emphasis on 

the development of personal and social responsibility, which was evidenced by the various 

placements-based curricular activities within the setting. Young people frequently commented 

on the atmosphere at PRU.  

You get more freedom at PRU. The teachers are more supportive and they like understand 

everything you say (Lloyd, Y8, PRU). 

I like the placement arrangement for students they have like going to trips on Mondays and 

Tuesdays. You do not spend the whole week in a classroom learning (Bruce, Y9, PRU). 
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These views seem to indicate that PRU staff fostered a supportive, compassionate and sensitive 

environment within their context (Munn et al. 1992). Their distinctive orientation to teaching 

practice resonates with views which accentuate that teachers need to acknowledge that, despite 

the struggles that young people face within the field, what matters are the resources afforded 

to them by the field and the field allows them to access other fields (Houston, 2015). The 

following section makes reference to the role of relationships, particularly in respect to support 

provision for young people at risk. 

Teaching and learning relationships 

The relationships that were part of the broader school culture and ethos were reflected in the 

teaching and learning strategies in all the schools. Each school’s distinctive belief system 

shaped the ways in which the teachers engaged on a personal level each young person in their 

learning experiences as well as their parents and the external agencies. These relationships were 

identified by young people and staff at PRU as being key to the shaping of young people at 

risk’s positive attitudes towards their learning journey as indicated by their views below. 

Our young people come from different backgrounds with various issues…you build 

relationships with students… get that student that finds trust in yourself and you do have that 

bond with them as you support them (Lisa, TA, PRU). 

My main focus is to build relationships with the students (Chafik, TA for KS3, PRU).  

Our relationships are really good as long as teachers we demonstrate that we listen, respect and 

value their views. It also works really well when the young person respects the staff (Majidah, 

teacher, PRU) 

 Teachers are all kind and supportive and my relationship with them is okay (Eric, Y8, PRU). 

They are like your best mates really...help at all times…if you are in trouble they help you get 

out of it. Very understanding and lovely (Lloyd, Y9, PRU). 

Drawing from these quotes, there is a sense that supportiveness, care and respect were key 

elements (Smyth and Hattam, 2005) to engage young people at PRU with their learning and 

build trusting relationships with them. I observed that the availability of resources as well as 

good staffing levels enabled the establishment of these relationships which young people 

viewed as non-judgemental. From the PRU staff’s perspective, having good staffing levels 

meant that teachers were able to support each other when the need arises. 
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Where boundaries are being crossed by a particular young person while receiving support from 

one teacher, you can request support and pass that young person to another staff member whom 

they might connect with, receive support and still respect professional boundaries (Lisa, TA, 

PRU). 

Suggesting that being able to switch roles and access support from each other played a 

significant part in helping young people establish secure attachments with staff which probably 

was useful for their emotional development (McGregor and Mills, 2012; Gillies, 2016).  

Another common theme apparent from the staff interview data was the way they worked in a 

multi-agency manner to identify specific needs of young people and families using Family 

Common Assessment Framework (FCAF) tool (DfES, 2004).   

My day to day job is identifying young people and see what they may need for themselves and 

their families…spending the majority of time looking at what is known as children’s threshold 

needs which is part of the procedure required by Wilmore LA. It is a universal assessment tool. 

We use that to look at students’ resilience, what is it that they are having to deal with, their 

vulnerabilities, looking at many issues around abuse whether sexual, emotional, physical or 

neglect. That’s what we have to deal with daily and it’s very broad (Abigail, DSL, PRU).   

Implying that their orientation involved building supportive relationships with the young 

people and their families so as to engage both and take a mutual responsibility in dealing with 

what seemed significant in their lives (Blunting et al. 2017). According to Blunting et al. 

(2017), it is vital that those working with families facing multiple adversities adopt 

interventions strategies that acknowledge family strengths and resources in order to avoid 

pathologising at risk families and as a result further marginalise them. The PRU staff’s 

approach to practice described above seemed to suggest that there was a recognition of the 

influence of multiple adversities on young people at risk’s lives. Hence, the staff worked in a 

multi-agency manner: 

We make referrals to external agencies with the permission of the families and work in 

partnerships with Social Care and the multi-agency teams to provide appropriate support to the 

young people at risk and their families (Abigail, DSL, PRU).  

The interview data from both schools indicated that this practice was functional within their 

settings but at different levels depending on their shared beliefs and availability of resources. 

For example, at Hilltop, the approach was ‘quite pronounced’, perhaps due to the type of young 

people and families they ‘served’ in their area which were mainly ‘working and non-working 
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class families’, (Mr Allen, Head) with multiple adversities (Davidson et al. 2012). According 

to Mr Allen:  

Non-working class families are families that are not employed in any form of job and live on 

state welfare (Head, Hilltop).  

Even though, in both schools, the teacher-student relationships were formal, hierarchical and 

structured (McFadden and Munn, 2002), some teachers acknowledged young people’s 

understanding of justice and the need for developing a sense of belonging within the school 

community. This came through their pastoral support staff who were an information source on 

decision-making related to young people at risk. 

In relation to ethos…we tend to focus on giving each student an opportunity to talk about their 

feelings and often our young people just want to express how they feel and help them move 

from it and try to be as fair and as consistent as I can be in terms of the application of sanctions 

because our young people have a real focus on justice so they can easily notice that it was ok 

for them but it was not ok for me. Within my day to day role I communicate with parents on a 

daily basis (Miss Oliver, Y10 Manager, Hilltop). 

There was a general consensus among the pastoral team at Hilltop that a fair and consistent 

approach that is inclusive and accommodative (Tarabbini et al. 2017) seemed a significant key 

to the young people and their families.  

I work with those young people to achieve positive outcomes, I use the multi-agency approach, 

child-protection conferences, forward referrals to safeguarding leads, South Yorkshire Police, 

multi-agency teams. Assuring those parents who are coming into the school or are in transition 

and have safeguarding issues that we are working with them in partnership not against them.’ 

(Mrs Jackson, Safeguard and student support lead, Hilltop).  

They believed that ’engaging parents in decision-making’ was important in ‘identifying the 

specific individual needs’ (Mrs Jackson) of each young person. A view that resonated with 

Harris and Goodall’s (2008) study findings that revealed the importance of schools engaging 

parents in their children’s learning. Reflecting on their school culture and ethos, it appeared as 

though the practice of engaging the community in a partnership approach was intentionally 

built within their school belief system (Parson, 2011).  

The teaching/learning relationships were approached in a different manner at Sunset as 

compared to the other educational settings. Like in the other settings, their school culture and 
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ethos influenced the interactions within the school environment. For example, the quotes below 

pointed to their distinctive orientation to values, expectations and pedagogy:  

Quick removal of a student is all done to avoid disruption in a lesson and make sure other 

students continue with their learning (Mrs Weaver, Y10 Manager). 

This is a very academic school…So your time in the class is valuable and you must do 

everything to a high standard. (Miss Fisher, SLT, Sunset). 

Implying that the teachers’ focus on displayed behaviour and classroom time was highly valued 

in line with their shared values and beliefs - ‘learning first and academic achievement’. It has 

been suggested that such an approach to teaching/learning relationships might make the school 

environment appear as an ‘unwelcoming space that is discriminating’ to young people who are 

often already struggling with other challenges in their lives especially, those from families with 

multiple adversities (Blunting et al. 2017). The views of staff at Sunset tended to suggest that 

the dominant ‘middle class’ culture (Thompson, 1991; Mills, 2008) within the school 

significantly influenced their distinctive orientation. This was highlighted by Ms Cooper’s 

comment:  

 It has to do with class because our school catchment area brings 40% of the working class 

families even though the school is located in a middle class area. So it’s a mixed bag full of 

young people who bring in a variety of family background experiences. These working class 

young people unlike the middle class, lack the teacher-pleasing behaviour. They do not have 

that social skill (Ms Cooper, SLT, Sunset). 

It appeared from the Sunset teachers’ data interviews that the issue of working class young 

people ‘lacking the teacher-pleasing behaviour’ (Ms Cooper) was a major concern for some 

of the teachers at Sunset, perceiving it as the main challenge young people at risk within their 

setting were facing. Indicating that the habitus young people from working class brought to the 

education table (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Houston, 2015) was different from what the 

dominant middle class culture offered, and as a result they were viewed as failing to meet the 

school’s expectations. Illuminating the effects of institutional habitus, Houston (2015) and 

Gerwitz et al. (1995) pointed out that teachers’ practices and how they relate with all groups of 

young people may form their judgements about their abilities and progress and by so doing 

exercise power to reproduce inequality.  
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The perspectives of Sunset teachers with regards to the influence of the dominant ‘middle class’ 

culture on the school’s distinctive orientation to values, expectations and pedagogy were 

echoed by the Sunset young people at risk during their individual interviews. 

Some teachers are nice and some are very unfair like the way they keep on picking on me even 

when I am not the one causing trouble. For example, last week we were talking on our table 

with my mate and she wrote my name on the board but the other table they were also talking 

and she just cautioned them and didn’t write their names on the board. This happens a lot, and 

usually they will be white students who do not get in trouble. I sit with white friends in certain 

lessons but we do not hang around outside together. I hang around with my Muslim friends 

(Daris, Y9, Sunset). 

Another young person when asked, ‘In your view what are the main issues you are facing in 

school?’ His response was, 

Teachers don’t give you a chance to speak when you want to tell them what will have actually 

taken place especially when they accuse you of something you have not done. They just put 

your name on the board or send you to detention or on call. They do not consider your view as 

being that important (Aafa, Y8, Sunset). 

Sakiya, a very vocal young girl, had this to say,  

I do not like PE because I am not sure whether its racism or what but some girls get to choose 

who they want to be with and the teacher knows they are friends and she actually puts them 

together, but us we are separated. Usually she removes me from my friends and puts me with 

white girls but I do not want to be with them (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset). 

The quotes above revealed a lot of inconsistencies in the school system and a conflict between 

the institutional habitus which is based on a dominant middle-class culture and the habitus of 

the young people at risk who does not fit the white middle class norm (Thompson, 1991). 

Thompson, (1991) stated that particular practices should not be seen as simply the product of 

habitus, but as the product of the relation between the habitus and the specific social contexts 

or fields within which individuals act (1991, pg. 13). The young people’s accounts point to the 

view that, the behaviours of young people from low socio-economic backgrounds at Sunset 

were perceived as being outside of the norm of the schools’ shared values. This might be due 

to placing an expectation on their behaviours to fit in to the schools’ belief system, which is 

very much the traditional approach to education. Or perhaps the school does not understand 

how to respond appropriately to the needs and experiences of young people from an ethnic 
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minority background (Howarth, 2004). Such a school orientation could possibly make young 

people from the working class, constant targets for sanctions, detentions, isolation and 

eventually, fixed-term exclusion pushing them to a position of being at risk of permanent 

exclusion from school. Issues related to class, culture and ethnicity will be examined further in 

chapter 7 and 8.  

Nevertheless, despite the above challenge, the teachers at Sunset also used a multi-agency 

approach and made referrals to various external agencies on behalf of the young people at risk. 

One of the year managers explained how they identified the needs and made referrals. 

It starts with the teachers in class flagging things up to year managers as quickly as they identify 

something of concern. Year managers start responding by talking to the student and organising 

meetings with the parents. We contact external services as a school on behalf of the parents and 

we follow up on all referrals we make… Thus, we are doing all that we can within our capacity 

to support the young people. We even get in touch with medical centres or other health services 

to make sure young people get appointments and they attend the appointments (Mr Taylor, Y10 

Manager, Sunset).   

From the vantage point of the Sunset teachers, lack of funding and the current school budgets 

cuts by the government was affecting the support they can give to the young people and the 

time they can allocate for intervention purposes.  

The lack of learning mentors and counsellors within the school who could work closely with 

struggling young people make our work with them more difficult and we feel overstretched. 

For example, currently, the SLT members and year managers are carrying the pastoral care 

duties besides our actual job responsibilities and duties, which leaves us with not enough time 

to explore the individual specific needs of these young people (Miss Fisher, SLT, Sunset).  

It was apparent from their views that the lack of resources was impacting on the quality of 

interactions and support provided to the struggling young people, especially lack of an 

established pastoral care team. This will be examined in depth in chapter 6 and 7.  

To conclude this section, while acknowledging the context within which schools are operating, 

I would reiterate McGregor and Mills’ (2012) viewpoint that, ‘teachers provide a bridge 

between young people and the education system’. Therefore, the state of the teaching 

relationships, curriculum provision and shared values should be viewed as significant by the 

schools if exclusions are going to be reduced to one-off serious incidents. It has been stated 

that classrooms are the educational interface at which connection or disconnection occurs for 



147 | P a g e  
 

students (Gable et al. 2006). Suggesting that, the relationships, expectations and pedagogical 

practices within these spaces are fundamental to engaging and retaining the interest and trust 

of young people (Smyth et al. 2014; Gillies, 2016). In the next section, I will briefly discuss 

the ethos of the multi-agency team and the dynamics of their working relationships with the 

educational institutions.  

Multi-agency team ethos: Shared values/beliefs 

The rise in school exclusion rates in Wilmore City meant that all parties involved in the lives 

of young people at risk and families with multiple adversities were forced to work together to 

try tackle the problem (DfE, 2015; Wilmore LA Report, June 2015; 2018). The main role of 

the professionals I interviewed was encompassed within the statutory role of the local authority, 

which is education provision for all young people regardless of their background (DfES, 2004). 

I have responsibility for ensuring there is sufficient education provision statutorily to all 

children that have been subject to permanent exclusion, and working with the school system 

around inclusive learning strategy, as well as the commissioning of alternative education 

provision for excluded young people (Mr Arthur, Director of teaching & learning, Children’s 

services, Wilmore LA). 

The main strategic approach to achieve that mission was through ‘early identification and 

assessment of the specific needs’ of each young person (DfES, 2004; 2006; DCSF, 2007) 

‘referred’ to them by the ‘teachers’ or in some cases by ‘the families’ (Children Services 

Report, dated 10/17) using the FCAF and Team Around the Family (TAF) assessment tools 

(DfES, 2004). Their main focus was to remove the barriers to learning in the lives of young 

people. 

Our role first and foremost is early identification of a child’s needs and trying to get support to 

families earlier, especially those with struggling young people to avoid exclusion. The focus 

will be to try and unpick some of the barriers through getting to know what’s happening in that 

family. And how is that young person feeling, what support they need, and work with the whole 

family to meet that need, providing preventive or intervention services (Madaniya, team 

manager (TM), Children services). 

There was general consensus among the children services professionals that, their shared 

beliefs and values were drawn from the focus of their role and strategic approach to supporting 

young people at risk. They were all aware of their responsibility of being the ‘link between 

schools and families’, and ‘advocating for education provision to all young people’ within the 

local authority (Bonnie, TM, Woodlands area) Hence, they adopted a ‘whole household 
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approach to support provision’ (Leroy, TM, Hilltop area) so as to remove all identified barriers 

to learning in each young person’s life (DCSF, 2007). Consequently, from the professionals’ 

perspectives, multi-agency support was ‘effective’ in school settings where the belief system 

was ‘focused on supporting not only academic development’, but ‘all aspects’ of the young 

people’s lives such as ‘social, personal and educational’ development (Emma, Specialist - 

SLM). Their views illuminated that schools that ‘considered’ all aspects of the young person’s 

life, tended to co-operate and partner with them in a manner that benefitted the young people 

at risk.   

Another key theme that emerged in the data was the difference in the professionals’ working 

relationship with schools and the PRU.  

Our working relationships with schools are characterised by our advisory role on various issues 

such as alternatives to school exclusion, young people’s identified needs and support provision, 

and fair exclusion process (Flora, Specialist - SLM).  

Whereas, with the PRU the main focus of the relationship was to ‘ensure that all excluded 

young people linked to us are reintegrated to mainstream school or at least remain in 

education’ (Mr Arthur). It is worth noting that from the data collected, ‘the state’ of these 

relationships was ‘not always healthy’ as revealed by the views of the research participants. 

Therefore, the part played by these working relations during the exclusion process will be 

discussed in the following chapters.  

 Conclusion 

The main aim for exploring school culture and ethos was to examine the distinctive orientations 

of each educational setting and gain an in-depth understanding on their significance when 

dealing with young people at risk and their families. Drawing from the perspectives and views 

of all the research participants in the four research sites, a common theme that emerged as a 

key feature of the school culture and ethos was the school’s belief system. Views across the 

settings indicated that a positive school culture and ethos is one where all young people feel 

valued, cared for and respected (Graham, 2012). Suggesting that there was an overall 

acknowledgement of the significance of nurturing an environment where all young people felt 

a sense of belonging, despite their histories, social backgrounds, academic ability or habitus 

(Reay, 2004; Houston, 2015). Such a learning environment has been commended for 

contributing to effective teaching and learning and to genuine communication, both within and 
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outside the school by previous researchers in this field (McGregor and Mills, 2012; Hatton, 

2013; Trotman et al. 2015).  

Furthermore, the findings revealed that in settings where the school’s belief system was explicit 

and the management position was clearly documented, there was consistency in the way the 

teachers interacted with pupils, families and worked with external agencies (Hatton, 2013). 

Implying that the more narrow and vague the school’s orientation to values, expectations and 

pedagogy is, the higher the inconsistences within the exclusion process. This is perhaps, 

because school culture and ethos are connected to processes of school discipline and 

accountability that have a bearing on teachers’ options in terms of behaviour management and 

negotiations with students (McGregor & Mills, 2012). The research done by Theriot et al. 

(2010) concluded that school exclusions are fuelled by a complex interaction between student 

and school level factors. That means the interaction between the young people’s habitus with 

the institutional habitus can influence their position within the school field (Grenfell and James, 

1998; Mills, 2008). In such cases, Theriot et al. (2010), suggested that interventions addressing 

student behaviour problems in combination with interventions aimed at changing the school 

environment might be effective to reduce young people’s risk of school exclusion.  

This view resonates with the stand point of Bruns et al. (2005) and Cameron, (2006) who 

pointed out that schools that adopted such strategies were successful in their support provisions 

to young people at risk. According to Cameron (2006), schools are supposed to carry out a 

complete assessment of their school ethos in addition to young people and family -related 

factors. This is due to the view that classrooms are not homogeneous social spaces described 

in local and national policies as Vavrus and Cole (2002) put it. Without such a comprehensive 

assessment, inappropriate support will be made available to young people at risk that excludes 

the effect of the structural inequalities, asymmetrical relations of power and unequal access to 

resources on these young people (Houston, 2015).  

For example, comparing the three educational settings, support provision and intervention 

strategies appeared to be most effective when they were built on an explicit school belief 

system as well as on the individual circumstances and views of the young people. Reflecting 

on these different school approaches to school exclusion which relate to broader school culture 

and ethos, it can, therefore, be concluded that the school’s beliefs system can either aggravate 

use of school exclusion or prevent its use as a sanction. Hence, fostering a reflective practice 

through the school self-evaluation process might contribute to school ethos that nurtures an 
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environment that is inclusive to all young people. In the following chapter, the school exclusion 

policies, principles and processes within the three educational settings will be presented.  
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Chapter 6: The Conceptualisation and Practice of School Exclusion: Policies, Principles 

and Processes  

 

Introduction 

This chapter extends the findings reported in Chapter 5 in relation to how the school exclusion 

was conceptualised and practised in these educational settings. It provides an in-depth account 

of the official school disciplinary policies, their aims, objectives and processes by firstly 

exploring the principles underpinning the exclusion processes. Secondly, an analytical 

discussion of the similarities and differences between the school contexts is presented. Lastly, 

the chapter concludes by highlighting the lessons that mainstream schools can learn from the 

PRU’s approach to practice. In the next sections, is a presentation of the school disciplinary 

system in each setting. 

School Exclusion Policies, Principles and Processes: A tale of two new behaviour models 

In order to examine, categorise and compare the behaviour models in each school in a detailed 

account, the school disciplinary policy was presented using a flow diagram for each school and 

discussed separately. The flow diagrams represent the espoused process which was not 

necessarily aligned to the enacted process. The analysis of each policy sought to identify the 

hidden agendas which underlie day to day rules, sanctions, rewards, interventions and other 

strategies employed to promote and maintain acceptable behavioural standards.  

Hilltop School - Positive Discipline Policy: ‘It’s neither draconian nor rigid’   

Nine months prior to data collection, the school management had introduced a new behaviour 

system. The Head-teacher, Mr Allen, who had been in post for four years championed the 

formulation and design of the new behaviour framework. Naming the new framework, ‘positive 

discipline’ (PD), that reflected its intended purpose which was ‘to provide a framework for the 

school’s approach to encouraging effective student and teacher behaviours’ (PD policy, 

2017/18). Its success was measured against a number of expected positive outcomes which 

were identified as areas requiring improvement. These were; ‘staff workload reduction due to 

effective use of student planner; increased understanding of the exclusion process by all parties 

concerned; an increase in the use of the celebration system by teachers; effective use of 

classroom-based consequence strategies as a means of supporting class teachers; and the 

school setting becoming an effective learning environment’ (PD policy, 2017/18). These were 

the key objectives the new framework was set to achieve. 
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Acceptable student and teacher behaviours, were viewed in line with all behavioural issues 

reflecting the school values and beliefs. Thus, behaviour was defined in terms of values and 

expectations, though it was equally rule-based and consequence-oriented as well.  

That’s what we are asking the students in terms of our expectations…so consequences exist to 

deal with those breaking the rules and the celebration system to reward those achieving good 

work while the teachers are expected to apply the agreed policy based on our school values (Mr 

Allen) 

A close examination of their PD policy revealed that the school viewed their young people as 

both ‘scholars’ and ‘socially deficient’ (Munn et al. 1992) as reflected by their school core 

values. The rules were conveyed formally and made accessible to the young people as 

suggested by a comment made by Ms Williams, 

All these different behaviour conducts and the consequences related to them are clearly 

explained in a pyramid format…in the student planner and around the school.  

The goal was to ensure that the young people understood the rationale for the consequences 

linked to each behaviour. According to Mr Allen, the purpose of the new framework was to 

‘hold a very high line’ and ‘raising the bar’ in relation to school behaviour standards within 

the school so as to ‘create a positive learning environment’. For example, some behaviours 

that were once tolerated within the setting were no longer acceptable, some of them constituting 

automatic grounds for exclusion such as ‘swearing’, ‘verbal abuse to staff’ and ‘smoking’. 

Verbal abuse to staff is not tolerated and is now an exclusion offence as well as smoking inside 

the school building…So I took a hard line so as to reduce violent and aggressive incidents…and 

now such incidents are seldom within the school (Mr Allen). 

In seeking to gain insight into why the PD policy conveyed such a radical tough stance in their 

approach to handling poor behaviour, Mr Allen explained ‘the school’s turbulent history with 

regards to student behaviours’ and how that ‘had contributed to the bad reputation the school’ 

had within Wilmore city. From the school’s perspective, the ‘turbulent history’ of the school 

required an approach that ‘set out the school rules clearly and take nothing for granted if 

change was going to be attained in coming years’ (Mr Allen). The word ‘turbulent’ was used 

to describe the frequency of violent and aggressive incidents that the school environment was 

associated with, two years before the introduction of the new framework.  

In developing the PD policy, the school sought to engage the teachers and the young people 

and involve the parents:  
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The process of introducing a new behaviour framework was partly informed by the staff and 

the student voices and that was then written as a policy and that policy was put on our website 

for parents to access and ask any questions (Mr Allen). 

That reflected a ‘collective responsibility’ approach (Munn et al. 2000) in developing a school 

policy that best suited their school community context. An approach encouraged in all past and 

current educational reform policies (DfE, 2019). The principles and processes of the new 

framework were underpinned by the school’s vision and values. Therefore, it was seen as a 

significant component of the school mission.  

The school behaviour policy is laid out carefully in line with our school ethos…so the process 

can be trusted by everybody (Mr Allen). 

The approach to behaviour policy application was described here, as a ‘process’ that goes 

through a number of levels within the school structure. Thus, the introduction of a new 

behaviour policy was viewed as a way of translating the school values into action.  

Principles - ‘It’s about rewards and consequences’  

While contemplating on its development and the background to it, Mr Allen described their 

school behaviour policy as being about rewards and consequences. 

PD is about celebrating where things are being done correctly and being very clear if things 

aren’t being done correctly and the consequences for that (Mr Allen).  

As much as there were ways of appreciating the achievements of all those in the ‘reward 

pathway’, there were also a number of phases within the ‘consequence pathway’ for those 

breaching the school rules. According to Mr Allen, ‘the two systems were designed to operate 

flexibly so as to provide room for changes and modifications to be made when necessary’. The 

teachers similarly indicated that ‘the reward and consequence systems created balance within 

the policy application allowing ‘consistency’ and ‘flexibility’ to function in a unified and 

complementary approach’ (Miss Oliver). The word ‘flexibility’ signified that the behaviour 

framework was ‘open to a continual evaluation for improvement and its application, depending 

on the circumstances of the young people within the school’ (Mr Allen).  

Hence, it was described as neither ‘draconian’ nor ‘rigid’ in the policy document (PD policy, 

2017). Implying that there was room to ‘discuss, amend and modify the agreed framework’ 

depending on the circumstances presented as related by the teachers. However, although the 

teachers were allowed to employ a ‘flexible approach’, there was a written expectation in the 
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PD policy document for them to ‘always operate within the agreed framework for rewards and 

sanctions’ (PD policy, 2017/18). According to the school management that written expectation 

was part of the teachers’ behaviour expected conduct within the new framework. 

In adopting the new framework, the teachers constantly referred to it as the ‘success for 

teaching and success for learning framework,’ (Ms Williams) reflecting the unifying factor 

within the framework and the responsibility it placed on both the teachers and the young people. 

The reward system was the motivating factor for any successful teaching or learning while the 

consequence system which was used as a deterrent to poor behaviour was closely linked to the 

support strategies. Hence, the descriptions of their PD policy overlapped with their descriptions 

of strategies for supporting young people at risk within the field.  

As much as there might be consequences, there also has to be a triage and intervention to try 

avoid exclusion (Mr Allen).  

The teachers alluded to the same view stating that ‘all school internal resources to support the 

individual young person have to be exhausted before considering any exclusion decision…we 

have to put in place everything possible’, (Mrs Jackson). Their approach to behaviour policy 

was focussed on the individual young person, providing ‘one to one support where possible’ 

in and outside the classroom (Mr Hugo). That approach was in line with their teaching 

philosophy which was reported as ‘Learning Together, Achieving Together’, (School Mission 

statement, 2016/2018). Figure 6.1 presents key features of the PD policy.  
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HILLTOP SCHOOL EXCLUSION PROCESS FLOW DIAGRAM 

Figure 6.1                                                                    
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A brief examination of the key features in the PD policy and its application process follows in 

the next section. 

The Reward System 

Introducing a reward system was in line with the government’s education policies that exhort 

school management to employ a reward system as a way of promoting good discipline valued 

by the school (DfE, 2019). Teachers were expected to use ‘impetuous praise on a daily basis’ 

and an ‘ongoing stamp award system’ that was given to any young person as an approval of 

showing ‘commitment, effort and attainment’ (School Behaviour Policy, 2017/18). Mr Allen 

described the reward system in terms of it being a recognition of young people’s achievement 

that was worth celebrating: 

Rewards are for celebrating…good work…and our values…so the resilience stamp is designed 

to celebrate our values. Students collect stamps and staff arrange certification of those stamps 

to be presented to students during the celebration evenings. Students celebrate their 

achievement in the presence of their parents and school governors. Also postcards and letters 

of praise are sent directly to their homes. All these rewards lead to a chance to celebrate that 

you have gone the extra mile (Mr Allen).   

Mrs Jackson emphasised the importance of the celebration system using the profile of their 

local community. ‘Considering the profile of the school’s catchment area’, she explained, ‘the 

certification of awarded stamps is a significant strategy for building the young people’s self-

aspirations’, (Mrs Jackson). Their local community area was among the most ‘socially and 

culturally deficient’ local communities in Wilmore city. Consequently, the celebration 

evenings introduced a positive experience and a sense of achievement in their community.  

The Consequence System 

When asked how the school management monitored the use of consequences, Mr Allen 

narrated how the teachers were expected to ‘focus on supporting the young person to move to 

the rewards pathway’ describing their rigorous check system inbuilt within the phases. His 

emphasis was on ensuring that the consequence system was not equated with being punished 

(Trotman et al. 2015) and preventing the policy implementation from tilting more towards 

sanctions with no latitude for honouring good behaviour (Theriot et al. 2010). Therefore, their 

policy stated that ‘the intention of the consequence system was to bring a halt to unacceptable 

learning attitudes and supporting the individual to a positive learning pathway’, (PD Policy, 

2017/18, pg. 9).  
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Mr Allen further described the consequence system using seven key phases that in his view 

constituted the exclusion process which are discussed below. He added, ‘our goal is that it does 

not get to phase seven - permanent exclusion, that’s why we constantly remind the young people 

about the school rules through various channels’. Mr Allen felt strongly that permanent 

exclusion was a severe punishment, hence, the school’s attempts to support struggling young 

people.  

Internal exclusion processes 

Classroom-based strategies 

The warning system commenced the exclusion process as it formed a link to the internal 

exclusion processes.  

The system is…a young person receives three warnings - one verbal and two planner comments 

within the classroom…are removed from that classroom if poor behaviour persists. There is a 

layer of support within the classroom like moving their sitting position before being sent out. 

They are then sent to a subject zone for that lesson with some work to complete while 

there…and a break time detention. If they fail in the subject zone, it could lead to a day in 

isolation room with another layer of support (Miss Oliver).  

The repositioning of the young person was meant to de-escalate the situation. There was 

consensus among the teachers that the classroom warnings reminded the young person that 

their behaviour was ‘outside of the confines’ of the school’s ‘agreed classroom learning 

framework’. Hence, these phases were seen as providing the young person with an opportunity 

to stop whatever was unacceptable from the teacher’s perspective. This was confirmed by Mr 

Allen when said, ‘the three warnings are three chances to get things right before you go to the 

sanctioning process.’ Where classroom-based strategies failed, the young person was moved 

to the outside classroom phase. 

Outside classroom-based strategies  

The detention sequence (phase 4) and the isolation zone (phase 5) made up the internal 

exclusion process. The written principle within the school policy framework was that any 

young person who enters these two phases of the consequence system ‘would have caused a 

considerable level of disruption that warrants their removal from the lesson’ to either the 

subject or isolation zone (PD policy, 2016/17, pg. 10). In describing these phases Mr Allen 

linked them to the level of support required.  
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When we get to phase four and five, it’s about pastoral staff taking forward that there are a 

number of issues and therefore there needs to be both consequence and counselling…something 

needs to happen to support that young person. Thus, as much as there might be consequences, 

there also has to be a triage and intervention to try to avoid external exclusion (Mr Allen). 

His explanation demonstrates that the staff focussed on identifying key influences to poor 

behaviour as well as proving appropriate support. Furthermore, teachers removing a student 

from a lesson were expected to ‘send them with work which they were doing or about to do, to 

take with them to the zone’, and the staff stationed in the zone ensured that they all ‘completed 

their assigned work in silence and maintained the classroom rules’ (PD Policy, 2017/18). Thus, 

while the subject zone was private and solitary, emphasis was on it remaining school-work and 

good behaviour-oriented reflecting their school values of valuing both academic and social 

goals.  

Teachers spoke of various types of ‘detentions’ that young people removed from a lesson 

‘automatically faced’ such as ‘break detention’ or ‘Head-teacher’ detention. Nevertheless, 

rather than an academic work-oriented task out of sight of the rest of school, the young people 

on detention were assigned some socially useful tasks to carry out, which they referred to as 

‘community service’. The idea was to create an environment that encouraged a dialogue with 

the individual young person as explained by Mr Allen and confirmed by Mr Hugo.  

Detention isn’t just a punishment. It is a window that helps us to get to know the young person 

and what might be happening in their lives. I give them a task to do…and I get to chat with 

them…We gain a better understanding of what would have taken place in the classroom.  

Detention was seen as an opportunity to gain an understanding of the young person’s 

circumstances both in school and at home from the student’s view, with the aim of identifying 

the factors influencing their poor behaviour. Further escalation of behaviour in the subject zone 

or receiving five detentions in a week resulted in a day(s) in isolation.  

Mr Allen described isolation referring to its purpose, ‘the isolation zone functions as a severe 

internal sanction where young people sent there are completely cut off from the usual social 

daily experiences within the school setting’. The need for the young person to be ‘isolated in 

the fullest sense of the word’ (original emphasis kept…DP policy, 2016/17) was explicitly 

stressed in the school policy as can be gleaned from this quoted phrase. Mr Allen continued to 

explain, 
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In practice what that means is, each young person is assigned a box room with a desk and a 

chair for the day…, expected to complete any specific piece of work given by their class 

teacher, spend their lunch break and have their dinner there.  

The young person was not allowed any social time while in isolation which could last from one 

to five days. The isolation room was viewed as ‘an operational and purposeful environment 

consisting of a bank of work which covered every curriculum area’, (Miss Oliver). She 

explained, ‘the rules in the isolation are very strict with no room for negotiating a way out or 

taking anything for granted’. The ‘tone of the language’, ‘the phrases’ used and the detailed 

explanation of this phase within the PD policy, demonstrated the sternness of the sanction. 

After the outside classroom-based strategies were exhausted, the external exclusion processes 

were applied. 

External exclusion processes 

This consisted of the fixed term, permanent exclusion and support interventions. Only the SLT 

and year managers were involved at this level. The phases were linked to a number of 

interventions, such as the Contract meeting. 

Phase 6: Contract meeting  

In the policy document, there was a strong emphasis on the significance of employing different 

interventions as ‘de-escalation strategies’ before making the decision to exclude a young 

person at risk. While interviewing Mr Allen, I asked him to elaborate more on how the contract 

phase operated.  

We use the same type of contract phase if they go on fixed term. We sign an agreement that 

they are coming back on a fifteen ‘clean’ days contract in the re-admission meeting…so it’s 

called a PAGO report. PAGO stands for poor, average, good and outstanding behaviour…it 

needs to be fifteen ‘clean’ days of good or outstanding behaviour…to ensure that you do not 

become a repeat offender in an exclusion process.  

The ‘clean’ days meant that the young person was expected to display good or outstanding 

behaviour for fifteen successive days without faltering in order to be removed from the signed 

contract. The teachers repeatedly stated that the aim was to ‘readapt the young person to the 

school positive discipline behaviours that enabled them to learn in a supportive way’, (Miss 

Oliver). While at the same time, communicating to them that ‘the school’s rules were there to 

be obeyed implicitly and without argument’, (PD policy, 2017/18). In that sense, the academic 
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and social orientation of their school values was still reflected in the primacy of combining 

consequences with support interventions. All this was done to prevent external exclusion.  

Phase 7: Fixed term and Permanent Exclusion 

In enquiring about the grounds for exclusion, Mr Allen explained what will trigger the 

consideration of such a harsh punishment: 

After the behaviour has been triaged and intervened through extensive curriculum 

alteration, the next time you exclude, it’s actually alignment of exclusion in profile with 

the level of intensity support being provided. 

He described the grounds for exclusion in relation to the level of support provision the 

individual will have received while on contract not solely on the incident that will have 

happened. While, staff indicated that ‘persistent unruly behaviour, assault, possession of 

illegal substance, smoking inside the school premises, verbal abuse to school teachers, and 

antisocial behaviour like bullying’, (Mr Allen) constituted automatic grounds for a fixed 

term/permanent exclusion. He however, explained that,  

All incidents go through a three-level verification process before the decision to exclude is 

made to ensure that within the pyramid, it should be a fixed term exclusion.  

Any gaps identified within the process such as ‘lack of sufficient witness evidence’, ‘unclear 

statements’ or ‘lack of evidence for appropriate support provision’, (PD policy, 2017/18), to 

the young person resulted in the referral being turned down. Indicating a ‘rigorous 

investigation’ process according to the pastoral team. If the grounds for an exclusion were 

verified and found convincing, then the exclusion was authorised by the Head-teacher.  

If it’s a fixed term exclusion, we contact parents, make arrangements for student to go off site… 

we provide work for them…and we arrange for a re-admission meeting prior to them returning 

to school…where we invite parents and any external agencies involved with that family…to 

talk about the incident that led to exclusion and the student is supported to identify any areas of 

concern for them (Miss Oliver, Year manager). 

Mr Allen also believed that permanent exclusion was necessary for poor behaviour that 

threatened the school community. 

Permanent exclusion happened if there has been a serious one-off incident of such serious 

nature that it endangered the welfare of students, staff and the local community. That is, a 

student posing danger to good ethos, order and discipline within the school.   
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The school governors reviewed the exclusion process as explained by Mr Allen: 

The decision to permanently exclude the student will go to the governors’ disciplinary 

committee (GDC) meeting for a final verification by them, after which the panel confirms my 

decision to exclude or reinstate the student if not satisfied with the evidence presented to them.  

This sanction resulted in the young person being removed from the school and joining the PRU. 

Once the young person was permanently excluded, they were send to the PRU. The staff there 

worked with excluded students with a view of reintegrating them back into another mainstream 

school.  

The school’s understanding could easily be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) PPCT model 

which provides a schematic focus for assessment of young people’s needs and the type of 

intervention required to support critical areas within complex contextual systems. Houston, 

(2015) stated that such an approach allows the identification of the diverse factors operating at 

different ecological levels, such as family, peer group, classroom curriculum, student-teacher 

relationship and community factors that may influence their school experience. However, 

according to Houston, (2015) that approach fails to provide an understanding of how classroom 

power dynamics operates as a form of discipline and punishment in neoliberal societies. Hence, 

it has been considered unsuccessful with regards to meeting the specific needs of young people 

at risk, due to its failure to explain how power dynamics within the school context influence 

the schooling experience of young people at risk (Houston, 2015). 

Sunset School - Consistent Behaviour Model: ‘It’s like a punishment-oriented model’  

Interestingly, at the time of data collection at Sunset, the Consistent Behaviour Model (CBM) 

was also a newly-introduced behaviour model as pointed out by the Deputy Head.  

We are just at the end of nine months using our new behaviour model and are in the middle of 

reviewing how its implementation has gone...looking at what worked well…what needs to 

improve… and what needs to be pushed forward…(Mr Cuthbert) 

Mr Cuthbert had been in charge of introducing the new model as well as ‘promoting it with 

young people, staff and parents through various meetings’. He described how the idea of 

introducing a new behaviour model was a result of a collaboration with a neighbouring school 

within their Multi-Academy Trust. ‘We were interested in revamping the way we monitor the 

students’ behaviours and some of the interventions we do’, explained Mr Cuthbert. The main 

aim of the newly-introduced model was to ‘explicitly clarify the processes and systems within 

the school which promote, encourage and reward good behaviour and enable disruptive 
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behaviour to be dealt with consistently and effectively’, (CBM, 2017/18). According to Mr 

Cuthbert, the CBM sets out the school’s approach to ‘creating an inspiring well-ordered and 

caring environment where young people could learn, develop and prosper’. It was reported 

that the previous model was inconsistent and less strict. Hence, the new behaviour model’s 

name communicated the expected outcome of having a ‘consistent approach’ to dealing with 

behaviours within the setting.  

The key objectives of the CBM were identified as, ‘reducing staff workload due to increased 

efficiency and effective use of the student planner,’ ‘ensuring that all students are engaged in 

the process of praise, recognition and rewards,’ ‘supporting teachers in the classroom to 

enable them to get on with teaching,’ and, ‘making the school a calm and purposeful learning 

environment every day’ (CBM, 2017/18). In his description of what the new model sought to 

achieve, Mr Cuthbert summarised the key objectives as,  

To set high standards for the students while providing interventions and support…for them to 

fulfil their potential…making sure the school is a safe environment where students can 

learn…so the main change is in our classroom behaviour. Teachers are a little bit stricter and a 

little bit quicker in removing students disrupting teaching than they used to be, in order to make 

sure everybody can get on with their lessons.  

Here ‘learning’ was their first priority. This echoed their school ethos and values. Furthermore, 

most of the staff members also felt strongly that the CBM was formulated in such a way that 

‘it promoted an awareness among the young people what the expectations were and what the 

consequences for breaching the school rules’. Acceptable student behaviour was perceived as 

all aspects of conduct within the school setting that reflected upon their school culture and 

ethos. Hence, the rules were formulated and applied in accordance to that context which viewed 

their young people as ‘scholars’ making academic achievement the primary goal within their 

school policy. Miss Fisher explained their context explicitly, 

This is a very academic school…the emphasis is on learning, so learning is first. So your time 

in class is valuable and you must do everything to a high standard.  

Mr Cuthbert confirmed this view when he stated that 

We also need to raise the bar and challenge the student board that you can do better as a student 

board for yourself and that will be seen as a positive achievement.   

He felt strongly that it was important to keep pushing the young people to levels they can do 

better in relation to their school expectations, placing emphasis on ‘willingness to work’, and 
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‘quiet movement’ round the school corridors to facilitate a ‘positive learning’ environment 

(CBM, 2017/18). The young people were expected to engage with subject knowledge and the 

school rules as illustrated by this phrase in the policy document, ‘the rules are rules and the 

framework is the framework’. Both were ‘non-negotiable’ according to Mr Cuthbert. At the 

same time, all staff members were expected to operate within the agreed framework at all times. 

Without doubt, the essential prerequisite for the CBM to be successful is a consistent 

commitment from all staff to operate within the agreed framework every day. It is one of our 

non-negotiable expectations of all staff (CBM, 2017/18).   

Thus, ‘consistency’ across the school in approaching the CBM was given high priority and 

considered not optional following the laid out principles.  

Principles: A Point-Based System 

The CBM operated through the behaviour point system, making it a point-based policy (CBM, 

2017/18). Mrs Baker elaborated why it was referred as such: 

Our behaviour system is monitored through the behaviour points because depending on how 

many behaviour points you are getting, it will determine whether we need to start engaging the 

parents and the governors and escalate the process further. So it’s more to do with our point 

system when and at what stage will each level of discussion commence.  

Thus, the exclusion process was accessed through the behaviour points which were recorded 

in the student planner, making it a ‘compulsory item’ underpinning the CBM. According to Mr 

Cuthbert, ‘the effectiveness and efficiency of the new model could only be achieved by 

consistently and fairly operating the point system via the planners’, adding, ‘it is an important 

resource in the school system’. As a result, forgetting or losing the planner was considered a 

serious breach of school rules with serious consequences. Behaviour points allocation followed 

a guide which was known as a ‘behaviour tariff’ (CBM, 2017/18). A ‘behaviour tariff’ showed 

a list of the ‘common types’ of poor behaviour and the number of points allocated for each 

behaviour. Staff members were exhorted to ‘adhere to the set behaviour tariff for allocating 

behaviour points’ so as to ensure ‘fairness and consistency’ during the exclusion process (CBM 

policy, 2017/18). Figure 6.2 is a flow diagram of the CBM policy. 
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SUNSET SCHOOL EXCLUSION PROCESS FLOW DIAGRAM 

 Figure 6.2 
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The Reward System 

A tentative framework was in place for the reward system which had been revamped. 

According to Mr Cuthbert the school was offering the following types of rewards.  

A couple of afternoons, our 50 top young people from each year group have an afternoon off 

and get involved in activities such as PE, workshops or watch a film. We also have a new house 

points system within school so immediate feedback on students who have a great lesson, the 

teachers will give them house points and then write a postcard and post it home. So families 

get to know and celebrate the achievement. These are the two kinds of reward structure in 

operation at the moment. 

The aim was to reward young people who would have done well during a lesson and to 

‘communicate the student’s positive behaviour to the parents’, if the young person continued 

to ‘demonstrate that positive attitude towards learning’ (Mr Cuthbert). The rewards were 

mainly for academic achievement which reflected their school ethos. The school valued hard 

working scholarly students who demonstrated a devotion to academic achievement (School 

Mission Statement, 2016/17). Hence, the young person as ‘a scholar’ was rewarded. The 

teachers were also encouraged to ‘use positive relationships and personalised verbal praise’ 

as a strategy for motivating struggling young people to develop positive learning attitudes 

(CBM, 2017/18, pg. 20).  

Consequence System  

In response to the question on the application of the consequences system, Mr Cuthbert gave 

the following response.  

It’s a staged process that follows a clear system. It comprises of eight stages…the first three 

stages fall under the warning protocol…followed by two other stages that make up the On Call 

protocol. We then have the external exclusion protocol which is made up of three stages. 

Sanctions such as detention and isolation are part of the internal processes. 

According to Mr Cuthbert, the CBM was best described as a behaviour system that allows ‘a 

student to be excluded if violent or removed from the learning after being given two chances 

to change their behaviour’. This revealed the inclination of the CBM towards punishing poor 

behaviour more than seeking to understand the contributory factors to the poor behaviour as a 

priority. The eight stages that made up the consequence system were as follows. 
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Internal Exclusion Processes 

Warning protocol 

The classroom-based strategies were referred to as the warning protocol and consisted of three 

stages described by Mr Cuthbert as:  

The teacher gives a student a first warning by writing their name on the board. If they continue 

with poor behaviour, they will put a tick on their name and write a comment in their planner as 

the final warning. This final warning comes with an automatic punishment in the form of a 

departmental break time detention and one behaviour point. If poor behaviour happens a third 

time, then On Call comes and they are removed from that lesson and get an ‘On Call after 

school detention’ and receive three behaviour points. 

These three stages were the initial reaction to the young person’s poor behaviour in the class. 

According to the teachers, part of their classroom intervention strategy for ‘de-escalating the 

situation’ was moving the young person to a ‘different sitting position’. Any further escalation 

of the poor behaviour resulted in the young person being removed from the lesson. Mrs Weaver 

described the purpose of requesting the On Call by the teachers.  

That is all done to avoid disruption in a lesson and make sure other students continue with their 

learning (Year 10 Manager).   

Mrs Baker explained that as class teachers, they recorded each young person’s case on the 

‘school student behaviour database’. Therefore, information sharing was considered vital 

during the exclusion process so as to keep the process ‘consistent and fair’ according to the 

school management. Removal from the lesson was done by the On Call staff.   

On Call Protocol - Detentions and Isolation 

The On Call protocol consisted of the detention and isolation stages. Commonly referred to as 

the Internal Exclusion (IE) and part of the non-classroom-based strategies. Mrs Weaver 

described these stages as follows:  

An On Call is when a SLT member is called in to a class after a student has received two 

warnings…the student is removed from the lesson and put in isolation for an hour. They go 

back to their lesson after an hour…Refusing to co-operate while in lesson isolation will result 

in a day spent in isolation. Receiving two On Calls in a day results in a fixed term exclusion. 

Year managers and SLT members were responsible for removing the young person. In the 

CBM document, limited reference was made to the ‘specific outside classroom’ support 

interventions to be used by the On Call staff besides exhorting them to ‘ensure that the young 
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people referred to them brought some work to complete while there’, (CBM, 2017/18). It was 

not discussed in the interviews too. For example, no specific procedures on how the On Call 

staff investigated the classroom incidents, or how they worked with the young person while on 

detention was explained. Failure to ‘follow rules’ in the lesson isolation zone lead to a ‘day in 

isolation’ room (CBM, 2017/18).  

Isolation room was viewed as an extremely serious sanction that their school could impose 

internally as was stated in the CBM policy document. 

Isolation is an extremely serious sanction. The isolation room will have a functional and 

purposeful environment…and is staffed by Year Managers, SLTs and teachers (break time). 

Ideally work is sent from class teachers for students to complete in isolation. If this is not 

possible students will be instructed to either read or copy out the school expectations (CBM, 

2017/18, pg. 28). 

Miss Fisher further provided a detailed description of the isolation rooms as ‘little boxes’ with 

blue boards on all sides where a young person was expected to spend the whole day, 8:45am 

until 3:15pm, doing some academic work provided by their class teacher’. Referring to the 

isolation zone as a ‘functional and purposeful environment’ (CBM, 2017/18), again, reflected 

their school values that viewed their young people as scholars. In other words, the significance 

of academic work was underpinned within the application of the exclusion process. All internal 

exclusions were academic work-oriented tasks, out of the sight of the rest of the school student 

body. According to Mr Cuthbert, the warning protocol was in operation’ and young people 

were ‘not allowed to communicate or socialise’ during the isolation period. To elaborate what 

that meant practically, he added: 

They spend break and dinner time sitting there in silence and eat alone. The only time they have 

speaking rights is when they want to ask for permission to go to the toilet from the staff or ask 

for help with school work. It’s a school work area (Mr Cuthbert). 

Staff in the isolation zone were expected to ‘closely monitor and evaluate’ the learning attitudes 

of the young people at the end of the isolation period in order to identify any ‘positive changes’ 

in relation to their ‘commitment to learning’, (CBM, 2017/18). Their processes were in 

accordance with the government education policies that advocates for detentions and isolation 

zones to be places where young people placed there, are encouraged to engage in purposive 

school work so as to reduce loss of education for them (DfE, 2017).  
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External Exclusion Protocol  

In enquiring about the grounds for exclusion, the views offered by the school staff in their 

group discussions revealed that issues such as ‘persistent defiance’, ‘aggressive behaviour’, 

‘breaching isolation rules’, ‘verbal abuse to staff’, ‘physical violence’, ‘ten planner 

comments’, ‘two On Calls in a day’, and ‘fighting in school’ (Ms Cooper) warranted an external 

exclusion either on ‘fixed term or permanent’ exclusion. 

Fixed term exclusion: Sixth stage. Ms Cooper summarised the grounds for a fixed term exclusion 

as a result of a ‘one off incident considered serious enough to deserve such a punishment’ or 

when a ‘student has accumulated a certain number of behaviour points’. Other processes 

connected to this stage were described in relation to what followed after a young person 

received a fixed term exclusion.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Year manager informs the parents about the exclusion and asks them to collect their child…the 

office staff writes a detailed letter given to the parents explaining the incident. A date for re-

integration meeting is set before the young person returns back in to school as normal (Miss 

Fisher).   

In their descriptions, not much was said in relation to how the Head-teacher verified the 

gathered evidence before making the decision to exclude besides stating that they ‘would take 

witness statements’. Instead, emphasis was placed on the importance of the reintegration 

meeting.  

Seventh Stage: Interventions Steps. The main goal for incorporating these intervention steps 

within the consequence system was to ‘try avoid permanent exclusion of young people at risk’ 

(School management views).  

Reintegration meeting: The reintegration meeting was attended by the Head-teacher, one SLT, 

young person and their parents and its purpose was explained as follows by Mr Cuthbert as: 

In the readmission meeting there is a clear message from the school to the parent that this is 

what your child did wrong and make sure they understand and agree with the school and in 

most cases they accept the decision of the school. So we make sure that the students know what 

they have done wrong and their families understand it (Mr Cuthbert).  

Suggesting that the aim was ‘to communicate’ to both the young person and their parents the 

school’s expectations and the poor behaviour that had led to exclusion. From the management’s 

perspective, ‘ensuring that the parents understood how their child had breached the school 

rules enabled them to put that behaviour into context’ and reminded them of the ‘school 
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standards and expectations’, (Mr Cuthbert). The reintegration stage was therefore, considered 

as one of the ways the school ‘sought to involve the parents’ in the child’s educational 

experience by the school management. A practice that could lead to a collective responsibility 

approach if carefully considered (Parsons, 2011). Readmitted young people ‘were 

automatically placed on a one to one report’ with a member of SLT and had their ‘behaviour 

monitored for two weeks’ (Mr Cuthbert). If a student reached ‘50/80 behaviour points’, which 

were viewed as ‘significant thresholds’, within the CBM policy, other serious meetings were 

arranged with them and their parents in school as part of the intervention steps and ‘warning 

contracts’ issued (CBM policy, 2017/18).  

50/80 behaviour points - formal warnings. Mr Cuthbert explained that when the points get to a 

‘significant threshold’, a meeting is arranged providing details of who gets involved. 

At 50 points, a governors’ disciplinary meeting takes place to review the student's escalating 

behaviour. This is attended by a school governor, H/T or Deputy Head-teacher, Year Manager, 

the young person and their parents. Likewise, at 80 points a disciplinary meeting takes place 

which is attended by the same people excluding the school governor. In both meetings, the 

objective is to discuss the young person’s behaviour record, gathered facts and context that are 

shared within the meetings. A formal written warning is also signed at the end of both meetings. 

In order to demonstrate that all attempts had been made to avoid permanent exclusion and , 

depending on the identified needs of the young person, a number of intervention strategies such 

as behaviour awareness courses, referral to external agencies, peer mentoring, social time 

supervision, curriculum leader supervision, off site provision and careers interview  (CBM, 

2017/18), were put in place. Furthermore, the young people had their ‘behaviours monitored’ 

via the ‘SLT/Head-teacher linked report/target card’ (CBM, 2017/18). Its significance was 

made clear to the young person as illustrated by Ms Cooper’s comment:  

Only SLT members issue the target cards as a form of punishment to the young people at risk. 

The main objective for the reporting is to help them become more efficient and to develop a 

positive learning attitude in line with our learning values. 

Reflecting their view of a young person as a ‘scholar’. However, it has been suggested that an 

effective behaviour contract is the one in which both parties, the school and the young person 

contribute to its composition, recognise some benefit and is flexible not rigid, thus, has room 

for renegotiation if there is need to (Munn et al. 2000; Parsons, 2011). From the vantage point 

of the school, all these meetings were ‘an opportunity for the young people to learn from 
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previous mistakes in order to avoid repetition of same incidents’, (Miss Fisher). Where 

appropriate a managed move was considered during the 80 point meeting. 

Managed move strategy - There was not much information on how the managed moves were 

organised in their school policy. Nevertheless, one of the year managers gave a brief 

description of what it was, how it worked and its purpose:    

In the 80 points meeting, a managed move possibility is discussed because once their points 

reach 110 points, it’s a permanent exclusion so managed move is to try to avoid that severe 

punishment. A managed move means that they go to another school for 12 weeks, and if they 

behave well, they stay there. But if the unacceptable behaviour escalates, they come back on to 

the same behaviour points they were on before they went on to a managed move (Mrs Weaver).  

The principal aim of a managed move is to ‘collaboratively problem solve’ between the 

schools, young people and their families, allowing the young people to move to a new provision 

in a strategic manner (Abdelnoor, 2007). Persistent poor behaviour after exhausting all the 

intervention steps led to permanent exclusion.  

Stage 8: Permanent exclusion - Once the young person’s behaviour points got to 110 points, a 

meeting attended by the Head-teacher, Dep. Head and the SLT link was arranged ‘to discuss 

the future of the young person at the school’ as they faced the possibility of permanent 

exclusion (CBM, 2017/18). Mr Cuthbert explained how the decision to exclude was made: 

Discussion on permanent exclusion of the young person takes in to account a number of issues 

such as, their previous records, seriousness of the incident, extent of disruption to learning, 

damage to school standards and rules, damage to school reputation and the precedents - how 

other students have been treated in similar cases.  

That in a way, demonstrated that the decision to permanently exclude a young person was not 

reached lightly. Once a decision was reached that the young person could no longer continue 

receiving mainstream education within their setting, a GDC meeting was arranged, attended by 

‘Head-teacher, school governing body members, the young person, their parents and the year 

manager who presented the evidence compiled over a period of time’ (Mr Cuthbert). Stressing 

that,  

This being a severe punishment, all staff members involved in the processes of excluding a 

student permanently are exhorted to follow the agreed framework as laid out in the CBM 

document. The key is to be as consistent and fair as is possible (Mr Cuthbert).  
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‘Consistent and fairness’ as part of the policy’s key objectives was repeatedly stated during the 

interviews. Young people permanently excluded were referred to the PRU as explained earlier. 

A brief examination of the PRU behaviour policy is presented in the next section. 

PRU Behaviour Policy: ‘Trying to understand and support, rather than punish’ 

As I was immersed in this setting as a volunteer, I gained an in-depth impression that the ethos 

and the environment at PRU tended to be far more relaxed than those of traditional mainstream 

schools (McGregor and Mills, 2012). The overall aim of their behaviour policy was to provide 

‘a safe, calm, healthy, happy and stimulating environment for learning and teaching across the 

whole school and remote hubs’, (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). This intended goal was achieved 

by ensuring a ‘consistent behaviour management that promoted the inclusive ethos of the PRU’ 

(Behaviour policy, 2017/18). The key objectives were specified as:  

Early identification of pupils whose behaviour may adversely affect their learning and provide 

appropriate support; helping pupils to understand that personal actions have both positive and 

negative consequences; help them learn to take responsibility for their actions; reinforce, 

recognise and reward positive behaviour; and to set out the involvement and expectations of 

relevant stakeholders in ensuring that the pupils, staff and parents receive appropriate support 

and intervention (Behaviour policy, 2017/18).  

While describing the purpose of their behaviour policy, the staff at PRU did not refer to a 

specific element, member of staff or a programme, or specify a policy, but continually referred 

to the relationships amongst staff and young people.   

Our main focus is to build relationships with the young people and we are very good at working 

as a team as well (PRU Staff).  

The approach to poor behaviour at the PRU was described as, ‘trying to understand’ rather 

than ‘trying to punish’ (Chafik, TA). From their perspective, their approach depended on 

‘what’s happening in young people’s lives at that time, so staff had to ‘come ready to face bad 

and hard days’ as the work environment and the young people ‘were unpredictable’ (Majidah, 

teacher). Building ‘good and trusting’ relationships was the core principle that enabled them to 

achieve their intended purpose. The approach reflected on their ethos and values that viewed 

the young people as ‘members of a community’ (Munn et al. 1992). The rules and their rationale 

were therefore, conveyed formally, explained and discussed through the ‘social education 

programmes’ (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). Some lessons within that programme were assigned 
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to discussion between teachers and young people of ‘good and bad behaviour conducts’ 

(Emran, TA).  

I observed that the teachers seemed to share similar ideas about behaviour standards as they 

repeatedly stated that, ‘we have a collective approach and it’s about how to personalise 

teaching and individualise how you relate to individual young people’ (Research Journal notes, 

2016/17). Hence, their descriptions of the behaviour policy converged with their descriptions 

of the various support strategies and interventions young people received based on their 

specific needs. The emphasis was on focusing on the individual young person and working on 

a ‘one to one basis’ (Lisa). The staff constantly shared their own examples of how they worked 

with individual young people. For example, Lisa expressed the importance of using a ‘student-

centred approach’, while working with young people in an art lesson, stating that, ‘the topics 

we cover are generally based on their areas of interest’. The behaviour policy emphasised the 

significance of staff members ‘understanding the student histories’. In particular it stated that:   

In many cases the students’ self-esteem and confidence as positive learners will have been 

damaged. This serious act - one of rejection - needs sensitive and skilful handling in order to 

prepare the pupils to reintegrate back into a mainstream placement or whatever setting is 

deemed appropriate. We aim to provide an appropriate setting to promote this (Behaviour 

policy, 2017/18). 

The goal of the PRU was to prepare excluded students for, and support them through, 

reintegration in a ‘short a time as possible’ to either mainstream or special school. Thus, their 

classroom practice and pedagogy was considered key in their approach to dealing with 

behaviour and supporting young people. The staff were encouraged to ‘consistently and 

appropriately’ deal with young people following their behaviour system, ensuring that ‘the 

welfare of the young person was at the heart of any decision made’ (Behaviour policy, 

2017/18). There was a strong pastoral care structure that consisted of ‘Key Workers, Form 

Tutors, Key stage Leaders, Inclusion Lead, Assistant Head, ten Learning Mentors, Therapists, 

Safety and Wellbeing Lead, Safeguarding Liaison Officer, Engagement officer and SENCO’ 

(Behaviour policy, 2017/18). The pastoral team was available to support all young people 

within the school on an individual one to one basis or small groups where possible.  

Reward Structure 

The PRU had an established and broad reward system through which young people ‘who 

successfully made a positive contribution and meet or exceed expectations were recognised’ 
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(Abigail). Their aim was to ‘develop an over and above culture that sets high expectations 

and recognised’ those young people who ‘positively’ achieve in any aspect of the school life 

(Behaviour policy, 2017/18). They structured their rewards into four categories, ‘daily 

rewards, weekly rewards, and reward trips’ (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). Within each 

category was a long list of things or ways that counted as awards.   

Behaviour Expectations 

One key aspect of the PRU behaviour policy was what they referred to as ‘community 

expectations’ and were communicated using the phrase, ‘show respect’ which was an acronym 

for a number of ‘PRU expectations that related to both behaviour and learning’ (Behaviour 

Policy, 2017/18). The community expectations were displayed in the classrooms and on many 

noticeboards around the setting. I managed to take a picture of the expectations after getting a 

clearance from one of the Assistant Head-teachers. (See Appendix 20). These covered 

behaviour rules within the classroom and around the setting. Abigail explained that ‘the 

community expectations had been discussed, developed and agreed by staff and students and 

were re-affirmed with the young people each day’ (DSL, PRU).  

Staff members were expected to make references to the displayed expectations frequently. 

Furthermore, they were trained to use ‘de-escalation techniques’ at all times and were aware 

of what they could do or not do when faced with a challenging situation. The de-escalation 

techniques emphasised the importance of teachers ‘remaining calm, assertive and in control of 

the situation’ (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). Teachers were advised to ‘raise their voice where 

necessary’ but ‘never to lose control or scream or shout as such behaviours were not a good 

model to the young people’ (Majidah).  

Sanctions 

The use of the de-escalation techniques was meant to avoid the use of sanctions. Their belief 

was that, ‘multiple detentions can become ‘the club to be in, losing their effect and reducing 

your chances of engaging positively with the young people’ (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). 

Anorld echoed this view stating that, ‘sanctions quickly lose their effectiveness if frequently 

used, so we avoid constantly punishing young people’ (History teacher). The language within 

the behaviour policy discouraged use of sanctions. For example, it stated that, ‘sanctions do 

not, in themselves change behaviour, rather, they simply apply the limits to behaviour that 

enable us to reward and reinforce’ (Behaviour policy, 2017/18). Hence, teachers were 
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encouraged to focus on promoting good behaviour and developing skills and strategies that did 

not merely rely on sanctions.  

Lumpy, (2012) argued that some of the behaviour management approaches suggested in 

educational policies that relied on sanctions heavily were not effective as they simply teach 

young people to develop expertise in avoiding those sanctions. The PRU management 

concurred with this view, hence, they had a strong pastoral care team to support the teachers 

and the young people. Their belief was ‘behaviour isn’t just about behaviour, but it’s about 

unpicking what that behaviour is actually about, what it means’ (Abigail). The focus was to 

assess the specific needs of each young person so as to provide appropriate support that will 

enable them to engage in the learning process. Young people were constantly assessed for re-

integration readiness into the mainstream education.  

Re-integration process at PRU 

The PRU provided excluded young people with a positive schooling experience as they 

prepared them for re-integration into the mainstream school. However, whilst working well, 

the PRU was too full with over 50% student population above its capacity. 

The challenge we face as a setting is having to deal with increasing numbers every 

day…students are coming in big numbers as mainstream schools are permanently excluding 

their disruptive students…we are getting overwhelmed by the rising population here (Arnold, 

teacher)  

The issue of the PRU facing real difficulties to try and cope with the increasing student body 

was echoed by all the interviewed PRU staff. In particular, Lisa explained how this challenge 

was escalated by the inefficiency of the re-integration process: 

We cannot work with them and re-integrate them into the mainstream as fast as they are coming 

to us. We can only put through two young people to the appeal panel every month. And even 

then there is no guarantee that they will get a place in mainstream…that leaves us having to 

figure out how to keep them engaged in education after their appeal failed. A difficult task to 

do (TA) 

This utmost concern was echoed by Emran, who described the magnitude of this challenge by 

presenting a broader view of the actual statistics: 

Each school can only give 2 places per year and with only 26 secondary schools in Wilmore 

city, that means 52 places for re-integration, yet we have 232 young people at the PRU. This is 

a challenge created by the current education policies. Keeping a Y10 young person who was 
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maybe permanently excluded for something silly, not being given that opportunity as soon as 

they are willing to go back because they need a minimum of 6 weeks to be considered as ready 

for re-integration is heart-breaking (TA)  

Here, the common view was that it was a baffling responsibility for them to keep the young 

people who were ready to be re-integrated into mainstream school calm until their turn to go 

through the appeal panel without their behaviours escalating for the worse. Suggesting that the 

slow process and the lack of spaces for re-integration was viewed as an unfair national policy 

system that caused frustration on both the young people and the teachers. Resulting in some 

young people ‘picking up bad habits’ such as ‘refusing to engage at all and refusing any form 

of support’ due to ‘bad influence’ from ‘developed friendships’ (Chafik, TA). It was also 

reported that the PRU staff’s capacity to do ‘outreach’ work with families and follow up on 

‘case’ work was being affected by the shortage of resources. Therefore, the policies around 

school exclusion and re-integration of excluded young people were viewed as ineffective.  

It is to the examination of the similarities and differences between the educational school 

settings in terms of their school exclusion policies, principles and processes, I turn to below. 

A Comparison between Hilltop’s PD Policy and Sunset’s CBM Policy 

 

Table 6.1: Key similarities between the two official behaviour policy approaches 

Similar Aspect PD Policy and CBM Policy 

Length of time in use Both were newly-introduced frameworks  

School rules Common key elements drawn from national school 

policy frameworks 

Overall objective of new policy Promote good behaviour and deal with poor 

behaviour effectively 

Approach to school exclusion process Conceptualised as part of the behaviour management 

and disciplinary system 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Interestingly, both school behaviour policies were newly-introduced frameworks that had been 

‘in use for nine months’ by the time data collection took place in their settings. Thus, the young 

people and the school staff were ‘still settling in and coming to terms with the introduced 

changes’ (Ms Cooper, SLT, Sunset). There were overlaps between the new behaviour 
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frameworks, around classroom and outside classroom ‘code of conduct’. These were student 

behaviour conducive to learning; behaviour showing courtesy and respect to staff and other 

students and safe movement within the school (PD policy, 2017/18; CBM policy, 2017/18). 

The overlaps emerged from schools adopting the student and teacher conduct guidelines set by 

the Department for Education (DfE, 2017).  

The school management in both schools felt strongly that ‘a safe learning environment was of 

utmost significance’ in their educational settings. Hence, in both schools the overall objective 

of their behaviour policy was to ‘promote good behaviour and deal with poor behaviour 

effectively’ (PD policy, 2017/18; CBM policy, 2017/18). The schools’ exclusion processes 

were, therefore, conceptualised as part of the disciplinary systems used to manage the 

behaviours of young people at risk and this is an approach that all the successive governments’ 

national school exclusion policies legalised (Parson, 2011). Even though, the approaches were 

influenced by each school’s values, in both schools the rules were conveyed as warnings and 

consequences as a deterrent (Munn et al. 1992). The measures taken were meant to encourage 

the young people at risk of school exclusion to conform to the school expectations and 

standards as stipulated within the school policy (Ashurst & Venn, 2014).  

The language and tone of their school policies communicated that view, especially the way 

they emphasised ‘the importance of not undermining the school exclusion processes’ (PD 

policy, 2017/18; CBM policy, 2017/18). For example, throughout the phases/stages of the 

consequence system, there was an emphasis on how the ‘identified sanctions were not open to 

negotiation or debate’ (PD policy, 2017/18; CBM policy, 2017/18) where the grounds for 

exclusion were verified and it was evident that the exclusion processes were adhered to. In 

support of that viewpoint, the school management argued that ‘any deviation from the agreed 

framework’ would ‘completely undermine’ the exclusion processes and result in ‘deterioration 

of school standards and lack of consistency’ (Mr Cuthbert, Sunset; Mr Allen, Hilltop). Their 

argument illuminated the rationale for introducing school rules which were ‘prescriptive and 

extensive’, and the application of consequences as a reaction to a young person breaching a 

rule (Munn et al. 1992). 

The above similarities confirm the view that the local and national regulatory frameworks and 

policy guidance hugely influence how the school exclusion process is conceptualised in 

schools’ settings. (Ball, 2013). Also, the use of punitive approaches in both settings can be 

linked to the emergence of the education market that has reduced the willingness of Head-
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teachers to cope with struggling students and families with multiple adversities, who can be 

seen as a drain on time and resources in a very competitive education context (Blyth and 

Milner, 1996; Blunting et al. 2017). In other words, these similarities demonstrate that the 

approach to school exclusion goes beyond the influence of school context (Houston, 2015). 

Besides these similarities, there were some identified differences between the two official 

policies.  

Table 6.2: Key differences between the two official behaviour policy approaches 

Distinguishing Aspect PD Policy CB Model 

Goal of policy Consistency and flexibility Consistency and fairness 

Reward system  Fully operational & effective Ideas under formulation but fairly 

operational  

Purpose of readmission meeting An opportunity for scrutinising the 

exclusion process and review 

support strategies 

An opportunity for highlighting 

the young person’s offence and 

lessons learnt from it 

Purpose of Intervention  Contract meeting and school 

governors meeting - To help 

young person to learn 

50/80 warning contracts and 

Report cards - To control 

behaviour 

Support strategies  Strong pastoral care team in place. 

Designated policy lead champion 

No designated pastoral care team 

in place. Role of SLT members 

 

At Sunset, the CBM policy emphasised ‘consistency and fairness’ in following a rigid 

consequence system and reflecting on its development, Mr Cuthbert described it as ‘a very 

strict model that all teachers had to adhere to’. Lack of young people’s voice and even 

teachers’ voice during its development implied that it was hierarchical and bureaucratic in its 

approach and application. Mr Cuthbert spoke about ‘promoting the new behaviour model with 

young people, staff and parents’, but said nothing with regards to seeking their input to its 

development. It was developed at senior management level and implemented at the classroom 

level. This was reflected in how teachers described their exclusion processes as mainly ‘seeking 

to operate within the agreed framework’ as prescribed in the school policy (CBM, 2017/18). 

Unlike at Hilltop where the emphasis was on ‘flexibility and consistency’ being the key success 

factors of the PD policy. Implying that the framework was flexible and its application 

‘depended on each individual young person’s specific needs’ (PD policy, 2017/18). As a result, 
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the teachers defined their ‘approach in terms of support strategies available at each phase’, 

(Miss Oliver). This difference reveals the influence of the school’s belief system on the 

application of the behaviour policy (Hatton, 2013). 

The second difference was in relation to the reward mechanism features. At Hilltop, the reward 

system was fully operational using the stamps as the award mechanism. In their PD policy 

document, it was stated that, ‘central to their PD philosophy was the right of all staff to praise 

and reward young people, including contacting parents as a matter of routine’ (PD policy, 

2017/18). The school management believed in ‘everyday recognition of young people’s efforts 

as a key foundation’, (Mr Allen) to becoming a good school. Therefore, awarding of stamps 

was of ‘greater significance’ within their setting which was celebrated at a community level. 

In contrast, at Sunset, the reward system was ‘still under formulation’ and a number of ideas 

were being discussed during the data collection period. Only two awards were in use. 

Nevertheless, it was evident from the descriptions of their reward system given by Mr Cuthbert 

that the awards were largely for individual endeavour in academic or sporting achievement. 

Thus, the young person as a scholar was being rewarded. It can therefore, be stated that 

regardless of the different kinds of rewards each school had in place, the school culture and 

ethos influenced not only the kind of rewards used, but the way they were used (Munn et al. 

2000).  

Another noticeable difference was the purpose of the readmission meeting in each school. In 

Hilltop school, inbuilt within their PD policy was an approach for the Head-teacher to 

‘scrutinise every report’ raised by the teachers and year managers in the readmission meeting. 

Their focus was on ‘analysing further the previous incident against the support interventions’ 

that were ‘made available’ to the young person at risk, before their ‘behaviour escalated to a 

level that warranted’ external exclusion (Mr Allen). The reason for that ‘rigorous’ process was 

‘to identify areas that needed to change within the consequence system’ so as to meet the 

‘changing specified needs’ of the young person (Mr Allen). Thus, the goal was to identify an 

appropriate support strategy for each young person.  

Meanwhile, in Sunset school, the purpose of the reintegration meeting was to provide an 

opportunity for the school to highlight the ‘young person’s offence’ and justify ‘the sanction’ 

they received (Mr Cuthbert). Hence, the young person was expected to ‘accept responsibility 

for their poor behaviours’ and ‘demonstrate that they had taken the time to reflect on their 

behaviours’ and were ‘willing to make the necessary changes’ raised by the school (Miss 
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Fisher). Only then was the behaviour contract signed by the school, young person and parents 

(CBM, 2017/18). This difference demonstrates that though both schools had similar stages 

within the exclusion process, the emphasis on particular aspects of the procedure or the focus 

of it, differed quite sharply depending on the school principles that underpinned the school 

exclusion process (Hatton, 2013).  

The purpose of intervention also differed. At Hilltop, the main focus of the various intervention 

was to provide appropriate support that alleviated the effect of the student’s social or 

educational adversity so that they could engage in their learning and ultimately prevent external 

exclusion. The Head-teacher and the teachers repeatedly stated that ‘young people at risk of 

exclusion were extensively worked on through extensive curriculum alteration and various 

counselling processes’, (Mr Allen). The theme of the teachers’ interview discussions in relation 

to application of sanctions was ‘the availability of layers and layers of support at each phase’ 

during the exclusion process. In Sunset school, the purpose of intervention at the ‘point trigger 

levels’ was to identify ways of ‘managing the behaviour’ of the young people at risk so as to 

‘avoid external exclusion’ (CBM, 2017/18). The support interventions deployed depended 

upon the number of behaviour points each young person had accumulated not necessarily on 

their specific individual needs. The school staff discussed the various ‘warning contracts the 

young people and their parents were made to sign’ as an agreement that the young person was 

going to ‘change their behaviours as per school expectations’ and avoid school exclusion 

(CBM, 2017/18).  

The issue here is the effect that policies have in shaping and defining how teachers view and 

respond to young people’s individual needs. It can be pointed out that the predominantly 

bureaucratic approach to disciplinary system in Sunset created a rigid culture of compliance in 

which teachers followed the prescribed procedures to maintain consistency and fairness (Ball, 

2013; Hatton, 2013). The need for fairness over flexibility constrained, rather than enabling 

teachers to respond to the changing needs of each individual young person (Gable et al. 2006; 

Gillies, 2016). Statham and Smith (2010) advocated for the continuous assessment of young 

people at risk’s specific needs at every stage of their lives in order to provide appropriate 

interventions that meet the changing nature of their needs. 

The final difference was the schools’ approach to pastoral care and provision. At Hilltop, there 

was an established strong pastoral team which was led by an identified PD policy champion, 

Mr Allen, the Head-teacher. He was recognised within the school policy as the ‘one 
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championing the new behaviour framework’ and was applauded by all school staff for 

‘rigorously analysing all referrals for possible external exclusion’ from teachers (Miss Oliver). 

The function of the pastoral care team was explicitly set in their school policy as, ‘working 

with young people in the internal exclusion zone (IE); ensuring that the isolation remained a 

functional and purposeful environment; identifying and investigating young people at risk’s 

specific needs, support with subject choices, career advice and relationships with other 

students and teachers, providing appropriate interventions and communicating with the young 

people’s families’ (PD policy, 2017/18).  

The emphasis was on treating each young person as an individual with specific social and 

educational needs. As much as their approach conveyed their concern about the young people’s 

academic progress, this was placed among an extensive list of concerns about the young 

person’s social and personal development. Trotman et al. (2015) highlighted the importance of 

developing a strong pastoral care system that works closely with a behaviour lead champion in 

school settings and takes a holistic approach when dealing with struggling students.  

At Sunset, the pastoral team was made up of year managers and SLT members with no 

independent pastoral wing and there was no mention of an identified lead champion. The 

pastoral staff’s main objective was to support the young person’s development as a scholar 

such as, ‘introducing the young people to the school and house points system, school 

curriculum, facilities for social and recreational activities, monitoring academic progress, 

school attendance and any other ‘information with regards to course choices’ for the young 

people (CBM, 2017/18, Intervention list). Due to lack of an established pastoral care team, the 

social and personal development aspect of the young person was not part of their school 

curriculum.  

It has been suggested though, that without a social and personal development programme, 

schools depend on young people displaying the problem before they intervene (McGregor and 

Mills, 2012). Such an approach is reactive and inevitably further marginalises struggling young 

people, denying them the status accorded to successful students (Parson, 2011). As a result 

individual young people might seek alternative status through defiance which manifests as poor 

behaviour (Gillies, 2016). The PRU was successful in supporting the excluded students to re-

engage with learning due to the availability of a well-established strong pastoral care system. 

However, it is worth noting that lack of funding and resources in school settings created that 

gap.  



181 | P a g e  
 

In summing up this section, it can be noted that practice of school exclusion as a part of the 

disciplinary system in school settings differed broadly in accordance with the findings of the 

Timpson Review (DfE, 2019), In particular, the findings illuminated the socially constructed 

nature of school exclusions (Brodie, 2001). Demonstrating the need for schools to acknowledge 

the socio-economic context and inequalities within which they operate and use diverse 

intervention strategies to meet the needs of at risk young people as suggested by Ball (2006). 

Houston (2015) also argued for the use of both sociological and ecological lenses when dealing 

with such critical issues so as to gain an understanding of the power dynamics and the structural 

inequalities that continues to marginalise young people at risk. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented an examination of the school behaviour policies within the 

three educational settings in order to provide an in-depth understanding of how the school 

exclusion process was conceptualised and practiced in each setting. The similarities and 

differences between the two behaviour models in the secondary schools were then explored. 

The overall aim has been to use the comparison as a basis for highlighting the strengths and 

weaknesses of each educational setting and the lessons that can be drawn from the diverse 

approaches. The findings revealed that the practice of school exclusion differed broadly across 

the settings, It can therefore, be argued that even though both schools had similar aim to 

promote good behaviour by introducing new behaviour models, the application of the school 

rules revealed their distinct values and beliefs as an educational setting (Munn et al. 2000).  

The PRU’s application of the behaviour policy provided a different context which mainstream 

schools could learn from. For instance, ‘inclusive’ ethos was at the core of their practice and 

influenced their approach to poor behaviour. Therefore, the key aspects of their approach to 

practice that mainstream schools can learn from includes the following: Building strong and 

trusting relationships (Smyth et al. 2014; Johnson, 2008); Developing an effective strong 

pastoral care system (Tucker, 2013); Establishing a broad rewarding system (Hatton, 2013); 

Treating each young person at risk and their families as individuals (Blunting et al. 2017); 

Individualising teaching, intervention and support strategies (McGregor and Mills, 2012; 

Statham and Smith, 2010); Introducing social and personal education programme within the 

school curriculum (Munn et al. 2000); Minimising use of punitive approaches by focusing on 

understanding the poor behaviour displayed rather than to punish it (Trotman et al. 2015; 

Attwood and Croll, 2006); Training teachers de-escalation techniques and taking a collective 
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approach to practice that draws from a multi-agency working approach as a school (Parsons, 

2011). These key aspects are what made a difference at the PRU. 

Nevertheless, it is worth acknowledging that all these essential aspects requires a lot of 

financial resources and good staffing levels and given the current school funding climate, 

schools might find it very challenging to resource such an approach to practice. Thus, while 

some of the aspects can possibly be achieved as a result of self-evaluation and re-examination 

of the principles underpinning the school exclusion process, there is need for the government 

to provide more funding to schools to facilitate the changes required to reduce school exclusion 

(OCC, 2019). In the following chapter, school staff and LA professionals’ views, concerns and 

perspectives on the critical debates and issues in relation to school exclusion processes are 

presented.   
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Chapter 7: Critical Debates & Issues: Teachers & professionals’ views, concerns and 

experiences  

Introduction 

The critical debates and issues aligned to the school exclusion process in each setting will be 

considered from the perspectives of the teachers and professionals in this Chapter. Their views, 

concerns and experiences highlighted the various challenges educational settings were facing 

in the current policy climate and other contextual factors. A consistent element to emerge from 

interview data across the research settings was how the staff and the professionals were mindful 

of the many factors that influence the young people’s behaviour and the context in which school 

exclusion occurred. Thus, they tended to take a holistic, multi-level approach to the factors that 

influence school exclusion. These factors were highlighted across four key areas: school-level 

factors that may exacerbate the risk of exclusion; individual student-level; family factors and 

the impact of local/national policies and practices. Their views, experiences and concerns 

provide an in-depth understanding of the critical debates and issues associated with school 

exclusion processes.  

School Factors 

In relation to school-level factors, a number of school-context influences were identified such 

as behaviour policies approach and application, school management priorities, young people 

and teachers support system, dominant culture effect, the managed moves strategy and the role 

of school governors.  

Behaviour policies approach and application: ‘It’s all about don’t do this and that’; ‘it’s a maze 

of rules’.  

The teachers and professionals’ descriptions of the school policies and their application, 

exposed a number of ways in which policy frameworks determined how the exclusion process 

was used and the context in which it occurred. For example, themes related to behaviour 

policies setting out the environment in which, ‘school expectations and standards were defined’ 

and ‘school rules as per code of conduct were interpreted’ as well as providing guidelines on 

how ‘teachers responded to the social and educational needs of the young people’ were 

identified. Teachers generally agreed that the new behaviour frameworks were ‘very strict’ as 

compared to previous behaviour policies.  

However, this aspect of the new frameworks was viewed differently among the school staff 

depending on the role they played within the school settings. Of particular interest, was how 
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the class teachers in both schools, appreciated the strictness of the classroom policies citing 

that there was ‘less disruption during lessons’ resulting in ‘less stress upon them’ due to ‘less 

pupil-teacher confrontations’ (Mrs Baker, Sunset; Ms Williams, Hilltop). On the contrary, the 

SLT members at Sunset who were part of the student support team raised their concerns on the 

number of ‘casualties the new CBM policy was bearing’ (Miss Fisher, Assistant Head). 

‘Casualties’ referred to the number of young people who constantly remained at risk of 

permanent exclusion. 

There are some students who are a ‘tiny minority’ who do not modify their behaviour 

continuously in order to fit in this kind of punishment model which is exactly what it is. Because 

every time you do something wrong, you are made to sit in that detention for an hour… this 

model does not work for such students and we need other behaviour interventions (Miss Fisher).  

The ‘tiny minority’ referred to a group of Asian background young people according to Miss 

Fisher. She was therefore, suggesting the use of ‘less punitive strategies’ and the provision of 

‘extra support’ for the young people at risk. In their descriptions of the difficult learning 

environment the new behaviour policy had created and the need for more support strategies, 

some SLT members admitted that they were ‘facing difficulties’ in accommodating the pastoral 

care duties on their daily schedules. This was emphasised by Ms Cooper who stated that, it was 

‘very difficult to monitor a student everyday due to the amount of roles we have’.  

Empathising with the SLT members, Mr Taylor, a year 8 manager highlighted that what 

compounded the situation was the lack of an established pastoral care system. He particularly 

mentioned that, ‘we do not have a pastoral team such as counsellors and learning mentors for 

years due to funding cuts’. Therefore, even though, the staff at Sunset acknowledged the need 

for a broader approach to behaviour management within their school, they described ‘time’ and 

‘resources’ as major constraints. According to Mr Cuthbert, ‘having time to work with 

individual young people in a way that gives them’ what they described as ‘a pastoral punch’ 

would fill ‘all our days with pastoral issues not teaching’, yet, ‘our bread and butter is 

delivering lessons’.  

Reflecting on their school’s belief system, teachers defined the effectiveness of their school 

behaviour policy in terms of allowing them to ‘consistently deliver lessons’ as set in their 

school curriculum due to less disruption of lessons. Their views and concerns revealed how 

school policies and practices influenced by neoliberal ideas increases the vulnerability of 

BAME young people and those with additional needs due to lack of resources, a narrowly-
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defined school belief system and accountability systems (Gillborn and Youdell, 2000; Kulz, 

2017). Such policies places teachers under performative measures that tend to narrow the 

school curriculum and increase the use of sanctions in school settings for students who are 

considered as unfit and require extra support (Gillborn, 2010) in school settings such as Sunset 

school.  

Meanwhile, at Hilltop school, the pastoral care team believed that the key success factor for 

their new behaviour framework was ‘the school’s ability to avoid school exclusion’ which was 

influenced by their school culture and ethos. As a result of that philosophy, the staff adopted a 

person-centred approach where it was possible. Mr Hugo, for example, described how he used 

this approach in a class setting:  

I work in small groups… and the approach is to try to identify areas of weakness and provide 

appropriate support required for each student…whether it’s a difficulty in learning English or 

an emotional problem like lack of confidence…as a school the focus is to remove the barrier to 

learning.  

The school’s focus on identifying specific social, emotional and educational needs of each 

young person was supported by Mr Allen, who explained the school’s approach in terms of 

strategies and support provision procedures to prevent escalation of the problem, 

The students are extensively worked with in terms of their counselling processes…be that in 

personalised teaching…day to day pastoral support…specialist intervention…intensive 

intervention…alternative provision, or that tier five where actually they are withdrawn 

completely and placed on a reduced timetable with a computer support package to help them 

as we try to re-integrate them back into the school.  

This suggests that as a school, they had adopted a broader approach to behaviour management 

focussing on removing barriers to academic achievement as well as social skills development. 

Slee’s (2010) study illuminated the significance of taking a broader approach to behaviour 

management in school settings when working with the complexities of young people at risk in 

order to reduce the likelihood of school exclusion.  

Another common aspect of the behaviour policy application raised by the school management 

was the monitoring process of the consequence system in the classrooms. They carried the view 

that individual teachers’ personal belief on classroom power relations and their expectations of 

the young people, influenced the pace at which they implemented options that allow them to 

remove young people from the lesson (Gable et al. 2006). In line with this perspective, the 



186 | P a g e  
 

teachers had expressed ‘the relief they got from sending out’ a disruptive young person to a 

subject zone during their interviews. Demonstrating how that could easily influence their 

decision-making process. 

In describing their monitoring approach at Sunset, Mr Cuthbert explained that they were ‘trying 

to make sure that the exclusion hierarchy is seen as much consistent as it can be’. ‘Exclusion 

hierarchy’ referred to the exclusion stages stated in the official policy document which teachers 

were expected to ‘adhere to’ during the exclusion process (CBM, policy, 2017/18). Supporting 

that view, the Assistant Heads stated that, ‘obviously we expect teachers to be giving reminders 

about behaviour rather than just giving instant warnings’, (Miss Fisher). The word ‘obviously’ 

suggested that it was somehow a compelling expectation for teachers to follow the agreed 

framework during school exclusion process, revealing how the new policy was defining the 

school expectations and standards not only to young people but teachers as well. Nonetheless, 

Mr Cuthbert admitted that there were certain staff members who were not meeting that 

expectation as evidenced below.  

Whilst this is the approach you expect everybody to be following within the school, you 

sometimes notice some differences in the way the process goes.  

This view was informed by the result of the evaluation of the CBM implementation process 

that was taking during the data collection period. When I enquired about their monitoring 

system at Hilltop school, it was evident that investigation of each incident was one of the core 

principles of the exclusion process. Nevertheless, there was a clause within the PD policy 

framework that gave the teachers the option to move to phase 4 if the level of disruption caused 

by the individual young person was rapidly escalating. When I sought the Head-teacher’s view 

on the impact of this clause, Mr Allen explained that, 

We have a lot of inbuilt robust measures for checking that all teachers are following the agreed 

framework, though I do not rule out you can have one or two who can try to abuse that option. 

But generally, we trust our staff to operate within the agreed framework and as a precaution, 

all departments are expected to plan and document their approaches to phase 4 for each subject 

area. 

As the PD policy lead champion, Mr Allen was known for his ‘meticulous’ and ‘vigorous’ 

approach when it comes to handling referrals teachers made for exclusion consideration. 

Illustrating his meticulous approach to the exclusion process, Mrs Jackson stated that,  



187 | P a g e  
 

The Head always explores in detail, things like, is the multi-agency team involved? Is the anger 

management support plan in place? What has been the outcome of all these interventions, and 

how have you reviewed them?  

From their perspective, that approach allowed them to identify strategies for improving 

behaviour in terms of ‘understanding’ the young people’s needs and ‘finding out’ about the 

nature of their problems.  

With regards to the schools’ behaviour approach and application, the professionals’ views 

seemed to suggest that the school setting was now a maze of rules (McGregor and Mills, 2012) 

telling the young people ‘don’t do this and that’ and not much about the welfare of the 

individual young people. Of particular interest was, their view and concerns about the way 

teachers responded to young people’s specific needs. Whilst the professionals acknowledged 

the efforts made by different schools to prevent school exclusions, they were concerned about 

the way teachers responded to the young people at risk’s poor behaviour. According to them, 

the responses demonstrated the teachers’ lack of understanding of and sensitivity to the needs 

of the young people at risk’ (Carla, FSW).  

In their accounts, professionals shared various cases where it was apparent that the young 

person’s specific needs were not adequately understood by the teachers involved. A family 

support worker (FSW), for example, described a scenario where a teacher was ‘shouting at a 

child who had no physical education kit…constantly giving him punishment, such as detentions 

and isolation, for being late or not doing homework’ (Evania). Evania explained how she 

challenged the teacher’s attitude towards the young person and its impact on his schooling 

experience. According to Evania, the student was on a ‘Child Protection Order’ due to 

problems in his family, which the school was made aware of. Hence, Evania was expecting the 

teacher to be ‘more supportive and understanding’ rather than to ‘want to punish him’ for 

breaching the school rules.  

In agreement with Evania’s narrative, twelve out of fifteen interviewed professionals, shared 

the view that it ‘was important’ for those ‘who work’ with young people to ‘understand’ that 

in the same way ‘adults can struggle’ with some issues in their lives it was the ‘same with’ 

young people. The ‘problematic’ difference was described in terms of how each individual 

person ‘reacted’ to the struggle if they fail to receive appropriate support. An example of how 

a teacher can be insensitive to reasons for an individual young person’s behaviour was 

illustrated by a scenario Audrie described:  



188 | P a g e  
 

If an adult walks into a room and tips a chair over, you are not going to shout at them and say, 

‘pick that chair up right now!’ Instead you will say, what’s wrong? Are you alright? Are you 

not hurt? What’s the matter? So why is it different if a child has done the same? Because if a 

child walks into a room and tips a chair over, automatically you shout, Get out!! Without asking 

the way you will do to an adult showing care and concern. That’s where the problem is. 

Teachers look at the behaviour rather than the underlying problems. It’s all about ‘this child is 

kicking off’ without asking, why is this child kicking off? But the truth is that ‘behaviour is not 

going to change until you do something about the problem that is causing it’. And that is where 

schools are missing it totally (Grace, FSW). 

This scenario seem to suggest that an adult behaving in an unacceptable manner would be 

treated with respect, care and a sense of understanding as compared to how a young person 

behaving in the same manner would be responded to. The common consensus was that school                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

staff ‘responded primarily’ to presented young people’s behaviour, rather than its potential 

underlying influences. The emphasis here, was on the need for teachers to seek to understand 

that when young people behave in an unacceptable manner, adults around them should seek to 

understand their concerns and issues before resorting to punishing them (Reid, 2009).  

The professionals also shared a general view that, there was a decrease in tolerance levels and 

time for young people who needed help from teachers, despite that a majority of the young 

people at risk of school exclusion or excluded from school were likely to be facing challenging 

circumstances. A view that somehow resonated with the school staff. Such challenging 

circumstances were identified as: ‘bereavement period’, ‘divorce or separation of parents’, 

‘experiencing domestic violence’, ‘a parent or close family member terminally ill’, ‘sudden 

change of family’s financial position’, ‘transition to secondary school’, ‘a lack of 

understanding of the school’, or ‘facing academic difficulties’.  

Nevertheless, they concluded that discussion by sharing a strong consensus that teachers’ main 

challenge was ‘time constraints’ and ‘lack of pastoral care teams’ due to ‘school budget cuts’ 

and the ‘focus on fulfilling the government driven standards agenda’, in most schools. These 

identified challenges highlighted, to some extent, the contested terrain in which school 

exclusion policies are implemented and the impact of local and national policy frameworks on 

school goals (Munn et al. 2005). Their views were in accordance with critiques of the neoliberal 

education reforms that these policies have not improved education for all children but resulted 

in increased educational inequality as the specific individual challenging needs of certain 

students are viewed as matters of poor behaviour and performance which needs to be quickly 
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remedied (Gillborn, 2010; Kulz, 2017). Also, their views seemed to suggest that, what made 

the difference in relation to the use of school exclusion was, what the school management 

viewed as ‘their priorities and values’ as an educational setting.  

School Management Values and Priorities: ‘it works where they get on board’ 

Drawing from the teachers’ views and experiences on their schools’ approach to and practice 

of the school exclusion process and the perspectives of professionals as support providers to 

those at risk of school exclusion, the interview data indicated that the values and priorities of 

the school management influenced school exclusion in various ways. According to the 

professionals, the school management could ‘increase or decrease the chances’ of exclusion 

for young people at risk by the ‘kind of working relationships’ they foster with them (Emma, 

LM). For example, the professionals agreed that, ‘the best outcomes’ for young people at risk 

were achieved ‘when schools got on board’ with them and ‘agreed on a support plan’ from the 

outset (Flora; Carla). School getting ‘on board’ was described in terms of teachers co-operating 

with the professionals, ‘asking for advice’ and ‘accepting input’ and ‘training’ from them. 

Emma, explained that, in such cases ‘where schools were open to support and advice’, the 

support outcomes were ‘reported to be evident and successful’ in preventing school exclusion 

(LM Specialist). Eve, a parenting specialist affirmed that view, adding that, ‘the working 

relationships determined the success of the partnership’. Their views demonstrated the 

significance of a collective responsibility (Munn et al. 2000) during the school exclusion 

process.  

On the other hand, the professionals shared their dilemmas of sometimes working with schools 

that were quite difficult to engage. Hannah, struggling families’ specialist, strongly felt that 

such schools’ focus was ‘to fix the young person’s poor behaviour’ and not deal with ‘the key 

issues’ in their lives. The professionals described such schools as, ‘saw themselves as a unit’, 

‘isolated’, ‘defensive’ and ‘not open to advice’ (Emma, LM). An example was given by Flora, 

a learning mentor specialist, where the schools would not include professionals in the Team 

around the Family (TAF) meetings. Flora described TAF as a meeting that ‘brought together’ 

professionals, teachers, young people and their families into a ‘small individualised team for 

each family’ they support, to discuss the ‘specific needs’ of the young people and their families. 

Professionals seemed to value such meetings as they shared an understanding that ‘any complex 

issues and circumstances’ within families were ‘explored and exposed’ and the families were 

given an ‘opportunity to contribute towards setting the goals and drawing an action plan for 
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support’ provision during TAF meetings (Eva, Parenting specialist). Expressing her frustration 

of working in a hostile school environment, Flora commented:  

Sometimes you find that you are trying to manage a family with multiple complex needs and a 

complex school system.  

The professionals also shared their experiences of schools which excluded young people they 

were supporting without consulting them. This experience was common among the specialists 

and the family support workers. Even though, the professionals admitted that it was their 

responsibility to challenge schools for such practices, they pointed out that, ‘it was hard to 

challenge schools that applied a more rigid approach to education’ (Bella, Attendance 

specialist). A ‘rigid’ approach was described in terms of schools applying a ‘narrow’ behaviour 

management strategy that was not considerate of the different factors that influenced the 

behaviour of young people (Gable et al. 2006). The general view among them was, what 

mattered the most during the school exclusion process was the kind of ethos and culture the 

school leadership ‘nurtured’ in their settings as that influenced the working partnerships with 

the professionals (Hatton, 2013).  

Young people and teachers support system: ‘more of fire-fighting than a therapeutic approach’ 

In their descriptions of the support structures within different school settings, the professionals 

identified a number of factors which from their vantage point aggravated the use of school 

exclusion. The major ones were; ‘the school perception of the professionals’ role during the 

exclusion processes’; ‘the school governing body’s understanding of their role’ and ‘how the 

school management employed the managed move strategy’. The first concern was with regards 

to the school’s perception of the professionals’ role when responding to referrals, which had 

an effect on the success of the support interventions outcomes (Walker, 2008). A majority of 

the professionals, twelve out of the fifteen interviewed, stated that a number of schools ‘did not 

have pastoral care systems in place’ due to the ‘changing nature of the school system fuelled 

by budget cuts’ (Gillborn, 2014). One specialist described how that impacted on their roles in 

schools:  

Years ago… pastoral teams could pull children out and work with them… but because of the 

cuts that has changed…rules have changed. It’s now more of fire-fighting than a therapeutic 

approach…it has a knock on effect on the multi-agency team because before it was much easier 

to work with pastoral staff advising appropriate support interventions. Whereas now...it’s about 

sending referrals for behaviour issues to us. They haven’t got the capacity to do the support 
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work themselves…so they expect us to do the group work activities to avoid exclusion (Emma, 

LM).  

Arising from this view, was the belief that schools were redefining the professionals’ roles 

linking them closely to pastoral care responsibilities (Trotman et al. 2015). In their explanation 

of what the phrase, ‘more of fire-fighting rather than a therapeutic approach’ referred to, the 

professionals described a therapeutic approach as support interventions within the school 

context that ‘allowed the young people to address and resolve issues in their lives or made them 

feel better’ (Cowie and Sharp, 1998; Statham and Smith, 2010). By contrast, their concern was 

that the exclusion process was ‘more of a fire-fighting approach’ in the sense that ‘it was now 

a relatively short process in local schools’ as compared to ‘thirteen years ago’ (Emma).  

‘Thirteen years ago’ represented the period when there were many ‘support interventions 

initiatives’ across the schools, at a local and national level, that the Labour government had 

introduced through the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU, 1998) agenda. The views of professionals 

revealed that there were ‘many ways’ in which the ‘list of various intervention steps’ that 

teachers were ‘expected to have done’ with young people at risk before resorting to exclusion 

‘were circumvented’ (Leroy, TM, Hilltop area). Implying that, not all the intervention steps 

which are stipulated within the school official policies were followed according to them. Some 

schools were reported to be resorting to the ‘use of managed moves’ as a ‘strategy for 

supporting’ young people at risk from the ‘school’s point of view’ (Leroy, TM). In the case of 

my research study, Sunset school was using managed moves as part of the intervention steps. 

The Managed Moves Strategy: ‘used as a get out clause’ 

Among the schools I researched, Sunset school was using managed moves strategy for a 

majority of the young people at risk when their behaviour points reached eighty points. 

However, teachers at Sunset were concerned that ‘most of their managed moves were 

unsuccessful’, because the young people came back to Sunset, and yet they ‘managed to retain 

all the young people’ they received (Mrs Weaver).  

On the other hand, the professionals criticised the ‘managed move protocol’ citing that ‘the 

parental school choice was violated during the process as their views were not considered’ in 

most cases (Bonnie, TM, Woodlands). Bonnie expressed her dissatisfaction with the approach 

used by schools because, the decision was ‘presented to them as a support strategy’ leaving 

the parents with ‘not much choice’ in terms of ‘school-field’. Her view implied that the 

discussion was communicated in such a way that, the managed move was the young person’s 
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last chance to avoid permanent exclusion with no other options given and the parents were 

informed, rather than consulted about that decision.  

The professionals feared that the managed move process was ‘open to exploitation as it was 

not monitored’ by the Department for Education or the LA (Messetter and Soni, 2017). The 

implication was that there was no standardised or regulatory system in place to record how 

often managed moves was used or what process was followed (Chadwick, 2013). Some 

professionals believed that the managed move strategy was used as ‘a get out clause’ by some 

schools (Leroy). In their view, the school management was using managed moves to ‘transfer 

struggling young people to another school instead of providing support’ for them within their 

setting (Leroy). Munn et al. (2000) referred to such interventions as ‘solution-focused 

approaches’ that offer the likelihood of a more swift ‘resolution to problems’, rather than 

adopting proper though ‘time-consuming’ interventions (2000, pg. 106).  

It is worth noting, though, that these views were not specifically linked to Sunset’s approach 

to managed moves in their setting. Rather, most of the professionals’ views, concerns and 

experiences discussed in this study were drawn from across all the schools they worked with 

in Wilmore city. The role of school governors during these processes caused a thought-

provoking discussion during the interviews with professionals. 

The Role of School Governors: ‘they do not understand their role’  

Government regulations state that ‘the role of school governors during the school exclusion 

process is to review a fixed or permanent exclusion for the young people’ (DfE, 2017). Bonnie 

introduced their views and concerns with regards to how the school governing body handled 

school exclusion cases, by suggesting a list of questions school governors should ask the school 

management during a GDC meeting.  

What has the school done? Is the school being fair to exclude? What possibilities are there to 

explore? What support have they given them? How have they documented it? How have they 

documented incidents that happened? What are the views of the young person and their parents 

in relation to this decision? (TM, Woodlands). 

From the point of view of the professionals, school governors taking a ‘questioning approach’ 

was considered essential for ‘ensuring a fair’ exclusion process. They described the overall role 

of the school governors in a GDC meeting as reviewing the Head-teacher’s decision on 

‘whether to exclude’, ‘when to exclude’, ‘whom to exclude’, and ‘for how long to exclude’ 

(Bonnie, TM; Flora, specialist). While acknowledging that the Head-teacher had ‘the final 
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authority’ with regards to excluding young people at risk (DfE, 2015), there was a general view 

among them that it was the responsibility of the governing body ‘to interrogate the evidence’ 

presented in a GDC meeting.  

Nonetheless, the professionals stressed that from their experiences it was apparent that, ‘school 

governors lacked the confidence and the willingness to challenge the Head-teacher’s decision’ 

(Leroy, TM; Emma, specialist). Leroy expressed his disappointment with school governing 

bodies stating that:  

I think they do not understand the role even though it’s clearly defined. You sat in meetings 

and hear them say, ‘our role is to uphold the H/T’s decision or not to’. Well it’s not. Their role 

is clearly stated as to consider reinstating the child and that’s the only thing that matters. Which 

I don’t think they understand that at all. I also think you need a very, very strong governing 

body to go against the H/T’s decision and I have not come across many (TM, Hilltop). 

Most of the professionals agreed that they were ‘yet to attend GDCs where governors will go 

against’ the Head-teacher’s decision. The ability to challenge the Head-teacher’s decision to 

exclude a young person, according to them, was ‘linked to the school governors’ understanding 

of their actual role’ (Madaniya, TM, Sunset area). That, in their view required governors to 

have a ‘degree of impartiality’ (Bonnie). Bonnie was referring to the need for the governors to 

be considerate and fair during the GDCs and make decisions based on ‘an objective criteria 

rather than on the basis of supporting’ the Head-teacher’s decision despite the ‘quality’ of 

evidence presented (TM, Woodlands). Ransom et al. (2005) described such type of school 

governance that does not challenge presented evidence in a GDC as ‘a consultative sounding 

board’ used to test and pass the decision of the Head-teacher to exclude. Hence, the 

professionals expressed their concerns about the lack of appropriate support for young people 

at risk during the GDC meetings. Their views seemed to suggest that poor school governance 

aggravated school exclusion rather than prevent it and failed to ensure the element of common 

justice during school exclusion process (Brodie, 2001).  

 

Middle-class dominant effect: ‘There is the issue of family socio-economic status’ 

Even though the school culture in most English schools is influenced by middle-class culture 

and values, the effect was more evident in Sunset school than the other two settings. For 

instance, for this study the student sample with this school setting had more evident social class 

(and ethnic background) tendencies with research participants primarily young people of 

Pakistani origin and from self-disclosed low-income families, except one White British boy 
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reported to be from a higher income family. Miss Fisher, who had a key role in assisting me 

with compiling the school sample, stated that the young people approached and chosen to take 

part met the requirements of the selection criteria.  

The selection was based firstly, on the introductory brief and consent-seeking you had with a 

group of young people at risk; secondly, the majority of students facing risk of exclusion in this 

school are from one ethnic minority Pakistani background and a few White British like Conrad 

and thirdly, we picked young people whose behaviour points were above 50 points and most of 

them are from that ethnic background in our school context. 

Her explanation raised further questions in my quest to gain an understanding of why that 

particular group was at risk of exclusion more than other young people in this school. In 

response to those questions, Mr Taylor expounded on how the social class system dominated 

and influenced their school’s approach to practice, 

There is the issue of family socio-economic status…students whose first language is not 

English and are on free school meals due to families being on working-class wages struggle in 

this culture setting…Many of them have no exposure of the world outside where they live…as 

such cultural resources are just not valued in their families.  

Mr Taylor’s response can be interpreted as suggesting that the social class and ethnic 

differences placed young people from working-class backgrounds on the margins of school 

exclusion in their setting (Thompson, 1991; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000). It also revealed the 

middle-class nature of the structures built around sites like the educational institutions which, 

according to Skeggs (1997), devalues working class cultural worth. Teachers’ key concerns 

were around the ‘lack of social and cultural capital resources in their families,’ (Mr Taylor) 

which in their view impacted on their schooling experiences. One teacher stated that ‘they have 

never been to museums or art galleries so their knowledge scope is very limited to their 

neighbourhood, which in some cases, are very closed communities’ (Mrs Weaver). A practice 

that, from the teachers’ perspectives, denies the rich cultural traditions in these communities as 

well as the likelihood of mixed influences for young people through mixed friendships. 

However, the teachers’ descriptions also provide insights into how class and ethnic dynamics 

operate in educational settings, and more specifically, the power struggles characterising 

different sites and places within diverse mainstream school settings (Gillborn, 2014; Gillies, 

2016; Kulz, 2017). A rudimentary analysis of this marginal group as described by the teachers 

would be those whose ‘appearance’, ‘language’, ‘culture’, ‘values’, ‘home communities’ and 

‘family structures’ do not match those of the dominant school culture (Grenfell and James, 
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1998; Gillborn, 2010). Thus, these young people were noticeable in the school setting, in that 

their sense of ‘habitus’ was interpreted as in conflict with their environment (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Pierre Bourdieu has used the term ‘habitus’ to refer to ‘socialised ways’ of being and doing 

which constitute ‘the internalised form of class condition and of the conditioning it entails’ 

(Bourdieu, 1979, pg. 101). Habitus is acquired, not through conscious learning but through 

lived practice, and is deeply ingrained in material dispositions such as conduct, speech, and 

manners as well as thinking and feeling (Thompson, 1991; Houston, 2015).  

According to Houston (2015), connecting habitus to child ecology, it shapes parenting styles, 

and influences home environment and family life experiences, all dependent upon class 

background. The habitus of disadvantaged groups even though it has strengths in its context as 

well as more broadly is positioned as deficit in school settings where the dominant culture is 

middle-class (Houston, 2015). Thus, these ethnic minority young people’s embodied working-

class habitus distinguished them from the other students as their habitus was inconsistent in the 

middle-class culture dominant environment (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). As a result, the 

teachers’ views appeared to suggest that this group of young people were struggling to develop 

coping mechanisms because habitus only makes sense in the local context in which it is formed 

(Houston, 2015). The lack of recognition and valuing of cultural diversity meant that those that 

did not conform to the dominant culture group could end up on the margins of school exclusion 

(Mills, 2008; Gillborn, 2014).  

Neoliberal governments have been accused of enacting post-welfare policies that define 

inequality as a result of individuals’ inadequacy which is to be remedied not by regenerating 

communities, improving employment rights or increasing social support through social welfare 

rights and well-funded school support services; but by requiring that individuals and families 

take full responsibility for optimising life chances and invest fully in their own and their 

children’s education and development (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007; Woodman et al. 2020). This 

ideology is manifested in the contemporary English school context where the individual 

struggling young people are the focus of individualised interventions that seek to address the 

immediate (individual, school and family) problems associated with educational risks; 

marginalising additional macro-level pressures and problems that contribute to these problems 

such as, socio-economic disadvantages and over-prescribed support services (Gillborn, 2014; 

Woodman et al. 2020). This shift towards promoting the individualisation of social problems 

and marketisation of education has, as argued earlier, redefined the relationship between 
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particular groups of young people and the school system as well as impacting negatively on 

their schooling experiences (Kulz, 2017).       

To conclude this section on school-level factors, it is worth noting that, whilst there was an 

initial tendency amongst school staff to externalise the factors that influence exclusion 

processes, and to view a link between social and behavioural deficiency with being at risk of 

school exclusion (Reid, 2009; Kulz, 2017), they hardly limited their constructions of school 

exclusion influences to that single element of factors. Rather, a common view was that 

individual, family and social background aggravated the possibility for exclusion, but also 

agreed that factors in the school context as well as the local/national policy system, played a 

significant role in whether, how, why and when a young person was excluded (Parsons, 2011).  

Student Level Factors: ‘they lack the teacher-pleasing behaviour skill’ 

In all the three settings, the importance of ‘social skills’ emerged as a major theme from the 

perspective of the staff members. At Sunset, that social dynamic was linked to ‘class, culture 

and ethnicity’ and was considered to be playing a major role during the exclusion processes 

according to the data interviews with teachers. For example, the issue of ‘working class young 

people lacking the teacher-pleasing behaviour which most of the middle class young people 

possessed’ was a major concern for most teachers (Miss Fisher). The ‘teacher-pleasing 

behaviour’ was defined as: 

The ability to understand the classroom expectations such as sit down quietly, pay attention to 

the teacher, get on with your work, raise your hand up if you are stuck and not to shout (Ms 

Cooper).  

According to Mr Cuthbert, ‘the proportions of students who lacked social skills were lower 

with middle-class students’ because they understood the school expectations, especially the 

teacher-pleasing behaviours, ‘hence, were able to stop whatever was not acceptable before it 

escalated to unacceptable levels’. The habitus brought by the middle-class young people to the 

education table acted as a ‘strategy-generating principle’ enabling them to cope with the 

unforeseen reactions of teachers and the ‘ever-changing’ classroom atmosphere (Bourdieu, 

1977; Grenfell and James, 1998). They knew when to ‘have a joke’ and ‘a laugh’ and ‘able to 

calm down’ before it attracted the wrong attention from the teachers, that is, before it reached 

unacceptable levels (Mr Cuthbert). Illustrating the social skills gap between the two groups of 

young people, Miss Fisher stated that, ‘the young people from working-class background lack 
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the ability to moderate their behaviours depending on where they are, what they are doing and 

who they are with, and as result end up in trouble’.  

Therefore, from the school’s perspective, these young people failed to develop skills and 

dispositions that match the school standards (Mills, 2008; Kulz, 2017). Diane Reay argued 

against such expectations and comparison considering that working-class parents have ‘limited 

access to resources that aid educational success which many middle-class parents routinely 

invest in for their children’ (Reay, 2017, pg. 15). Implying that the two groups of young people 

should not necessarily be expected to operate at the same level within the school environment 

(Thompson, 1991). Critiques of the neoliberalism of education have pointed that the focus on 

creating appropriately skilled and entrepreneurial citizens and workers able to generate new 

and added economic values in order to respond to the changing international marketplace has 

resulted in the specific educational and social individual needs of vulnerable young people 

overlooked (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007; Gillborn, 2014).  

According to Furlong and Phillips (2001), the notion that the education system was not 

providing industry and the economy with what it required in terms of a skilled and well-

educated workforce, laid a framework for neoliberal debates that followed in education. Such 

debates have shaped the educational experiences of vulnerable young people to this day 

(Gillborn, 2014). It can therefore be argued that through this notion the successive government 

administrations have been able to retain their neoliberalism legitimacy by blaming schools for 

the essential injustices through school exclusions while they preserve inequalities through other 

policies such as austerity programmes and the academisation agenda (Gillborn, 2014; Ball, 

2013; Woodman et al. 2020).     

Whilst the social background was viewed as a contributory factor to being at risk of school 

exclusion at Hilltop and PRU settings, the middle-class culture was not dominant within their 

school environment. Hence, teachers did not consider the lack of social skills a significant 

matter. Instead, teachers in these two settings located the causes of these behaviours within the 

family setting, stating that ‘such social and emotional struggles were a reflection of young 

people’s difficulties at home,’ (Mrs Jackson, Hilltop; Abigail, PRU). Therefore, as a response 

to that gap, social and personal development education was incorporated within their school 

curriculum. Overall, it can be argued an emphasis on personal and family-level problems 

overshadowed an emphasis on wider socio-economic disadvantages.  
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Family Factors: ‘who is most at risk of school exclusion?’ 

Teachers in all the school settings focussed their discussions on the challenges they were facing 

when dealing with a particular group of families within their school context. Their descriptions 

of ‘who is most at risk of exclusion’ revolved around the issues associated with each family’s 

social and cultural attitudes in relation to education. The young people interviewed in this 

research were grouped into one of the 3 categories shown in Figure 7.1 below.   

 

Figure: 7.1 Common characteristics of excluded and at risk young people  

Hilltop’s non-working families: ‘parents provide a false impression of success’  

At Hilltop, the specific characteristic was the non-working families living in inter-generational 

negatives cycles’, (Mr Allen). The non-working families are usually referred to as the ‘under-

class’ in the British social class structure (Gavron, 2009). An explicit outline of the non-

working families was provided by Mr Allen,   

The most at risk of exclusion are the disadvantaged young people and my definition of 

disadvantaged are those that are able to be in receipt of free school meals or pupil premium 

funding. I know we are supposed to use the term ‘white British working class’, but in actual 

fact, it’s the ‘white British non-working class’ in our local context. I suppose culturally, they 

come from an almost latch key set-up, meaning there are no boundaries and rules in the house 

so children let themselves in and out of the house. No role models as mum and dad are just not 

there. 

Mr Allen’s concern was the ‘lack of an understanding of key boundaries’ displayed by the 

young people from such families which he attributed to the lack of parental guidance at home. 

The teachers also expressed their disapproval of non-working parents’ way of life which was 

seen as ‘providing a false impression of success to their children’, (Miss Oliver). For example, 

Mrs Jackson stated that,  

Hilltop Secondary 
School

•Non-working families

•Working class families

•Dysfunctional families

Sunset Secondary 
School

•Working class families

•Ethnic Minority (Pakistan 
origin)

•Wealth-based families

•Dysfunctional families

Pupil Referral Unit

•Working Class families

•Non-working families

•Middle class families

•Dysfunctional families
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The problem…is these young people perceive their parents as being able to buy anything and 

fully support them financially without them actually being in the work industry but living on 

benefits…Then through family assessments, you discover that they are in significant debts with 

all household bills, relying on food banks and attending debt counselling sessions. These 

parents portray themselves as being content and doing alright…ultimately our young people 

are living in deep negative cycles and difficult upbringing…no boundaries, no consistency or 

routine at home. 

The Hilltop teachers shared the common view that their challenge was that they had ‘inherited 

four to five generations’ of white-British non-working families who ‘did not value education’, 

and therefore, were ‘difficult to engage’, (Mrs Jackson). Their views seemed to blame the non-

working families for ‘lack of aspiration’, developing an ‘entitlement attitude’, creating an 

‘inconsistent’ and ‘equivocal’ home environment (Miss Oliver). Some views from literature 

have suggested that living under a harsh economic reality imposes constraints on ‘individual 

potential’ and restricts ambition to the individuals affected (Swann, 2013). A view that could 

perhaps explain the lack of aspiration among non-working families. However, Mr Allen 

highlighted that their school mission was to ‘transform the habitus of all young people that 

came through their school doors’, regardless of their family backgrounds (Harker, 1984; Mills, 

2008). As a result, the school had high aspirations for all the young people in their setting which 

was conveyed through their school belief system.  

Sunset’s working-class families: ‘it’s about understanding the educational discourse’ 

When I questioned why this particular ethnic minority group was most at risk in their school, 

Ms Cooper linked ethnicity and being at risk of school exclusion: 

The family’s educational history, like the parents’ experience of school is different, which 

sometimes results in young people not getting the support we expect them to get from home. 

99% if not 100% On Call detentions for disruptive behaviour are mainly ethnic minority 

Pakistani boys and girls.  

Mr Cuthbert agreeing with that view, added that ‘the interesting dynamic’ in their setting was 

‘either ethnicity or social economics. Such families were described as families that ‘lacked 

boundaries’, ‘no routine for children’, ‘have a negative home environment’, ‘refusing to 

engage with teachers’, and ‘non-English speaking families’, (Miss Fisher, Sunset). 

Descriptions that were similar to those ascribed to non-working families by teachers at Hilltop. 

From the school’s perspective, the challenge was that the Pakistani parents had experienced an 

educational model which was ‘completely different’ from an English ‘middle-class education 
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model’, therefore, could not support their ‘child appropriately’, (Ms Cooper). Supporting a 

‘child appropriately’ was defined in terms of, being able to teach their children to ‘negotiate’ 

the local education model. To illustrate what ‘negotiating’ referred to, Miss Fisher said,  

Like the middle-class parents will tell their child that, “just go to the teacher first thing in the 

morning and say, look I struggled to complete my homework for today, but I promise to bring 

it tomorrow then you probably won’t get a detention.  

The implication of such a view is that, middle-class parents equipped their children with an 

understanding of the cultural and social dynamics they needed in order to find favour with their 

teachers because they were familiar with ‘the education model’ (Reay, 1998; 2004; Gillies, 

2016). Miss Fisher highlighted this advantage of knowing how to negotiate with teachers, by 

pointing out that,  

It’s about understanding the system at work well and knowing how to play the game that really 

makes the difference and determines who gets excluded the most.  

Ms Cooper reinforced this view, stating that, it was about ‘understanding the educational 

discourse’ within the school. Bourdieu (1986) argued that children who come to school 

predisposed to middle-class culture, attitudes and values and have resources at home to help 

them learn, hence, have inherent advantages over those without such cultural capital from their 

parents. Making a school setting an arena in which young people are socially positioned and 

subjected to rules that define school expectations, students’ behaviour and learning attitudes 

(Houston, 2015). Referring to critical social ecology, Houston (2015) pointed out that such a 

form of positioning influenced by the family’s social and cultural status affects a child’s 

educational outcomes.  

For instance, the middle-class young people at Sunset were hardly at risk of school exclusion, 

whilst, their peers from the working-class were constant targets of sanctions. Confirming that, 

the social and cultural capital young people brought into the school determined the position 

they took within that field (Mills, 2008). The significance of teachers’ practices and interactions 

with the students in such settings and how the interactions may form their judgements about 

students’ abilities and progress, and by so doing exercise power to reproduce inequality were 

highlighted by Gerwitz et al. (1995). These views are in line with Evans and Furlong’s (1997) 

argument that structural inequalities imply that individuals have limited control over their 

destinations and life opportunities are highly structured, while social class continues to give 

shape to these educational outcomes (Evans and Furlong, 1997). However, young people from 
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working class families were not the only group at risk, young people from wealth-based 

families were considered at risk the most as well. 

Sunset’s wealth-based families: ‘don’t view education as the way to upward mobility’ 

The middle-class families at Sunset were further divided into categories referred to as the 

wealth-based families and the professional-based families. The wealth-based parents were 

described by Mr Cuthbert as,  

Those parents who did not become successful in their lives because of good education…instead, 

they succeeded because they were hands-on type of students, who developed different skills in 

their areas of interest and built their own businesses.  

While the professional-based parents were described as ‘those that achieved well educationally 

and secured good jobs in the market’ (Mr Cuthbert). These were commended for their co-

operation and being supportive to their children’s learning because ‘they valued education and 

were interested in their children’s academic progress’ (Mr Taylor). Views from teachers 

suggested that the young people from the wealth-based families ended up at risk of school 

exclusion mainly due to their parents’ lack of value of education. Miss Fisher explained that, 

Wealth-based parents don’t view education as the way to upward mobility as it was not the case 

for them therefore, do not value education and are difficult to work with. They can talk down 

the school policies in front of their child influencing a negative perspective of the school in the 

child.  

Emphasising the school’s description of the attitude of wealth-based parents, Mr Cuthbert 

referred to them as ‘self-made’ middle-class families, 

These self-made wealthy people are less pushy…talking about their child’s potential…They 

would settle for whatever they are achieving. They think money is the answer to everything 

including bad behaviour…focus on hands-on skills development with their children rather than 

academic achievement.   

From the vantage point of the school, wealth-based parents’ attitudes towards education was 

linked to their own schooling experiences and personal achievements which were not based on 

academic achievements. Instead of supporting their child to do homework, they were reported 

to ‘hire a private tutor’ for them. Teachers disapproved the ‘use of private tutors’ at home to 

teach a young person who was, in their view, ‘not making an effort to do their school work, 

even though, they could do it, just because they can afford it’ (Ms Cooper). It was viewed as 
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not encouraging the young person to develop the necessary academic work ethic required in 

school.  

The PRU’s dysfunctional families: ‘there is always a story behind…so we try find it out’ 

Teachers’ views described the young people they receive at their setting in relation to social 

changes and cultural dynamics. A safeguarding lead, for example, described the interaction of 

peer and social pressure:  

There is lots of pressure on young people…peer pressure in their social worlds. I come from a 

social work background…and I can say we see these pressures manifesting. The need for young 

people coming from struggling families to try to make money and have power and be accepted. 

So yes there is now a huge issue of gangs, sexual exploitation, and the drugs part…involving 

these young people who are not in secure and settled family units (Abigail, PRU). 

Some of the teachers described the lack of parental support and discipline as a factor 

influencing behaviour that led to exclusion. Examples included the perception that pupils who 

were excluded ‘did not receive support from home’ and ‘come from home environments where 

there was a lack of love and care’ or ‘from any struggling families’, (Abigail). Young people 

coming from such ‘unsecure’ and ‘unsettled’ family units were viewed to be ‘more vulnerable 

to manipulation by any form of gang groups or sexual exploitation groups’ (Abigail).  

In their descriptions of these young people, the PRU staff used phrases such as, they lack ‘a 

sense of belonging’, ‘a sense of acceptance and identity’, ‘have low self-esteem’, therefore are 

viewed as ‘an inconvenience’, ‘an expense’, and ‘attention-seeking individuals’, who ‘muddle 

performance figures’, in mainstream schools (Emran and Chafik, TAs). These descriptions 

explain why they could be easily manipulated to join all sorts of gang groups, and end up 

associated with or connected to the wrong group of people, in an effort to fill those gaps in 

their lives according to PRU staff. Abigail explained that, they were doing a ‘lot of mapping in 

order to see the social connections’ in the lives of the young people.  

Here, the emphasis was their approach to support intervention for these young people, focusing 

on ‘building a safe place’ at PRU for them to ‘open up and share their struggles’ while 

‘enjoying learning’ (Abigail). With that approach, the PRU staff were providing a bridge 

between the excluded young people and the education system as they allowed the classrooms 

to be the educational interfaces at which these young people connected with their learning 

(McGregor and Mills, 2012). Demonstrating that relationships and pedagogical practices 
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within the school setting are fundamental to engaging and retaining the interest and trust of 

excluded young people (Smyth and Hattam, 2005; McFadden and Munns, 2002).   

The PRU’s middle-class families: ‘we have quite a few that we don’t expect to be here’ 

Besides battling with factors influencing the young people from dysfunctional families, the 

working and the non-working families, the PRU staff made reference to the presence of young 

people from middle-class families affecting the culture dynamics within their setting. While 

responding to a question related to the impact of national policy trends within their setting, 

Abigail referred to the ‘lack of consideration of young people from less-privileged families’, 

who from her perspective, have ‘always struggled to fit into’ the middle-class education model. 

However, Abigail then switched her view as she stated that: 

I have to say that reservedly though…because quite interestingly the children here are not just 

from the poverty or less-privileged families in terms of having little…we have young people 

here whose parents are very well-off, very well off.  

Abigail went on to explain that, most of such parents will have focussed on ‘career 

development’ or ‘their jobs’ and ‘creating wealth’ while ‘neglecting their parenting role’ in 

their children’s lives. Her views suggested that, as much as this group of middle-class parents 

might have had the access to the resources they need to support their children, they seemed ‘to 

have been busy with their own lives’ and were ‘not present at home’, leaving their children at 

the risk of being ‘negatively influenced’ in various aspects of their lives. This view placed their 

description in the same category with non-working families at Hilltop. Emphasising this point, 

Lisa, a teaching assistant said: 

We are not saying we have got loads here but we have quite a few which we don’t expect to be 

here and that weakens the viewpoint that it’s only children from a less-privileged background 

that get to be permanently excluded from school.     

Implying the general view that young people from low socio-economic status are the most at 

risk of exclusion was arguable based on the findings of this study. According to PRU teachers’ 

views, the difference was,  

Those from well-off families will probably be pulled out of here quicker because their parents 

can afford to pay for them to go to a private or boarding school, transfer to another city or 

country so as to separate them from the gang families (Abigail, DSL).  

This view demonstrates the advantage of understanding the education system and having 

access to cultural resources. It can therefore be argued that, while all the young people at PRU 
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were in the same position, middle-class young people had access to capitals that could be 

recognised in the wider arena of education, aiding their fast re-integration into mainstream 

education despite their personal issues (Gillies, 2016).  

Families with mental health problems: ‘we are not a special needs school’ 

Young people with mental health issues were considered to be another marginal group that 

were at risk of school exclusions by both teachers and professionals especially those with 

unassessed special education needs. Teachers spoke about the amount of time and other 

resources required to put in place the teaching strategies that worked for them, expressing the 

level of stress and pressure that task was causing.  

The amount of work put in for SEN students and the strategies we use to provide support for 

them is too much. Like this week alone, I have had five meetings in three days discussing one 

student with various staff involved in their learning. That is a snapshot of how much effort can 

be put on just one student to try to alleviate exclusion (Mr Taylor, Sunset).   

From the school’s perspective, the way middle-class parents treated their children with 

unassessed SEN contributed to their being at risk of school exclusion. In describing the 

parenting style and the attitudes of the children teachers used phrases such as, ‘allowed to get 

away with anything; no concept of discipline and boundaries’; ‘expect teachers to treat them 

the same way their parents did at home’; ‘can be arrogant’; ‘defiant’; ‘boastful’; ‘not 

independent and responsible’ and ‘challenging to deal with’, (Ms Cooper; Mr Cuthbert). These 

parents were blamed for allowing their financial positions to determine how they treated their 

children, ‘giving in to their children’s unreasonable demands’, instead of teaching and training 

their children to be disciplined from ‘an early age’ (Mr Cuthbert). Whilst acknowledging the 

teachers’ efforts to keep the SEN students in mainstream education, Mr Cuthbert pointed out 

that they were ‘not a special school’, hence, referrals were made for those whose needs could 

not be met within their setting.  

At Hilltop, teachers explained how they ‘exhausted every support possible within the school 

including multi-agency support’, (Mrs Jackson) before considering excluding the young 

people. Their frustration was more to do with the Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

Services’ (CAMHS) poor service delivery rather than the individual families. A number of 

teachers agreed that the main difficulty was the ‘inadequate provision of appropriate support’ 

because ‘a mental health assessment has not been done two months after making a referral’, 

(Miss Oliver). They strongly felt that CAMHS was ‘letting them down’. Drawing from the 
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teachers’ narratives on dealing with these challenges as a matter of daily routine, the cumulative 

effects of such challenges was tiring and significantly contributing to a sense of stress and 

growing frustration among them.  

Local/ National Factors  

The following themes emerged as the local and national factors influencing the context in 

which school exclusion occurred.  

School staff/LA professionals relationships: ‘absolutely fantastic, sealed and stamped’ 

In all the schools, teachers acknowledged that they worked in partnership with external 

agencies, particularly multi-agency teams and CAMHS as required by the working together 

guidance (DfE, 2018). Although, they pointed out the difficulties they were facing in getting 

responses from CAMHS with waiting periods reported to be a minimum of 6 weeks, teachers 

at Hilltop described their relationship with the external agencies as ‘absolutely fantastic, sealed 

and stamped,’. Adding that, ‘their approach to school exclusion and support provision was 

well known to the multi-agency team’ such that the ‘the responses to referrals were positive 

and prompt’, (Mrs Jackson).   

Hilltop had a large number of young people ‘engaging with external agencies’ hence, the 

teachers acknowledged the need to ‘develop effective communication with them’ for the 

benefit of the young people at risk (DfE, 2018). The professionals viewed their referrals as 

requesting extra support for the young person in order to fill the remaining gaps in their learning 

(Rechten and Tweed, 2014). At Sunset, not much was said about their relationship besides 

stating that they ‘involved the external agencies depending on the rate at which the young 

person was gaining behaviour points’, (Mrs Weaver, Y10 Manager).  

While at PRU, Abigail confirmed that, they worked closely with the external agency ‘providing 

early intervention support to the whole family not only the excluded young person’ as part of 

their approach to practice. The approach was shaped by their belief system that there was an 

explanation behind every poor behaviour displayed by a young person. Working together with 

the professionals to ‘identify and assess these issues’ was at the core of their working 

partnership. Therefore, it can be suggested that the teachers and professionals shared a common 

view that, the success of support provision during the school exclusion processes was a result 

of schools working in partnership with professionals, modelling teamwork and sharing good 

practice (Walker, 2008; McCluskey, 2008). The blame for most of the current challenges was 

attributed to government austerity measures.  



206 | P a g e  
 

Teachers and professionals views about the impact of national policy 

The professionals and teachers identified a number of policies as having created an 

environment in schools that had increased the pressures and stress levels, hence, increasing the 

use of school exclusion as a disciplinary measure and a behaviour management strategy while 

changing the role of the PRU in Wilmore city. These included, the national accountability 

systems; the Academisation agenda; the national curriculum and the funding cuts. Each policy 

is briefly presented below.  

The National accountability systems: ‘we are people dealing with people not just statistics!’  

Teachers and professionals felt strongly that the increasing accountability expectations were 

‘influencing the pressure’ felt in all schools to meet ‘inspection targets’, ‘raise their exam 

scores’ and ‘fulfil the performance standards agenda’, despite the school budgets cuts. They 

described the ways in which these policies were influencing the exclusion rates and educational 

inequality at the school level. Firstly, ‘the standards performance agenda’ was viewed as a 

policy that was being ‘translated’ to ‘forcing every young person to do’ a certain ‘number of 

academic subjects,’ (Mrs Jackson) complicating the whole education system as that also 

introduced another layer of measuring  school performance (Hatcher and Jones, 2011; Gillborn, 

2014). In particular, they described this policy as a, ‘one size fits all that does not work’, 

inconsiderate of young people’s differing academic capabilities’, ‘looks at young people as 

numbers or statistics not as people with issues’, reducing the students to a level of numbers 

that do not change’, ‘promoting school league tables’ (Miss Oliver, Hilltop; Mrs Abbasi, 

Teacher, Sunset). Therefore, it was concluded that this policy was ‘worsening the situations’ 

of young people at risk who were not ‘academically inclined’ (Gillborn, 2014). Secondly, 

describing the exam stress one teacher passionately stated: 

The business of comparing schools as though they are the same and their catchment areas are 

the same does not work because we serve different families and communities. That agenda 

feeds into more emphasis on EBacc instead of focussing on something that engages the students 

who are in your catchment area (Ms Williams, Hilltop). 

The EBacc knowledge was deemed not necessary for young people not academically inclined. 

The ‘EBacc’ stands for ‘the English Baccalaureate’, a performance measure for any student 

who achieves good GCSE or accredited Certificate passes in English, mathematics, history or 

geography, two sciences and a language. Although, Head-teachers appreciated that standards 

were helpful, how the policy was being implemented was viewed as inconsiderate as it was 

causing exam stress on teachers and young people (Gillborn, 2014). Teachers discussed the 
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pressure of having schools’ exam (GCSE) results published in national and local league tables, 

and how that can push Head-teachers to exclude young people viewed as under-performers and 

disruptive (Kenway and Bullen, 2001).  

The general view was that, this policy translated to as a ‘system open to exclude’ struggling 

young people and ‘reducing staff morale’ in school settings as well as ‘making the teaching 

profession disillusioned’ (Ball, 2013). Linked to this view was the pressures of OFSTED 

inspection which was described to have increased its focus on student ‘classroom behaviours’ 

during the inspection. The teachers’ concerns indicated that it was possible for Head-teachers 

to ‘get rid of young people at risk’ just before an inspection, even if it was for a week or more, 

just to ‘create a positive learning environment’ when the inspectors come (Giroux, 2012).  

The National Curriculum: ‘it’s too limited, prescribed, imposed, constantly changing’   

The impact of the National curriculum was described in terms of having created a wider 

achievement gap in the classroom and hence, was causing constraints and tensions within the 

classroom resulting in a number of pedagogical conflicts, frustration and exacerbating the use 

of sanctions (Bell and Stevenson, 2006; Ball, 2013). According to several teachers, the 

structure and goals of national curriculum was ‘too limited’, ‘prescribed’, ‘imposed’ and 

‘constantly changing’, as political parties in government change. A certain teacher said:  

The problem is the focus of the government for schools to get progress attainment which 

requires us to keep as many as possible in the whole national curriculum even if…they are not 

gifted academically. Such young people would do well with hands on subjects in an alternative 

provision within the school. There is no more funding for such provision due to budget cuts. 

So teachers have very little options with them…hence, the answer is sanctions (Mr Taylor, 

Sunset).  

Emphasising the same viewpoint, another teacher pointed out that there was ‘too much constant 

reviews, monitoring and reporting teachers are expected to do’ in order to ‘justify their 

curriculum’ and what they have done as it ‘gets scrutinised every week’ by Heads of 

departments (Mrs Parker). Another teacher, expressing the same frustration suggested that 

progress should not be measured only ‘in academic achievement’ but rather ‘in engagement’, 

‘participation’, and ‘leading better lives’ after gaining better life skills during their learning 

journey (Mrs Williams). These expressions of frustration can be interpreted as suggesting that, 

teachers end up not prioritising responding to the specific needs of each young person due to 

the constraints of the curriculum (Munn et al. 2000). In their descriptions, they repeatedly made 

reference to what they referred to as the ‘reality of today’s education system’ which in their 
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view, seemed to ‘neglect the fact’ that they were dealing with ‘human beings not figures’ (Mrs 

Jackson) in the school settings. Many have criticised this lack of systemic and school 

accountability meeting additional needs and reducing educational inequalities (Kulz, 2017; 

Vincent et al. 2013).     

The Academisation agenda 

The general view of teachers and professionals suggested that ‘the academisation agenda’ and 

‘the marketization of schools’ had caused ‘schools to be more selective’…‘denying certain 

young people school places’ in their setting and also ‘excluding young people at risk’ who were 

viewed as ‘not contributing positively to the school’s reputation’ (Mr Arthur). However, the 

school management in both schools admitted that their schools were already part of multi-

academy trusts (MATs) in their local areas, and did not consider that becoming part of MATs 

was affecting their schools’ belief system negatively. Rather, from their perspective the impact 

of academisation depended on the leadership involved.  

The reality is, it’s not about the academisation, rather it’s about the quality of leadership not 

the structure itself. A MAT with a set of layer of top leadership working collaboratively will be 

successful. My concern is the approach which was used to introduce the agenda initially which 

gave a false impression that every failing school converted to be an academy will succeed. It’s 

not that simple (Mr Cuthbert, Sunset). 

Expanding on the above view, Mr Allen added,  

It’s the school ethos within the individual schools and the leadership of the school that are key 

because it’s the leadership who are the architects that leave behind solid frameworks that can 

be built upon knowing that they will be a lasting legacy not fast developers as the government 

seem to convey to us (Hilltop).  

Their descriptions of the government’s academisation agenda as a business model (Painter, 

2012; Kulz, 2017) indicated that the model did not work but welcomed the introduction of 

MATs. From their perspectives, MATs were more about ‘building strong relationships’ with 

other educational institutions and ‘becoming a collective partnership’, that is ‘taking a 

collective responsibility approach’, (Mr Cuthbert) in relation to educating and supporting 

young people in their settings. The teachers in both schools advocated for the need to ‘let 

educational institutions be led by educators’ rather than ‘business people or politicians who 

focus on big academy chains’, (Mr Allen) hence their reason for embracing the MATs 

framework.  
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In contrast to their views, the PRU staff and the professionals blamed the academisation agenda 

for creating problems in the education system and worsening the life outcomes of young people 

at risk and their families. Abigail explicitly stated that,  

The problem is the academy agenda…It appears there is no caring about settings like ours in 

any of these models…they are just about money…need for an overhaul of education in terms 

of the way the government view the young people…needs to be holistic not turning schools 

into factories and young people as the products we need to get through to qualifications and 

spit them out at the end…yet those qualifications aren’t always worth that much if it’s just 

Maths and English in isolation. 

In expressing her views and concerns, Abigail was referring to the construction of youth within 

the government’s education policies and how that was reflected through the academisation 

agenda (Brookes, 2013; Ball, 2006). The professionals echoed the views of PRU staff but 

linked their views more to the context within which they were operating. Mr Arthur pointed 

out that the wide academy framework around schools was ‘potentially operating against 

inclusion’ of young people at risk. Their views were in agreement with media reports that 

criticised academies for excluding the most vulnerable young people in schools (Hirsch, 2015; 

Adams, 2015). 

The Funding Cuts Impact: ‘it’s affecting school budgets’ 

The teachers and professionals linked lack of resources for supporting young people at risk to 

the government’s funding cuts to the LAs and the schools. For example, they suggested that, 

the ‘lack of learning mentors’, ‘pastoral care staff’, ‘school counsellors’, ‘support intervention’ 

and ‘alternative provision in schools’ and ‘increased poverty levels in some families forcing 

them to depend on food banks’ was a result of the continuous government budget cuts. 

Furthermore, the teachers and professionals also blamed the ‘long waiting periods for referrals’ 

to be assessed on funding cuts (Mrs Jackson). One teacher explained, 

I was in a multi-agency meeting with a GP and CAHMS and the GP said go back to your school 

and have a chat with the school counsellors and I was like I cannot remember the last time I 

saw a school counsellor in a school…no longer there due to school funding cuts. We do not 

even have learning mentors and pastoral care staff (Mr Taylor, Sunset).   

The teachers and professionals shared a general view that, the funding cuts were affecting the 

‘school budgets’ resulting in schools failing to provide all the ‘required resources’ to support 

the young people at risk (OCC, 2019). A view that resonates with the Children’s Commissioner 
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for England, who explicitly stated that the current government financial climate was not 

conducive for schools to adopt broad approaches to support provision for struggling students 

which requires better funding (OCC, 2019). As a result, most early intervention strategies 

introduced in school settings, fail to continue after a couple of weeks, increasing the chances 

of Head-teachers using school exclusion as a sanction (Powell, 2019). It has also been argued 

that these continued funding cutback policies have to a certain extent derailed the social 

mobility of young people at risk due to the impact of austerity measures on educational 

experiences and the labour market (Woodman and Leccardi, 2015; Woodman et al. 2020). 

Thus, the funding crisis is one of the significant school exclusion contributory factors as 

indicated by the findings of this study. 

Conclusion  

Overall, teachers and professionals’ views, concerns and experiences in relation to the context 

in which school exclusion occurs, demonstrated that the factors that influenced the behaviours 

of young people at risk of school exclusion existed at four multiple levels. Their descriptions 

of these level factors revealed their constructions of school exclusion processes and approaches 

(Smyth et al. 2014), and indicated that exclusion from school is the consequence of a complex 

mix of factors, events and circumstances (Theriot et al. 2010; Trotman et al. 2015).  

The student level factors were linked to how each educational setting viewed their students and 

the availability of support structures within the setting which was influenced by each school’s 

belief system (Graham, 2012; Hatton, 2013). For example, in certain settings, it was evident 

that young people who are identified to be at risk might be those whose appearance, language, 

culture, values, home communities and family structures do not match those of the dominant 

school culture (Grenfell and James, 1998; Roger, 2008; Houston, 2015). In such settings, 

Houston (2002) proposed the use of reflexive awareness by teachers and professionals which 

deconstructs practice, revealing the school system’s misrepresentation of needs interpretation, 

keeping power under control and using communicative reason as a sensor (Habermas, 1996) 

to expose ideology (2002, pg. 12). Implying that, a critical systems theory enables power 

dynamics within the field to be fully understood and its influence kept under control (Houston, 

2002, pg. 11).  

With regards to school level factors, the views of teachers and professionals indicated that 

schools are institutions driven by diverse and contested purposes, by the values of those who 

go there and by the distinctive orientations to practice and pedagogy (Munn et al. 2000; Gable 
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et al. 2006; McGregor and Mills 2012). Therefore, when it comes to exclusion all these 

competing and conflicting goals have to be considered in order to remain consistent in their 

application of the disciplinary system, posing a challenge to the school staff (Parsons, 2011; 

Ball, 2013). In view of these challenges, Ball (2006) exhorted the schools to acknowledge the 

socio-economic context and inequalities within which they operate.  

Family level factors were linked to home environments and each group of families’ view of 

education in the life of their children. However, there was a common theme that acknowledged 

the intricacy of the struggles faced by at risk families or families with multiple adversities 

(Blunting et al. 2017). Moreover, the current government policies that are generally based on 

simplistic common sense understanding of complex social problems that ignore structural 

inequality as a potential contributing factor to being at risk (Houston, 2015; Blunting et al. 

2017) were criticised especially, by professionals. Such a deficit approach tend to fail to 

recognise each family as an individual unit (Turner, 2012), with unique lived experiences and 

parenting styles (Blunting et al. 2017).   

In relation to the local and national level factors, the school staff and professionals linked the 

impact of the current policy climate on school exclusions by describing its effect on the 

educational experience of young people and the pressure on schools. There was a general 

consensus that educational and cultural resources are significant in creating and providing 

opportunities to young people at risk (Houston, 2015). However, the school setting was viewed 

as a field beset with enabling and constraining social structures, asymmetrical relations of 

power and unequal access to resources (Bourdieu, 1977; Houston, 2015) due to the influence 

of local and national policies. 

Even though, the school can be viewed as a field of forces in which various potentialities exist 

(Mahar et al. 1990), what was considered as key was the young person’s position within the 

field, what resources are accorded to him by the field and how the field allows them to access 

other fields (Houston, 2015, pg. 10). Thus, their views indicated how inequitable resource 

allocation in neoliberal society can discredit and derogate disadvantaged young people and 

their families (Gerwitz et al. 1995; Gillborn, 2014; Houston, 2015). In other words, their 

perspectives revealed that the school exclusion process occurs within a politicised school 

context where young people at risk and their parents are socially positioned participants. In the 

next chapter, the views and perspectives of these young people and their parents on the school 

exclusion approaches and processes are examined.    
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CHAPTER 8: Issues and Views of Young People and their Parents 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the pertinent issues from the young people and their parents’ experiences 

so as to gain an in-depth understanding of the schools’ practices from their perspectives. 

Thematic analysis of their interview data illuminated both the positive and negative aspects of 

school exclusion approaches and the factors that influence young people at risk. Themes such 

as behaviour policy application, isolation zone, class culture and ethnicity, parental 

involvement, transition to secondary education, teacher-student relationships, student 

reputation, curriculum content/provision and support structures emerged as significant issues. 

It can therefore, be stated that the findings indicated some very complex and overlapping issues 

and problems that marked the territory in which school exclusion occurred and exposed the 

taken-for-granted assumption about excluded and at risk youths.  

From their perspectives, it is primarily school contextual factors rather than their individual 

issues that increases the likelihood of being at risk of school exclusion. A perspective that 

confirms the argument that when a young person fails to learn and develop, the fault lies not 

solely with them but also with the system and the adults responsible for it (Quinn et al. 2006). 

These views were examined in two ways: The first part focussed on the young people’s 

experiences of the school exclusion process and their parents’ level of involvement. The second 

part, examined the contributory areas and issues, which, from their vantage point, influenced 

their being at risk of school exclusion, and ultimately their permanent exclusion in a significant 

way. 22 young people were interviewed; 13 who experienced fixed term exclusion and 9 who 

experienced permanent exclusion. The first part is presented in the following sections. 

Part 1: Exploring Young People’s School Exclusion Experiences  

In this first section, the key themes that related to how the schools conceptualised and practised 

the school exclusion process were examined. These were: exclusion as an unfair process; 

isolation zone as a school prison; ‘at risk’ label effect; parental role and involvement; school 

governors’ role and school work provision during the exclusion process. These themes are 

discussed separately in the following sections.  
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Exclusion as an unfair process  

The description of the school exclusion process presented by the young people suggested that 

the process begins in the classroom where any form of poor behaviour was viewed as being 

‘disruptive’ to teaching and learning.  

Poor behaviour that I struggled with during lessons was bad temper, fighting other students, 

and refusing to get off the phone. As a result I was removed from the lesson many times and 

sent to the subject zone, then to isolation (Lily, Y8, Hilltop). 

First warning involves your name written on the class board, followed by a tick as a second 

warning. I was moved [to a new] sitting place in class many times and being reminded to stop 

talking during lessons before the teacher removed [me] from the lesson (Sumiko, Y9, Sunset). 

The young people presented what was considered as poor behaviour in class and the main 

behaviour issue they felt was causal in the problems the teachers had with them in the class. 

Their accounts evidenced that they were aware of the school rules and the sanctions imposed 

on those who breached the rules. 20 out of the 22 interviewed young people testified that:  

There are behaviour rules everywhere including in the school planner. They are explained well 

to every pupil and all the stages of school exclusion process shown (Amanda, Y8, Hilltop). 

The rules are everywhere around the school on most of the walls and noticeboards and in our 

planners in a format readable to us (Daris, Y9, Sunset).  

However, it can be argued that having knowledge about the consequences of breaking the rules 

does not imply that they agreed with them or understood them (McGregor & Mills, 2012). The 

young people’s perceptions of the school rules and the school disciplinary process seemed to 

agree with the above proposed argument in two ways:  

New behaviour policy viewed negatively: Firstly, the young people viewed the school rules 

and regulations negatively. For example, they felt that the rules were not accommodative, 

causing them to be sanctioned for trivial matters. 

They have such high standards so their expectations are high as well because it’s like they are 

one of the best schools in Wilmore city that produce good GCSEs but I think their rules are a 

bit too rigid (Conrad, Y8, Sunset).   

From Conrad’s perception, the focus on maintaining a good OFSTED rating of the school 

management was contributing to the lack of flexibility in the application of the sanctions. His 
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view was echoed by other young people who pointed out that the rules were too controlling 

making them feel like they were in ‘prison’.  

Some of it is taking it too far, like expecting students to walk in a single file in complete silence. 

I don’t think that’s necessary. It’s like we are in prison. We want to walk side by side having a 

laugh. This new system is very strict (Alfred, Y9, Hilltop). 

None of the young people seemed to understand the significance of ‘walking in a single file’ 

and therefore, were not in agreement with the rule. Thus, while the teachers might have viewed 

‘walking in a single file in complete silence’ as part of keeping order within the school 

environment, the young people viewed it as a form of confinement and unnecessary restriction. 

Illustrating their frustration with the school expectations which they regarded as ‘too high’, 

they stated that:   

These teachers forget that we are children and this is a school for children. They want us to 

behave like adults, like them, walk perfectly like them, make no mistakes, but we are children 

(Sakiya, Y8, Sunset). 

Here, the strictness of the school rules is viewed in terms of the lack of consideration of what 

it means to be a youth and the differences in behaviour between adults and young people. 

Suggesting that the young people valued the school rules to some extent but, resented the 

restriction the new behaviour policies imposed on them. Hence, there was a great deal of 

commonality among the young people across the two school settings, with regards to how they 

viewed the newly-introduced behaviour policies in their respective schools as particularly 

restrictive.  

New behaviour policy application viewed as inconsistent: Secondly, the application of the 

policy was described as ‘very inconsistent’ by the young people because teachers were ‘not 

following’ the process as stipulated in the disciplinary policy. For example, the young people 

voiced that they were ‘rarely given two warnings’ and were usually ‘sent to isolation after a 

single warning and planner comments’ (Bishr, Y8, Sunset). It was also reported that ‘incidents’ 

that were ‘not worth escalating to the Head teacher’ as warranting ‘exclusion’ in their view, 

were sometimes ‘referred’ to the Head-teacher (Lily, Y8, Hilltop).  

We now get planner comments for every little mistake you make and if you get eight planner 

comments you get a full day in isolation and miss on education (Nathan, Y9, Hilltop). 

Conversely, sometimes, teachers would ‘ignore’ certain ‘unacceptable low-level’ behaviours 

depending on their ‘level of tolerance at that particular time’ (Alfred, Y9, Hilltop). On the 
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other extreme, some young people spoke of teachers who, from their perspective, ‘chose to not 

send a young person out of a lesson’ but kept ‘writing comments’, or ‘putting points’ (Aafa, 

Y8, Sunset) in their planners for other reasons:   

I don’t like the way teachers set you up to fail or get kicked out of school quick. For example, 

if you get 2 On calls one time, you are supposed to get an isolation but when I get 2 On calls 

one time, they did not send me to isolation because they wanted to continue adding points on 

me so that I could permanently get kicked out of school. That’s how they treat you, if they do 

not like you. Not fair (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset).  

Whist the teacher might have simply kept the young person in class despite their poor 

behaviours so as not to disrupt their learning, the young people’s interpretation of the teacher’s 

motives was different. The teacher’s actions were interpreted as was meant to accelerate the 

exclusion process. This interpretation that may have been a result of lack of effective 

communication would possibly, as a response to feelings of rejection and unfair treatment, 

result in the young people being in a constant battle with the school system and ultimately, 

excluded from school (Munn et al. 2000; Blyth and Milner, 1996). It also influenced the young 

people’s view of the exclusion process as an unfair process that lacked consistency and 

flexibility. The sanctioned young person faced the isolation room dilemma.    

Isolation room: ‘It’s like a jail…I feel suffocated’ 

Across the interview datasets, the young people’s description of the isolation rooms varied 

from describing it in terms of space availability, to climatic conditions, and narrating emotional 

feelings evoked through isolation familiarisation. Conrad described an isolation room in terms 

of its size.  

It’s just like you are send to this little box with blue boards on all sides where you have to sit 

there for the whole day. The space there is enough to fit just a chair. You cannot turn around 

once you sit on the chair. They ask your teacher to bring you some work to do while there (Y8, 

Sunset).  

Young people’s views on their expectations whilst in the isolation room resonated with the 

explanations the teachers had provided as to their function. The use of the isolation zone as a 

‘purposeful and functional’ environment with ‘no social time’ was emphasised by the young 

people as they described it in relation to the climatic conditions within the zone. However, the 

extreme nature of the conditions of the isolation room were highlighted by the way they 

described the sanction drawing from their experiences of the environment. For example, they 
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explained that, ‘sit there in silence… do your work’, not allowed to talk…’, ‘eat dinner sitting 

there alone’, got no social time’, ‘get help with work if you ask’ (Sakiya, Y8, sunset; Zara, Y9, 

Hilltop).  

Even though, the young people were expected to follow classroom rules in the isolation zone, 

their explanations appeared to suggest that the school rules were even stricter in the isolation 

rooms. For instance, there was clearly no ‘social time’ for young people placed in isolation 

whereas those attending classes were enjoying break times. As a result, most of the young 

people described the isolation rooms as a form of ‘prison or jail’, because that’s the similar 

treatment prisoners receive when they are placed in isolation. Emphasising this view, Vanita 

said: 

I don’t like it there. It’s like a jail and to spend a whole day there is torture. Being there makes 

you feel like you have done something so bad, like you have committed a crime. It makes you 

feel sick, especially if you don’t like being confined in a small space. I would rather be sent 

home for the day where I can at least breathe freely than being in isolation room (Y8, Sunset). 

She described the isolation zone in terms of the ‘emotional feelings’ it evoked within her. The 

extent to which Vanita resented the isolation room conditions was revealed when she stated 

that it was better to be excluded on a fixed term instead of spending a day in isolation. Such 

comments were more common at Sunset where isolation was used frequently as the main 

sanction in order to avoid use of external exclusion.  

Other young people spoke about feeling ‘suffocated’, ‘cold’ and ‘bored’ (Sakiya and Aafa, Y8, 

Sunset; Amanda, Y8 and Nathan, Y9, Hilltop) while in the isolation room. These experiences 

raise concerns about young people’s welfare in such a setting. For example, to be placed in a 

small cold room for the whole day or up to four days in a week does not reflect good school 

standards even if this is meant to be punishment for breaching school rules. It is likely to invoke 

mental distress for young people which is not helpful if the isolation is meant to be a 

‘purposeful and functional’ environment, which promotes reflection and thinking. More so for 

any young person with mental health problems or special needs, the isolation room will not be 

suitable as it might evoke feelings of anger and frustration that can manifest in more poor 

behaviour. The young people also shared their views on its effectiveness.   

Young people’s views on isolation efficacy 

When I enquired about the effectiveness of isolation on the young people’s behaviours, Bishr 

responded, ‘sometimes it works but sometimes it doesn’t’. He elaborated his view further, ‘if 
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you are used to going to isolation, it does not change anything. You get used to it’, (Y8, Sunset). 

The idea of young people adapting to being in the isolation room was echoed by a number of 

young people. Illustrating this general view, ten of the interviewed young people stated that, 

‘the more you go there, the more you get used to being there, so you end up looking forward 

to going there’ (Daris, Y9, Sunset; Albert, Y8, Hilltop). Their views seemed to suggest that, 

after frequenting the isolation zone for a couple of times, some of the young people became 

familiar with the environment and made friends with each other. It was not clear whether these 

‘friendships’ were used as a coping strategy to avoid distress, or a way of denying the impact 

of being separated from the rest of the class frequently. What matters though, is that such young 

people might start developing a sense of belonging within the isolation zone, despite missing 

on education (Munn et al. 2000).  

On the other hand, the ‘choice to change depended on the individual’ young person and not the 

‘amount of time you spend’ in isolation (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset). Implying that, the length of time 

spent in isolation did not necessarily lead to a change in behaviour. Rather, it made them feel 

rejected and unwanted and was not viewed as an opportunity to reflect on their behaviours. 

Thus, the young people’s views appeared to be conditioned by their understanding of how the 

school was using the isolation room. At Sunset, where the isolation room was being used as 

proxy for external exclusion, five young people showed a preference for fixed term exclusion 

so as to avoid the isolation room. While two of them preferred detention, which allowed them 

to remain within the school. Conversely, where fixed term exclusion was prioritised, the young 

people showed a preference for isolation, enabling them to remain within the school 

environment. For example, Alfred stated that: 

I would prefer punishment in school whether isolating me or putting me in internal exclusion 

placements whatever it means I would rather be in school than being excluded externally (Y9, 

Hilltop).  

Besides the young people’s views on its efficacy, there are other issues linked to the use of 

isolation as a sanction. Whilst isolation may be seen as acting in the young person’s best 

interests by avoiding official external exclusion, schools using isolation as a default sanction 

might not be aware of the frequency with which individual young people are being isolated 

(Parsons, 2011). Furthermore, the covert nature of this form of exclusion may inhibit two 

support strategies: firstly, the possibility of parental involvement due to parents being unaware 

of what is happening, and secondly, the possibility of triggering the referral process to external 
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agencies such as the multi-agency teams due to lack of official exclusion records for the 

individual young person (Parsons, 2011).  

In addition to all that, the potential long-term impact of prolonged repetitive periods spent in 

isolation which was highlighted by Evania, a Social Worker who is currently employed as a 

FSW in Wilmore children services was significant. Evania, who spent most of her Y7 and Y8 

in isolation, concurred with the young people’s isolation experiences. She attended a highly 

academic-oriented school and described her experiences of isolation as follows:  

I used to go to school ready and looking forward to go to isolation. I would get to school early 

and go to isolation without being told by the teacher because I knew I was going to spend the 

rest of the day there. The teacher did not understand my situation at home. Just sent me there 

every time for any mistake I made. It meant nothing being there. I spent 96% of my dinner time 

in Y8 sitting there alone before they permanently excluded me. That experience made me 

become more confrontational and more challenging. It was like I was out of control (Evania, 

FSW).   

Evania’s account suggests that isolation created a rigid/restrictive environment in what she 

already viewed as a ‘controlling’ setting. The lack of sensitivity by her teacher to her needs, 

coupled with the school policies punishment orientation, did more harm to her situation than 

good. Sanctioning Evania to the isolation zone led to a deterioration in her behaviour resulting 

in her developing a negative attitude towards authority within the school context (Smyth et al. 

2014). Ball (2004) argued against such practices that are influenced by the increasing 

individualisation of risk resulting in situating the blame and deficits within the young person. 

Furthermore, psychology research-based literature suggests that people who are in a state of 

mental distress are unable to reflect calmly on their present circumstances, negating the main 

purpose for placing poorly behaving young people in the isolation zone (Arnold et al, 2009). 

The young people who were constantly sanctioned to the isolation zone ended up facing the 

challenges of carrying an ‘at risk’ label within the school setting.  

‘At Risk’ label effect: ‘Once done, you keep on being picked on until excluded’ 

The feeling of ‘being blamed’ for things that they would have not done annoyed most 

interviewed young people. They did not mind being ‘punished for something’ they had done 

but being ‘wrongly accused’ was viewed as a ‘form of victimisation’ (Albert, Y8, Hilltop). The 

young people explained how they had to go through the pain of accounting for their 

whereabouts when an unacceptable incident would have happened in order to clear their names, 

especially if it was outside the classroom, as illustrated by Zara’s comment:  
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To some extent, I feel like everything bad that happens in school, they pick on me and blame 

me for it because I am labelled as a bad student by teachers. I have to explain all the time that 

I was not part of the incident (Y8, Hilltop). 

Other young people spoke about how being perceived as a risk made their testimonies invalid 

to some teachers:  

Once done, you keep on being picked on and excluded even if you have done nothing. Teachers 

don’t listen to your statement (Sumiko, Y9, Sunset). 

Youth ‘at risk’ are often considered to be the risk because of the potential threat that they pose 

to the learning environment (Lamb, 2009). Having been labelled as a ‘problem’, there is a sense 

in their accounts that they were aware of the difficulties of changing teachers’ perceptions of 

them as a defiant influence. 

Some teachers will still see me through my past behaviour and try to put something in place to 

monitor me. Things like that frustrate me and most of the time I got to tell myself to just get on 

with my work (Alfred, Y9, Hilltop). 

If older siblings have been troublesome in the same school, then you will be viewed as the 

same, so teachers pick on you for nothing. So you see no need to try to behave well because it 

does not change the way the teachers treat you (Sakiya, Y9, Sunset). 

Their views seemed to suggest that some teachers were not expecting the intervention steps 

incorporated within the disciplinary system to work because they retained the young people ‘at 

risk’ label. It is not clear whether the teachers’ attitudes were intentional or were part of the 

school behaviour monitoring system. There was a sense of frustration in their descriptions and 

as a result, the young people were not motivated to change. Instead, they resorted to behaving 

in line with the teachers’ perceptions. Unsurprisingly, such young people are likely to clash 

with both the educational and social systems in response to being rejected and not being valued 

(John, 1996). It can therefore be argued that, despite the school staff’s frustration with the 

constantly changing education reform policy demands, they need to remember that they are 

‘significant others’ in a young person’s life who can, and do, influence the life outcomes of 

each young person in a notable way (Parsons, 2005; McGregor and Mills, 2012). Perhaps 

taking such a stance would enhance parental engagement during the school exclusion process.  

Parental role during the exclusion process 

While narrating their exclusion experiences, the young people in both schools stated that the 

school staff ‘usually telephoned’ their parents just ‘to inform them’ that they were ‘excluded 
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from school for a specific period’ and will ‘need to be collected from school’ (Nathan, Y9, 

Hilltop). Elaborating this school’s approach further, Bishr, (Y8, Sunset) Alfred, (Y9, Hilltop) 

and Bruce, (Y9, PRU) added that: 

If there was further investigation taking place before a final decision was reached, or a GDC 

meeting, the parents were informed by the school via telephone again. 

The young people’s views were confirmed by the parents whose accounts revealed their limited 

involvement with the school’s intervention strategies preceding their child’s exclusion. For 

example, no formal prior warning was provided by the schools according to the parents.    

There were no warnings about the escalation of her behaviour I received before she was 

excluded. It was only a day before she was excluded that they told me they were in a meeting, 

and they were going to exclude her for one day (Anna, grandparent, Hilltop). 

Anna had received full parental responsibility for her granddaughter Zara in a legal court 

setting after her daughter struggled to look after Zara as a little baby, an arrangement that was 

well known to the teachers at Hilltop. Nevertheless, she faced the same exclusion dilemmas 

like all other parents who participated in this research study. In their explanations, parents 

stated that, despite the gravity of their children’s circumstances, full disclosure of the exclusion 

process was only provided remotely once their child had been excluded.  

They just phoned up and say he has been excluded. Next day, I received a letter explaining 

about the exclusion (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). 

Ruth’s experience was echoed by Esther, another parent: 

They would phone to tell me of an incident that would have happened before they finalised on 

exclusion, as they will be waiting for the Head-teacher to read the statements from witnesses. 

But, once they call you, you know what’s gonna happen - they will exclude him (Esther, parent, 

Hilltop). 

The parents’ accounts suggest that the telephone call from school was to notify them of their 

child’s exclusion on a fixed term, or the likelihood of an exclusion after further investigations. 

This can be interpreted as implying that the phone calls were neither seeking their opinion on 

the exclusion decision nor informing them of their child’s behaviour escalation, but rather, 

telling them that ‘their child needed picking up’ from school (Mary, parent). Another parent, 

Sam, emphasised this view, revealing his disappointment with the school approach, ‘it’s always 

a phone [call] to tell you that your child has been or will be excluded’. It was a common feeling 
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among the interviewed parents, as they expressed their resentment that they were not involved 

or consulted before the decision to exclude their children was reached.  

Furthermore, most parents expressed strong feelings of frustration when the school demanded 

that they attend a re-integration meeting ‘without fail’, as illustrated by this quote from one of 

the parents, 

I was more involved in re-admission meetings which they told me that unless I brought him to 

that re-admission meeting, he was not allowed to come back to school. So, obviously in those 

meetings, I voiced my opinions on the events that would have happened as you don’t get the 

chance to air them before, which might appear pointless as your child would have already been 

labelled as ‘at risk’ of permanent exclusion (Mary, parent, Hilltop). 

Other parents echoed Mary’s view highlighting the significance of the pre-admission meetings 

from the school management’s perspective, 

My role was just to make sure that I attended a re-admission meeting within the school, 

otherwise he was not allowed back in to school until that meeting took place. On one occasion 

I failed to attend because I was in hospital so my son stayed five more days at home (Ruth, 

parent, Hilltop). 

The role that I played is basically attending the re-admission meetings and took that opportunity 

to air my views about their exclusion processes, as you don’t get that chance before (Sam, 

parent, Hilltop). 

The emphasis on the significance of parental attendance at the re-integration meetings 

resonated with the views of school staff. However, the parents expressed strong dissatisfaction 

with the process because according to them, ‘sharing their views’ at the re-admission meeting 

was not important because it did not change the exclusion experience of their children. Instead, 

they felt like they were being invited to ‘a mortifying’ meeting (Reay, 2017). These parents 

felt that way, mainly due to the way the re-admission meetings were done as described in the 

previous chapter. In their descriptions, opening the re-admission meeting with a chronicle of 

the young person’s ‘behaviour history’, its impact on ‘their own and their peers learning’ and 

then, asking the young person ‘to confirm that the report was true’ as a way of accepting 

responsibility for ‘their poor behaviour’, (Mary and Ruth), was viewed as a way of shaming, 

not only the individual young person, but their parents as well. Among all the five parents 

interviewed, only one grandparent, Anna, confessed that she never attended the re-integration 

meetings. 



222 | P a g e  
 

What role did I play? Nothing. They just called me and told me they were going to exclude her. 

I did not agree with the decision because as far as Zara was concerned she had 5 days holiday 

and that’s it. It’s not a punishment to her. I told them to move her to a new school. So I did not 

go into school for the pre-admission meeting because I do not know how they operate. So I left 

them to send her back to me if they wished (Grandparent, Hilltop). 

 Anna seemed to assume that Zara’s poor behaviour was because she did not want to be at 

Hilltop, a view that, Zara, did not share. Thus, Anna was suggesting that a managed move, 

which Hilltop had not adopted, would be an alternative approach to exclusion. She therefore, 

refused to attend the re-integration meeting at the end of Zara’s five days fixed term exclusion 

as a way of demonstrating her frustration with the school system. For most parents, their 

understanding of the school exclusion process was that, the school’s decision to exclude their 

child was irreversible leaving no room for them to appeal against the decision. Only one parent 

who was a qualified social worker, Mary, seemed to have a different know-how, and therefore, 

seized the phone call as a window of opportunity to point out her views regarding the school’s 

decision to exclude her son. Mary stated that on two occasions she managed to get the school 

to reverse their exclusion decision. 

When the school called to inform me about my son’s exclusion, I refused their decision because 

it was clear that they were blaming him for something he had not done. On two occasions they 

reversed the exclusion decision as a result of me not agreeing with the decision (Mary, parent, 

Hilltop). 

It is worth-stating that, possibly, Mary’s professional status, gave her an understanding of how 

to approach and confront the limitations of the education system. This would have appeared to 

have given her an advantage over her non-working and working class counterparts who were 

less likely to probe and interrogate the school exclusion processes (Gazeley, 2012). As much 

as Mary concurred with the other parents’ views about being involved only during the re-

admission meetings, her middle-class background generated symbolic capital, securing a level 

of respect and power denied to working-class and non-working parents (Gillies, 2016). 

Consequently, she had other avenues for communicating her views to the school with regards 

to ‘the decision to exclude’ due to her understanding of the education system. This is an 

experience other parents did not share as they lacked the confidence to challenge the school 

system at that level (Gazeley, 2012). It can therefore, be argued that the education system would 

appear to favour the middle class who are successful in these processes because their own 

values enable them to understand and empathize with the school culture (Reay, 2017).  
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 Nonetheless, it is worth stating that all the parents that were interviewed valued education and 

saw it ‘as being worthwhile’ despite the ‘challenges their children were facing’ in school. Most 

of the parents shared a common view of school rules as ‘being there to constrain and normalise 

their children’s behaviours’, though, they admitted that, it was important that, ‘there be clear 

rules in school to avoid chaos’, within the school setting (Esther & Ruth).  

To sum up this section, it can be highlighted that most of the parents felt they were judged as 

unworthy parents and as mere observers to a decision that has radical implications for their 

children’s future education (Donald and Thomas, 2003; Gillies, 2016). Thus, as partners in the 

educational enterprise of their child (Harris and Goodall, 2007; Goodall and Montgomery, 

2014), parents are often powerless in the exclusion process and are voiceless in the discourse 

that surrounds the decision to exclude (Donald and Thomas, 2003). This finding confirmed 

other research findings (OFSTED, 2011a) that, typically parental involvement in secondary 

schools took the form of parents’ evenings and complaints about student poor behaviour. The 

latter often being seen by young people and their parents as having higher status for school 

staff.  

School governors’ role  

In their descriptions of the school exclusion processes, the role of school governors was viewed 

differently by the individual young person and their parents depending on their experiences. 

For instance, Esther and her son Alfred perceived the school governors as very supportive due 

to the level of support they had received during the school exclusion process.  

We had a meeting with the Head-teacher and two governors...discussing Alfred’s 

progress…and the fixed term exclusions that he was getting. To be honest the governors and 

the Head-teacher were really good. I was pleased with their firmness and clear message to 

Alfred that they were giving him another chance. Alfred was also given an opportunity to share 

the struggles he was facing. So the meeting was really helpful and supportive (Parent, Hilltop). 

As part of the intervention steps during the exclusion process, the parents and the individual 

person were invited by the school management to attend a meeting with the school governors.  

Possible support strategies were discussed, informed by the views of the young person and the 

parents. Hence, based on the support received, Alfred expressed a positive view of the role 

played by the school governors:  

I am always grateful for the school Head for being patient with me. He is a good and 

understanding man. He could have permanently excluded me in Y7 but instead he continued to 
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support me and arranged for governors to come and talk to me. The meeting was helpful (Y9, 

Hilltop). 

Thus, their views were based on their positive experiences and interactions with them. 

Meanwhile, other young people and some parents who had had negative experiences of the 

governors’ disciplinary committee (GDC) meetings carried a different perception in relation to 

the governors’ role. 

The school governors just told me that I was permanently excluded from school for bringing 

that weapon in even though, it was my first time and it was not even big enough to be considered 

as a dangerous weapon. The governors just agreed with the Head-teacher’s decision and did 

not support me (Austin, Y8, PRU).  

His view was echoed by Bruce who was excluded at the ‘beginning of Y8’ for something he 

considered ‘petty’ and was not even afforded the opportunity to meet with the school governors 

before the decision to permanently exclude him took place.     

Even the school governors are not supportive at all. They just endorse the Head-teacher’s 

decision. My parents did not even meet them. They were not consulted (Bruce, Y9, PRU). 

Here, the school governors were criticised for not supporting the young people by either 

reversing the Head-teacher’s decision, or questioning the evidence he presented to them as a 

basis for making the decision to exclude. Their views demonstrated that they were aware that 

the school governors had the ‘power to challenge’ the Head-teacher’s decision to exclude and 

question the presented evidence as part of their role during the school exclusion process (DfE, 

2017). A quote from Mary, summarised that view: 

I think sometimes, the school governors are very quick to exclude a student without taking the 

time to consult all parties involved especially in cases where it’s not even clear what happened. 

It would be better to put the young person in IE while they are verifying the statements rather 

than to just exclude because the teacher wants to get rid of the student (Mary, parent, Hilltop).  

The perspectives of most parents and young people, resonated with the views of professionals 

as discussed in Chapter 7. The significance of adopting a more consultative approach which 

allows governors to make decisions that explicitly incorporate the views of all the parties 

involved including the parents was emphasised (Golby, 1990). Another area of concern that 

was raised was connected to schoolwork provision for students on fixed term exclusion.  
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Schoolwork provision: ‘it’s the same folder you get…every time you are sanctioned’ 

In all the individual interviews with young people and the five parents, there was a general 

consensus with regards to schoolwork provision during the exclusion processes. All of them 

confirmed that ‘the young people were provided with work’ whether the sanction was an 

internal exclusion or external exclusion. Even though, the young people often said, they did 

‘not complete the schoolwork provided by the school’ especially during ‘a fixed term 

exclusion’, (Nathan, Y9, Hilltop) all the parents I interviewed stated that, it was ‘an 

expectation’ from the school management that they ‘ensure that their child completed the work 

before returning’, (Esther, parent) to school, hence they did so. For example, Nathan told me 

that: 

They try give me folders of work to complete at home but I just throw it away…It’s the same 

folder they give me when I go in to isolation (IE) so I have done it loads of time. They tried to 

give me folders of foundation work for Y10 and Y11, but I just throw it away because it’s too 

hard for me. I would rather spend those 10 days on my phone and play-station. Schoolwork 

should not be done at home. You relax at home (Nathan, Y9, Hilltop).  

Nathan was no longer viewing exclusion as a punishment, but rather, ‘a holiday’ at home, 

giving him ‘more time in bed and on his mobile phone’, (Nathan, Y9) during school days. This 

view implied that the frequent use of sanctions on young people at risk made them view 

sanctions as being low in severity (Trotman et al. 2015). However, Nathan’s mum, Ruth, ruled 

out Nathan’s claims that he did not do any schoolwork at home while on fixed term exclusion. 

He was lying to you because I will make him do…his homework at home. The only problem is 

the school keep on giving him the same work file every time he has been excluded and that’s 

more than 10 times now. He cannot continue repeating the same work. Even if he is in IE, he 

gets the exact same pack so he has done it many, many times (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). 

Both Nathan and his mum’s views were critical of the fact that he was given the same folder 

each time, which could have communicated a message that the school does not really care 

about the work he does when serving his exclusion term. Nevertheless, based on the disparity 

between Nathan and his mother’s account, it could be the case that young people do not want 

to show their vulnerability by presenting themselves as victims (Lumpy, 2012). Instead, they 

prefer to give accounts that showcase their ability to ‘work’ and circumvent the system 

appearing to be in control of their situation (Gillies, 2016). On the other hand, it might also be 

the case that Nathan’s mother would have also wanted to present herself as a responsible parent 
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who was able to enforce the school requirements. The onus was on the parents to ensure the 

excluded young people continue to engage with their learning at home (DfE, 2017).  

Referring to the current education policy regulation (DfE, 2017) regarding young people 

excluded from school, parents explained that they were ‘legally obliged to keep their children 

at home for the first five days’. Adding that, ‘if the young person is caught in any public place 

during this period’, the parents can ‘be prosecuted’ or receive ‘a fixed penalty notice’, even if 

the parent was accompanying the young person (Anna, grandparent). This quote from Esther 

revealed the parents’ understanding of this government regulation, 

I have to keep Alfred at home and make sure he does not wander around in the streets during 

school time as that can result in my prosecution. The exclusions he has had before they have 

sent him home with some work and he did all the work apart from one sheet which he had done 

many times before (Esther, parent, Hilltop). 

Esther’s comment on how she had to manage her son ‘at home’ during school hours revealed 

the kind of pressure faced by parents when their child was excluded from school. Having to be 

responsible for the excluded child was awkward for working parents or those with other 

commitments during the day (Munn et al. 2000).  

In relation to schoolwork provision, despite the contradictory views around the completion of 

schoolwork, the parents shared a common view with their children that, ‘the teachers were 

providing’ the young people with ‘the same schoolwork every time’ (Esther, parent) they were 

excluded. Implying that the practice of giving schoolwork to excluded students was still an 

area schools were struggling to organise. As a consequence, the parents described how they 

feared that their children were ‘remaining behind in their learning’, provoking them to 

challenge ‘the school on that practice’ during the re-admission meetings. This quote from Ruth 

represents their views, 

When I went to school for the re-admission meeting, I told them that instead of giving him the 

exact same pack, give him the work he was supposed to do in class because every time you 

give him this same work, he is remaining behind with his schoolwork (Parent, Hilltop). 

The experiences of the young people and their parents, revealed the complexity of the school 

exclusion processes, and the difficulties it presents to both the school and the families in trying 

to account for the loss of education (Gillies, 2016). Their views above suggest that fixed term 

exclusion is detrimental to their interests, serving no useful purpose from their perspectives. 

Furthermore, due to the connectedness of the classroom strategies and internal strategies that 
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made up the internal exclusion processes, the young people identified the school organisation, 

practices and rules as significant contributory areas influencing their exclusion from school. 

Part 11: Youth Perceptions of School Exclusion Contributory Areas and Issues  

All the research participants suggested that whether the young people were at risk of school 

exclusion, or excluded from school, depended on how the school conceptualised and practised 

the school exclusion process and the effect of structural factors in the lives of their families 

(Blunting et al. 2017). The interviewed young people and their parents identified the following 

areas/issues as the main contributors significantly influencing their schooling experiences. At 

the school level, how teachers perceived, understood and responded to their various educational 

and social needs within the school setting mattered.   

School Level Issues 

Transition to secondary school: ‘everything just changed’ 

Most of the young people from the three settings share concerns about the processes and quality 

associated with transitions from primary to secondary school. Although not directly enquired 

through the research questions, the move to secondary school was described as a ‘traumatic 

period of transition and a significant influence’ on their behaviours during their interviews. The 

young people reported that ‘when no support is provided, the challenges associated with 

transition increased’, (Bruce, Y9, PRU), throughout the first three years of secondary 

schooling. The disconnect between ‘teacher-student relationships’ previously enjoyed at 

primary level, made them feel lost emotionally, forcing them to ‘seek attention’ at whatever 

cost (Trotman et al. 2015). According to Lloyd: 

Everything just changed. The teachers were different. They expected us to behave like adults 

when we are coming from primary school. They did not care much about you. It was not what 

I expected and I kept on thinking in my head, why it was so different because I had thought it 

was going to be similar to Y6. So it was the changes that affected me the most (Lloyd, Y8, 

PRU).  

From the onset of the interview, Lloyd highlighted his inability to concentrate for long periods 

of time, unless he was engaged in a hands on activity which he enjoys like ‘fixing cars’. The 

expectations around classroom learning, specifically that young people are able to maintain 

their concentration throughout the lesson, and the apparent inflexibility of the learning 

environment appeared to challenge Lloyd.  
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The lessons were too many and too long. I cannot sit all day in class. I lose my concentration 

so needed to stand up and do something at least during the lesson to remain attentive but the 

teachers would not allow me or try to understand my situation (Lloyd, Y9, PRU). 

This could potentially highlight the inability of the school learning environment to 

accommodate different learning styles. The first three years of secondary education appeared 

to not only signify entry into a different schooling experience, but for most young people, these 

years also represented a transition into greater independence and responsibility, amplifying the 

number of changes taking place at the same time (Trotman et al. 2015). A number of parents’ 

explanations concurred with this view as they linked their children’s behaviour changes to 

‘biological hormonal’ developments happening within their developing bodies (Simmons and 

Blyth, 2017). Anna’s comment sums up their views on this aspect: 

Now being a teenager, the hormones are all over the place and sometimes she even forgets what 

day it is. She is a very confused and the school are not helping it either with their constant 

demands on her to behave well (Anna, grandparent, Hilltop). 

Here, Anna, Zara’s grandmother, was criticising the school for not understanding adolescents 

and the changes associated with it. The impact of biological hormonal development manifests 

in different mood swings and frequent temperament changes displayed by the young people, 

which were likely to be interpreted as poor behaviour within the school setting (Simmons and 

Blyth, 2017). From the sociological point of view, adolescence traditionally has been described 

as a period of physical maturity and social immaturity (Simmons and Blyth, 2017). Suggesting 

that the young people reach physical adulthood before they are capable of functioning well in 

adult social roles. Thus, the ‘the school’s constant demands to behave well’ described by Anna 

placed on young people who are facing the disjunction between physical capabilities and 

socially allowed independence and power can be stressful for the individual young person 

(Simmons and Blyth, 2017). In light of these views, it can be argued that taking a punitive 

approach that seeks to punish the poor behaviour when dealing with adolescent behaviour and 

development might not produce positive outcomes as compared to taking an understanding, 

calm, listening and reflexive approach (Gillies, 2016).  

Besides the transitional difficulties associated with adolescence, other young people felt 

overwhelmed by the ‘amount of schoolwork’ they were ‘expected to cover’ within the formal 

and mandated curriculum in ‘year seven through to year nine’, triggering poor behaviour. Bishr 

shared about his struggle:       
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I started struggling in secondary school because there is a lot of schoolwork you got to keep up, 

and yet, I still have to go to the Mosque to read the Koran every evening, so got not much time 

to do the homework (Bishr, Y8, Sunset).    

The work was too much and completely different. The expectations were too much so there 

was too much pressure (Austin, Y8, PRU)  

Although, there were major changes taking place after moving to secondary school, Bishr’s 

parents still expected him to fulfil the family’s religious expectations and demands daily, 

putting more pressure on him, highlighting the influence of the family-level issues on their 

schooling experiences. Apart from all the above issues, for some young people it was just that 

feeling of moving to a new place that created a sense of disorientation causing anxiety. Thus, 

my research findings suggested that poor behaviour was increased when the emotional effects 

of transition were not handled effectively or responded to by the teachers. This is in accordance 

with previous research findings that pointed out that negative experiences of transition affect 

not only academic performance, but also the well-being and mental health of young people 

(Zeedyk, 2003). Indicating that, the move to secondary school can trigger behavioural issues 

which can be aggravated during the first three years of secondary education if adequate support 

is not provided. 

Curriculum content and provision 

A major concern cited by the young people related to their personal experiences of the 

curriculum content and its provision was the lack of ‘choice of subjects’ that they considered 

‘appropriate subjects’, making them feel ‘stressed and pressured with too much work’, 

(Vanita, Y8, Sunset). They stated that, many compulsory subjects were ‘not hands-on subjects’, 

which from their perspective were ‘not useful for future careers’ (Eric & Darrell, Y8, PRU). 

Interestingly, this view was common among Y8 students in all settings, an observation that was 

not very surprising considering that there is no subject choice in the early years of secondary 

school.  

However, many parents also shared similar views with their children as they raised their 

concerns over the ‘usefulness’ of some of the ‘academic subjects’ in their children’s ‘careers’, 

especially ‘Languages’. They ‘doubted’ that their children would ever ‘use French’ or 

‘Spanish’ in their ‘lives’, as they ‘did not envisage’ them ‘leaving’ their homeland (Anna & 

Sam). Languages are more likely to be valued by middle class parents. Anna’s comment 

represents their general view: 
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The school itself is not interesting because the lessons are not interesting anyway. They are 

being made to learn things they will not use after they finish school instead of teaching them 

what they need to know to in order to get a job or an apprenticeship. The education system is 

totally wrong. They teach them things that are not relevant to them. Things like King Henry the 

VIII had 8 wives. So what? What does that have to do with us? We were not even born then? 

That’s what worries me they don’t teach proper things. (Anna, grandparent, Hilltop). 

Here, academic subjects are being considered as not always applicable compared to ‘hands on 

subjects’. Implying that, practical subjects were seen as more beneficial than academic 

understanding. Thus, as far as parents like Anna were concerned, ‘proper things’ meant 

teaching them practical subjects like construction, decorating, hairdressing, painting, health 

and beauty which were already offered through the ‘Alternative Provision’ (AP) curriculum at 

Hilltop school. When I reminded Anna about the AP curriculum at Hilltop, her response 

seemed to suggest an unawareness of that support intervention and an immediate expression of 

interest on behalf of her granddaughter. 

If they have hairdressing, then they should let Zara do that more than keep her doing subjects 

that are of no help. She told me she wants to be a hairdresser, so I encouraged her to have the 

right attitude and behaviour for me to get her into an apprenticeship when she leaves school. I 

even promised her that, if she works her way up, and does well in school, I would help her set 

up her own business. She learns more about maths calculations here in my Café while assisting 

me. These are some of the life skills that a child can never learn in school. Academic education 

should not be taken as it’s the answer to everything (Anna). 

As a self-employed and uneducated café owner, Anna did not view academic education as the 

main route to social mobility. Instead, gaining knowledge related to setting up a business or 

developing work ethics was highly valued. In other words, Anna was advocating for personal 

and social development curriculum to have a high status within the school curriculum. The 

parents’ views confirmed the concerns that were raised by the Hilltop school staff about the 

‘mentality’ of parents in the Hilltop area, which they linked to lack of aspiration and exposure 

to other job sectors. The young people also described how the complex timetabling requiring 

‘significant movements around the school buildings’, and ‘losing contact with important peers’ 

probably from primary school, caused ‘feelings’ of uncertainty and insecurity within them 

(Lloyd, Y9 & Eric, Y8, PRU; Trotman et al. 2015). The curriculum content at key stage three 

was, therefore, frustrating and challenging due to lack of choice and variety. 
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Dunlap et al. (2006) explored the importance of the impact of ‘preferred learning’ styles and 

the construction of an effective learning environment in countering poor classroom behaviour. 

In their study, they argued that, young people respond to a variety of approaches and strategies 

at different times, in different ways and in different circumstances. In their descriptions of the 

learning experiences, the young people and their parents’ views seemed to advocate for such 

diverse learning styles in the classroom, as they blamed teachers’ reliance on direct 

instructional dialogue for the classroom struggles. However, it is worth referring to the views 

of school staff who explained that matching the individual needs with the requirements of the 

formal curriculum was a ‘delicate and difficult’ process.  

These views are in agreement with Cedric Cullingford’s (1999) study findings that stated that, 

matching the individual needs with the requirements of the formal curriculum was a 

challenging strategy simply because it did not only depend on the sensitivity and intellectual 

understanding of the teachers, but, on the different ways the young people responded to the 

demands of the school (Cullingford, 1999). As a result, not many schools offered curriculum 

choices to their students, forcing them to submit and adapt to the schools’ teaching 

expectations. The findings of this research seem to suggest the need to consider curriculum 

choices as a way of supporting struggling young people at risk of school exclusion even though, 

in practice schools have little scope for making changes given that they must deliver the 

national curriculum to all young people (DfE, 2019). Academic achievement was part of the 

schools’ expectations and was linked to the school rules that were enforced in each setting.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Rules and sanctions application 

According to the young people’s accounts, the rules ‘determined and influenced how sanctions 

were applied’, depending on how school exclusion was conceptualised in each setting. 

Implying that, the rules provided the context in which behaviour was interpreted, expectations 

were defined, and guided how teachers responded to difficulties and challenges from different 

individual young people (Smyth et al. 2014). Hence, the application of the rules and sanctions 

varied among the three researched settings. For example, from the descriptions of the PRU 

young people, it was evident that their school settings’ approach to rules and sanctions 

application was also ‘driven by their values and beliefs’ rather than ‘adherence to rules only’, 

(Bruce, Y9).  

Illustrating the PRU approach, Helena stated that, ‘the staff here focus on what the young 

people should be doing’, as opposed to focusing on the ‘displayed poor behaviours that should 
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be punished’, (Y9, PRU). Meanwhile, at Sunset and Hilltop, the young people described their 

school rules in contrasting terms such as, ‘very strict’, ‘less tolerant,’ ‘less warnings’, ‘too high 

standards,’. In acknowledgement of the strictness of the school rules, Lloyd suggests the 

potential of embedding frequent short breaks within the school curriculum. (Lloyd had viewed 

toilet breaks as a way of taking a short recess during his lessons): 

Behaviour policies should change. Should not be too strict. Like you should be allowed to go 

to toilet during a lesson but with a minimum time allowance so you do not miss out a lot of 

learning. They did not allow us at that school (Y8, PRU).  

Some young people suggested that the way classroom-based strategies ‘were used depends on 

the teachers’ tolerance levels’ and how they ‘viewed the individual young person’, (Sakiya, 

Y8 & Zara, Y9). The young people’s view resonates with Munn et al. (1992) who also reported 

that the teachers’ view of their pupils impacted on how they applied the school rules in relation 

to classroom behaviours. What was interesting though, was that their parents conceded that, 

‘in most cases the warnings were valid’ as their particular child was ‘capable of breaking set 

boundaries’ sometimes (Ruth & Esther, parents).  

However, the ‘frequency of the use of sanctions’ on their child made them question the ‘validity 

of the report’ from the teachers. Mostly, the parents confessed that they concluded that 

‘particular’ teachers carried a ‘negative view of their child’, especially where the behaviour-

related problems took place ‘mainly in one subject’ all the time (Ruth & Mary, parent). In such 

instances, parents’ perception was that their particular child was easily blamed and punished 

for the positions they find themselves in the school space. A teacher’s approach to discipline 

that is fed by a deficit view of certain young people (Beckett and Wrigley, 2014) influences 

the way teachers view struggling young people within their school settings. It can therefore, be 

argued that, it is of vital importance for school staff to focus on understanding the contributory 

factors influencing the behaviour of young people at risk within their setting rather than 

focusing on punishing the young person. Such contributory factors could be within the school 

context.   

Class, culture and ethnicity: ‘It’s just the way it is here…you never really see us mix’ 

Drawing from personal observations and interview data from young people, the social 

dynamics linked to class, culture and ethnicity were considered to ‘affect the interactions’ 

within the school environment. For example, I reflected on one of my visits that, ‘the Asian 

students were walking as a group’ in the corridors while the ‘White British students kept to 
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themselves’ (Research Journal notes, 2017/18). This was the same picture I observed in the 

school playgrounds on a separate visit that ‘they played and grouped separately’ during the 

break periods. According to the young people’s views, ‘the teachers’ perception of behaviour’ 

was significantly influenced by the dominant school culture (Vanita, Y8, Sunset). In their 

narrations of how they interacted with the White British young people, the Asian young people 

at Sunset, described the teachers’ lack of awareness about the differences between the two 

cultures.  

We are different from white people. The way we do things are different. We behave differently. 

Teachers do not understand that our personalities are different. I think the school needs cameras 

outside the school so they can see what happens outside of classroom between the white 

students and the Asian students. We don’t mix. (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset). 

Here, in her explanation, Sakiya was connecting the rise in the numbers of Asian young people 

at risk of school exclusion with culture biases within the school setting. When I questioned 

what she meant by the phrase ‘our personalities are different’, Sakiya responded by giving an 

example of how teachers ‘perceived Asian young people as aggressive just because’, in her 

view, ‘we express ourselves confidently, and hence, are regarded as quite loud’, (Y8, Sunset). 

Asian young people being perceived ‘as loud in corridors’ was raised as a matter of concern 

during the focus group discussion with school staff, and was linked to ‘lack of social skills 

among Asian young people’ from the vantage point of the Sunset teachers.   

Furthermore, Sakiya’s concern about being ‘perceived as aggressive’ was also raised by two 

other young people of mixed race origin at Hilltop, who in their individual interviews, 

described how ‘certain teachers regarded them as aggressive’ (Nathan and Albert, Hilltop). 

Their mothers, Ruth and Mary, supported their sons’ views. Mary stated that: 

There has been some comments….made by teachers in random conversations that were really 

racial comments and very stereotyping. Just because my son, Albert, is confident does not make 

him intimidating and aggressive but because he is Black, that’s why they say that. Initially, I 

did not want to think it is racial discrimination but, more recently I believe it is (Mary, parent, 

Hilltop).   

Mary’s comment seemed to suggest that there were racial tensions within Hilltop between 

certain teachers and certain young people which were aggravating school exclusion. In 

agreement with the belief that it was certain teachers not a whole school issue, Ruth explained 

that: 
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Nathan is always excluded from one lesson - maths, and as a result of that my son…told me 

that the maths teacher is a racist because of the way he gets picked on by the teacher. How can 

he only misbehave that bad in one lesson? At one point they were chatting with another White 

young person and only Nathan was picked on, so he said it’s just because I am a Pakistani boy. 

That’s when he thinks that it’s racism operating and you cannot blame him because …if both 

young people were chatting…there is need to sanction both of them not just one. It’s not fair at 

all (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). 

The issue of Black young people being perceived as aggressive by teachers has been widely 

explored previously in literature (Howarth, 2004; Rassool, 2004; Gillborn, 2014; Gillies, 

2016). A research study conducted by Gillborn et al. (2012) revealed that teachers tended to 

systematically lower their expectations for BAME students alongside a regime of an increased 

disciplinary scrutiny and criticism regardless of the students’ social class background. Their 

findings resonate with the experiences of several of the young people and parents who took 

part in this study. Several participants suggested they perceived that  punitive school practices 

to be informed by racial, classed and gendered assumptions; and negative stereotyping of 

BAME students as dangerous, aggressive and criminal (Gillborn, 1990). Furthermore, it has 

been argued that the new forms of neoliberal governmentality are also reproducing these 

inequalities through reinforcing discriminatory discourses and individualising social problems, 

in turn placing certain groups of young people at a higher risk of school exclusion than others 

as well as shaping their experience of school exclusion measures as blaming and punitive 

(Kulz, 2017).  

What was also interesting in relation to this issue, was how, even though young people in both 

schools mentioned their concerns about how they were perceived by teachers, the magnitude 

of the problem and the interpretation of the teachers’ perceptions appeared to vary. For 

example, at Hilltop, that perception was assigned to ‘particular’ teachers and interpreted as a 

‘racial discrimination’ problem. Whereas, at Sunset, the young people’s descriptions seemed 

to suggest that, it was a whole school issue, and was therefore, interpreted as ‘racial class 

tensions’ (Howarth, 2004; Gillborn, 2014). Emphasising their views, the young people at 

Sunset presented a picture of the ‘state of’ student interactions within the school space:  

They, white girls, should stop acting prestigious than all of us. We are all equal and I am not 

bothered about them because I know who I am and am not scared of them (Vanita, Y8, Sunset).  

I have seven friends, and yes…they are all Asian because that’s how it is in this school. Like, 

the White people keep to themselves, and the Asian people keep to themselves. We do talk to 
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each other, maybe in class, but outside it’s just ‘hi’, ‘bye’, that’s it. It’s just the way it is here. 

You never really see us mix. Whites play with Whites and Asians play with Asians (Sumiko, 

Y9, Sunset).  

I sit with White friends in certain lessons but we do not hang around outside together. I hang 

around with my Muslim friends (Daris, Y9, Sunset). 

For these Asian young people, the unifying factor while in the school environment, was shaped 

by perceptions towards their Muslim religion which constitutes the cultural basis of their family 

lives. The school environment would appear to have reflected their social lives in general where 

they were unlikely to mix with other communities outside the school environment. Their 

description of the level of interactions across ethnicities exposed social gaps within the setting 

and revealed that minority group cultures operating within a broader dominant culture always 

exist in conflict, contradiction and ambiguity (Rassool, 2004; Vincent et al. 2013). For 

example, most of the young people at Sunset who took part in the research study felt 

disconnected from the school system and expressed that indifference in their accounts.  

Thus, emanating from the young people’s views was the belief that conceptions of, and 

attitudes towards, culture, class and ethnicity played a role during school exclusion processes. 

Their views concurred in a sense, with the Sunset school staff’s views and concerns. However, 

they differed on how and why these factors were impacting on the young people’s schooling 

experiences as demonstrated by their presented descriptions and explanations. It can therefore 

be stated that, the neoliberal education systems have reshaped inequality and redefined the role 

of education in the contemporary lives of young people, closing out spaces of democratic 

participation and celebration of cultural diversity through the imposition of punitive approaches 

to poor behaviour management and a failure to identify and meet student support needs within 

the pressing requirements of the neoliberal school system (Kulz, 2017; Gillborn, 2010).     

Teacher-student relationships   

A major concern cited by young people I interviewed was their relationship with teachers and 

how they were ‘treated by’ them. Their descriptions indicated that the young people understood 

and appreciated the significance of creating and establishing conditions for positive student 

and teacher behaviours. That was reflected by how they frequently used various verbs and 

adjectives to describe what characterised a positive student-teacher relationship in their view. 

They used words such as, ‘trust’, ‘respect’, ‘fairness’, ‘supportive’, ‘understanding’, ‘listen,’ 

‘relaxed,’ engaged’, ‘patience’, ‘accommodative’, ‘valued’. The words ‘trust’, ‘fairness’, 
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‘respect’ and ‘supportive’, were most common across the datasets, denoting their significance, 

if positive relationships were to be developed and sustained within the school environment. For 

example, the issue of ‘lack of respect by teachers’ was a common grievance expressed by most 

young people. This quote from Lily represents that view: 

It’s when they do not show any respect to you even though, you are a pupil. Like not saying 

please or thank you, when they are talking to you (Y8, Hilltop). 

From their explanations, the feeling of not being respected was mainly generated by the way 

teachers spoke to the young people:  

I get angry and shout at any teacher who shouts at me or makes offensive comments to me like 

I am nothing, then I…end up in isolation (Vanita, Y8, Sunset). 

Here, lack of respect is described in terms of being made to feel worthless and not being valued 

by one’s teachers compounding young people’s feelings of inadequacy. Such negative feelings 

might influence their behaviours, resulting in a lack of self-worth and personal value (Lumpy, 

2012). This suggestion comes from the understanding that if we are to value ourselves, we need 

to be made to feel valued by the ‘significant others’ in our lives, in the case of young people at 

risk, teachers being part of those significant others (John, 1996). 

The young people also demonstrated an understanding of the attributes of a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ 

teacher. Descriptions such as, ‘nice’, ‘caring’, ‘understanding’, empathy’, ‘listen’, helpful’, 

patient’, ‘consistent’, fair’, ‘funny’, ‘sensitive’, ‘calm’, and ‘kind’, were the characteristics of 

teachers who were viewed as ‘good’, while the ‘bad teachers’ were classified as, ‘intolerant’, 

‘don’t listen’, ‘impatient’, easily angered’, ‘unfair’, ‘inconsistent’, ‘boring’, and 

‘unapproachable’. Reflecting on their schooling experiences, the young people revealed that 

what really mattered from their perspective was teachers ‘giving’ them the opportunity to 

communicate and explain their views, especially, when an incident had taken place, instead of 

‘rushing to judge’ them: 

Nice teachers give you a chance to speak when you want to tell them what will have actually 

taken place, especially when they accuse you of something you have not done. It’s like showing 

that your view is important (Albert, Y8, Hilltop).  

Good teachers listen and always seek to understand what’s happening rather than just take one 

side, rushing to judge us and punish the student without getting the facts (Daris, Y9, Sunset). 
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The desire to explain the events that would have taken place influencing their unacceptable 

behaviours seemed significant. ‘Rushing to judge us’ phrase demonstrated the young people’s 

understanding and feelings of injustice. Others expressed feelings of injustice when they 

thought they were singled out for punishment that was not meted out to others:  

They pick on me a lot, even if the whole class is doing that same thing you are doing, it’s just 

you who gets picked on and sent to detention (Conrad, Y8, Sunset). 

Another source of the feelings of injustice was when they felt blamed for nothing: 

They tell me off for no reason. Sometimes, they just accuse me of talking in class when it’s not 

me talking even and when you challenge the teacher’s decision to sanction you, you are told 

‘because I can’ (Zara, Y9, Hilltop).     

The issue of power struggles within the classroom setting has been over-emphasised in 

previous studies, demonstrating the impact they have on teaching and learning relationships as 

discussed in chapter five of this Thesis. As many of the classrooms continue to be formal, 

hierarchical and structured around the accepted power of the teacher to control the content, 

pace and direction of lessons (McFadden & Munns, 2002) young people who lack the necessary 

cultural capital or social skills needed to avoid confrontation with teachers, are not surprisingly 

at risk of school exclusion (Gerwitz et al. 1995; Houston, 2015). Mills (2008) pointed out that, 

traditional teaching practices often fail to take into account what young people bring to the 

pedagogical relationship and reasons they comply with or resist school practices. As a result, 

the power struggles between such young people and teachers may lead to increasing levels of 

detentions and isolation that destroy positive attitudes of teaching and learning (McGregor and 

Mills, 2012).  

Nevertheless, it is worth stating that the descriptions above mainly represented mainstream 

schoolteachers as PRU young people described the teachers at PRU differently. Out of the nine 

young people interviewed, eight of them described PRU setting as a ‘supportive’, 

‘compassionate’ and ‘sensitive’ context, due to the ‘teachers’ positive attitudes’. Young people 

shared similar views that the staff demonstrated ‘restorative and reflective’ approaches 

(Houston, 2002) using the ‘behaviour policy as a support guide’ (PRU Behaviour policy, 

2017/18). Interviews with PRU staff had revealed that for them, ‘building that sense of 

community’ was fundamental to ‘ensuring’ that the young people ‘remained engaged in 

education’ with the ‘hope of re-integrating them’ to mainstream schools (Majidah, teacher, 

PRU). The PRU teachers’ specialist support skills enabled them to provide a setting in which 
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each individual was valued and had their concerns addressed. The young people appreciated 

the teachers’ approach to practice. 

Here, you get support when you are facing challenges and takes you through different 

supportive structures like taking [you] down to the other educational extension centre until you 

get the right learning attitude (Gerard, Y9, PRU). 

On that account, the young people identified that sense of common purpose and community as 

a significant element of their schooling experience which was not readily available in the 

mainstream schools where they felt rejected (McGregor and Mills, 2012). Interestingly, the 

mainstream young people suggested ways in which such positive relationships could be 

established and sustained within the school setting: 

Build a close relationship with us so that you understand our lives and know us. Talk to us and 

support us with our work...They should first work on gaining trust from us and then try to 

provide the appropriate support. Even, if you are dealing with an animal like a dog, you got to 

gain its trust first for you to play with it (Bishr, Y8, Sunset). 

This view concurred with the views of teachers who admitted in their interviews that, ‘friendly 

and positive interactions’ between them and young people, ‘reduced the likelihood for 

exclusion’ and ‘made the management of behaviour much easier’, (Chafik & Emran, TAs, 

PRU). Where young people felt ‘listened to and valued’, they ‘respected’ the authority and 

‘obeyed’ the school rules (Henry, Y9 & Austin, Y8, PRU).  

Parents had the opportunity to express their views in relation to the issue of relationships, as 

they described their relationships with their children’s teachers.  

Home-school relationships 

The issue of poor relationships with the teachers was echoed by the parents. When asked to 

outline their relationship with the child’s teachers, the parents raised the following issues. Ruth 

expressed her frustration and disappointment arising from what she identified as a lack of 

respect from some of the teachers:  

There are some teachers that talk down to you like you are a kid. Does not show any respect. 

The ones who behave like that, even if they call me, I will not speak to them...they just think 

you are lying. It’s so annoying and disheartening when they treat you with no respect like or 

treat you as if you do not care about your child (Parent, Hilltop). 
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Emphasising her feelings of being subject to measures designed to force parents to be 

accountable for their child’s poor behaviour, Mary shared her own experience,    

Like this form tutor…she is very patronising in her conversations and a bit manipulative…She 

is kind of flashing her middle class-card at Hilltop…making the assumption that, all their 

parents on this estate are unemployed, on benefits or low paid jobs and uneducated...She does 

not expect any of us to be middle-class professionals of which we are…her language is 

disrespectful and unacceptable (Parent, Hilltop).  

The quotes above, demonstrated the influence of social class dynamics shaping the way parents 

are able to exercise power during the school exclusion process (Gillies, 2016). Mary’s view 

can be interpreted as suggesting that the attitude of some teachers conveyed a message that 

‘expected’ the working and non-working class Hilltop parents to ‘submit’ to the middle-class 

teachers’ superior knowledge in relation to support provision for their struggling young people. 

An attitude that, Edwards and Gillies (2011), strongly condemned describing it as wanting 

these parents to occupy a ‘client-based model’, in which they are expected to show compliant 

submission. Meanwhile, middle-class parents are expected to take up the ‘consumer role’, 

imposing their own definitions of a circumstance and exert their influence (Lingard and Rizvi, 

2010). However, parents often resisted such positions and fought hard against the decisions 

they saw as disadvantaging their children. Sometimes leading to a total breakdown of home-

school relationships and resulting in parents ‘negotiating’ for a managed move for their child, 

for example, in the case of Mary. At the end of data collection, Mary had made the decision to 

‘request a managed move’ for her son, Albert, due to feeling that he was ‘being victimised by 

certain teachers’ (Mary, Hilltop). 

Furthermore, it was important for all five parents that the school recognises the need for young 

people to be given the opportunity to respond and also express their feelings when accused of 

breaking the school rules,   

If they don’t listen to him, when he wants to express himself, then it creates problems again... 

If they just try to dismiss him, then that gets him mad. I just think they are some teachers who 

still don’t like him so they kind of victimise him (Esther, parent, Hilltop). 

Here, not giving the young person chance to share their views when an incident had happened 

was viewed as a form of victimisation (Howarth, 2004). A view that was shared by most parents 

in their interviews. Nonetheless, the issue of young people’s individual attitude emerged as a 

significant contributory factor to being at risk.   
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Student Level factors: ‘Individual pathways’ 

Excluded and at risk young people can be perceived as those on the fringe of the educational 

process (Lumpy, 2012). As a group, they are not those who have completely withdrawn from 

education. Instead, they are those who are negotiating a position and path for themselves which 

is likely to be both a result of and a response to how they are perceived in their social worlds 

(Naidoo, 2009; Thompson and Bell, 2005). They are those who are finding a way to engage 

with a schooling experience, though, not fully within the mainstream like those at PRU. A 

number of themes related to their specific issues emerged and the ones presented in this 

discussion seemed significant. These were anger issues, academic competence, and personal 

reputation.  

Anger issues: ‘If I get passed a certain point with someone, I just see red’ 

The young people accepted demonstrating anger-related incidents, like Lily, when she ‘tried to 

strangle’ one of her classmates who ‘persistently bullied her friend’ as well as annoying her:   

I got done for strangling someone in class who was bullying my friend for a whole year. She 

then started talking something negative about my family, that’s when I got mad and strangled 

her (Y9, Hilltop). 

Lily defended her actions by accusing teachers of ‘failing to listen to’ her when she reported 

the ‘inappropriate behaviour’ of the girl she attacked. Speaking to her dad about it, he 

supported her daughter’s behaviour and admitted that he was the ‘one who advised her to do 

something that will teach that bully a lesson if the teachers were not dealing with it,’ (Sam, 

parent, Hilltop). Sam’s response could potentially be aligned with a working class standpoint 

where standing up and defending oneself was preferred in place of the school system (Reay, 

2017). Sam, however, admitted that he also ‘struggled with’ anger issues since he was ‘a 

teenager’ and had to ‘join a boxing club’ as a way of managing it (Parent, Hilltop). Sam’s view 

seemed to associate losing temper with a sense of power and gaining control of her situation, 

despite the consequence Lily had to face for that behaviour.                                                                                                                                                                                           

While, Nathan readily identified his behaviour as having a self-control problem when he 

reached a certain level of anger, using the phrase, ‘I just see red’. Illustrating his view, Nathan 

described an incident when he attacked a teacher in the classroom:   

A teacher just started telling me to move to another desk while I was doing nothing bad…so I 

refused to move…But she kept on telling me to move and tried to push me out of the lesson. If 
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I get past a certain point with someone, I just see red. So I picked up a chair, threw it at her, 

picked up a ruler, threw it at her and then finally a table (Nathan, Y8, Hilltop). 

Nathan was among a number of young people who defined themselves as having ‘anger 

management problem’ describing their struggles to keep their temper at bay. Nathan presented 

his behaviour as being ‘out of control’ and traces his behaviour to his experiences of being 

‘bullied in year 1/2' and his ‘strained relationships’ with his ‘stepdad’. This account indicates 

a young person who has experienced challenging family circumstances involving conflict, and 

to some extent illustrates the significance of understanding the lived experiences of young 

people from families with multiple adversities (Turney, 2012).   

Nevertheless, Nathan’s mother blamed her son for the ongoing confrontations between him 

and his stepdad and dismissed his claims of experiencing bullying in school as a lie.  

The problem with Nathan is, he is very mouthy and argues a lot without giving in. He always 

has to have the last word no matter what and that’s what gets him in trouble even in school 

sometimes (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). 

In Ruth’s view, Nathan was the ‘one capable of bullying others’ due to being ‘bullied by his 

stepbrothers several times’ whenever he ‘visited his dad’. As a result the mother explained that 

she ‘stopped him from visiting’ his dad.  

What was common in their accounts though, was that Nathan ‘suffered bullying’ at some ‘point 

in his life’ and the ‘effect’ of that experience was causing anger issues. Suggesting that those 

awful experiences evoked a desire to defend himself at whatever cost. The school had 

responded by providing Nathan with anger management support and had ‘assigned a family 

support worker’ at the time of data collection (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). Nathan’s case highlights 

the complex issues that are presented by young people at risk of exclusion and questions the 

school’s ability to identify the root causes (which extend beyond the young people’s immediate 

learning environment) leading to the negative behaviours that lead to school exclusion (Levitas, 

2012).    

At Sunset, Vanita and Sakiya admitted to getting ‘angry a lot’ as a result of their ‘strong-

minded’, ‘opinionated’, ‘loud’ and ‘short-tempered’ personalities (Vanita and Sakiya, Y8, 

Sunset). According to Vanita and Sakiya, they were ‘willing and open to accept’ any form of 

anger management support if the school could offer it them. While for others, family relational 

circumstances fuelled anger within them. For example, Zara’s broken relationship with her dad 

made her irritable and short-tempered:  
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I have anger issues because of what my dad has put me through. It’s like he has never been 

there for me. He has never bought me anything for the past 7 years. The last time and the only 

time he bought me something was when I was 7 years old…He does not care for me and does 

not even come to see me (Y8, Hilltop). 

Her grandmother confirmed the impact of Zara’s failed relationships with her parents had on 

her behaviour stating that ‘the parents’ lack of sense’ in her view, ‘confused Zara especially 

the mum whom she saw every weekend’ (Anna, grandparent, Hilltop). Anna’s view seemed to 

suggest that Zara’s ‘visits to her mum every weekend’ were detrimental. But Zara was not the 

only one facing anger issues due to family relational dilemmas. Albert’s anger issues stemmed 

from his relationship with his dad whom he was ‘not supposed to have contact with’ due to 

‘safeguarding’ issues: 

The main issue is my anger which started when my dad went into prison…I did really struggle 

in school…that’s when I got excluded due to my anger getting worse. I used to see my dad 

every weekend before he went into prison. That’s all that really annoys me…I miss him. So I 

start punching walls, swear sometimes at people even though…I don’t mean it. It’s a way of 

getting my anger out rather than keeping it in my chest (Y8, Hilltop).  

Albert was feeling frustrated and angry due to his family circumstances, and trying to ‘let off 

that steam’ forced him to behave in an unacceptable manner (Taylor, 2006). This was the same 

with Henry whose dad was also in prison at that time. He stated that: 

When people are winding me up talking about my dad in prison. That gets me angry and I fight 

them. People should not speak about my family (Y9, PRU). 

What was common among their experiences was that, subsequent probing around the actual 

experience of anger and the circumstances in which it was expressed, revealed considerably 

more ambivalence and contradiction than the apparent self-identification first suggested. There 

were many social and relational levels linked to anger issues such as past trauma affecting 

current behaviour (Johnson, 2008). Their descriptions above revealed that most of them were 

experiencing some ‘degree of stress levels’ in their lives due to some underlying issues. 

Reinforcing the need for schools to examine the key issues in their lives in order to provide 

appropriate support and respond sensitively to each individual young person (Blunting et al. 

2017). Also, in their endeavour to contextualise anger, a number of parents were suggesting 

what they thought were better approaches in terms of managing their child’s temper issues 

which was linked to what they had applied at home when such attitudes were displayed. 
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Suggesting the need for schools to learn how to deal with each student within the context of 

their anger needs and accepting the input of parents where possible.  

Academic competence 

A number of key issues emerged from the young people’s views on their academic competence. 

For example, Lily, expressed her frustration due to ‘failing to get her head round the 

alphabetical letters…mixing them up,’ (Y8, Hilltop). As a result, she resorted to arguing with 

teachers who were sanctioning her for not completing her work, instead of trying to understand 

her struggles. On the other hand, a small number of young people located a failure to achieve 

on their own attributes. For example, they saw themselves as ‘lazy’ or just not willing to 

engage:  

I need to make much more progress in class…but am a bit lazy to write things down…that does 

not help when you want to revise. Teachers have told me that I am intelligent but am lazy to 

put more effort (Alfred, Y9, Hilltop).  

Some acknowledged that their educational struggle during the lessons was due to ‘their 

inability to concentrate for long periods’ resulting in them ‘playing or chatting’ during lessons 

(Lloyd, Henry and Bruce). The issue of concentration span could easily be interpreted to be a 

result of an ‘unassessed special educational needs’ in many cases. However, none of the young 

people linked their lack of concentration span to that effect. Rather, they identified their 

personal daily habits and sleeping patterns as the main attribute: 

I usually go to sleep very late and wake up too early, so come to school feeling tired and that 

affects my concentration span. I end up falling asleep in class (Helena, Y9, PRU).  

In their explanations, they shared a general view that ‘habits’ such as ‘smoking’, ‘chatting on 

social media well into the night’ and ‘watching TV’ affected their bedtime. This is in line with 

a raised concern in literature that current lifestyles are not affording young people enough sleep 

and parents are not aware of the issue as it usually happens in the young person’s bedroom.  

The great majority did not paint themselves as incompetent, but as ‘unable to cope with’ 

unreasonable ‘demands’ of the academic subjects. Their general view was that, some of the 

academic subjects’ were ‘too theoretical’, had ‘no variety’, and were therefore, ‘boring’ (Lily 

& Vanita, Y8). They expressed that they struggled with the class practice of being expected to 

‘complete your class task without receiving sufficient explanations’ (Bruce, Y9 & Lily, Y8) 

from the teachers. For instance, a task to do a ‘piece of writing’, ‘solving a difficult maths 

equation’, by means of, ‘first listening’ to the teacher or reading ‘instructions’ and then 
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‘completing’ the task. Their responses highlighted their need for additional support, which was 

not readily available due to lack of sufficient funding in schools (OCC, 2019). Such educational 

experiences reveals the impact of neoliberal oriented policies on the educational outcomes of 

particular groups of young people (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000).  

Meanwhile, other young people identified and described teaching methods as a barrier to 

learning. They made repeated numerous references to how intolerable and ‘boring’ that 

becomes: 

Maths and English are boring subjects especially if not presented in a practical way (Eric, Y8, 

PRU). 

I am not good at writing even though, I am good at reading, so it’s boring because I don’t get 

help (Austin, Y8, PRU). 

Their views seem to suggest that they did not like to be taught from the textbook, and work 

sheets, not having clear instructions, or not getting support, when they were struggling to 

complete the tasks. They described such a teaching method as ‘too much expectations’ that 

demonstrated a ‘failure to understand’ (Bruce, Y9, PRU) the different learning needs of the 

young people. Thus, it can be argued that, perhaps, a lack of what they considered as 

appropriate teaching methods had a negative effect on their learning experiences. For example, 

the issue of feeling ‘bored’ in class, affected their lessons attendance.  

We were missing lessons hiding in a den in school with my friends because it was boring in 

class and the lessons were boring (Helena, Y9, PRU). 

I used to wag lessons in Y7…and now in Y8, school is boring due to not getting enough support 

when I ask for it (Lily, Y8, Hilltop). 

Previous research has revealed that the young people’s concept of ‘boredom’ has adverse 

effects on their learning attitudes, implying that the young people in this study were using this 

term to emphasise their everyday classroom realities (Author, 2010). However, other parents 

connected their children’s poor behaviour in class to their lack of competence, and the school’s 

inability to help their children develop these competencies:   

Nathan is not very good at reading, writing and maths. So the 1-1 SEN worker was supporting 

him to work on that…The problem is, if he realises that he cannot do it, instead of asking for 

help, he starts messing about to cover up for his ignorance. Then he gets in to trouble and gets 

excluded (Ruth, Parent, Hilltop). 
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From their narrations, having challenges with certain subjects was a common experience 

among the young people, and was viewed in terms of lack of support needed to help them 

achieve required levels.  

I used to get done a lot for mixing the alphabetical letters so would argue with teachers for not 

supporting me and end up excluded (Lily, Y8, Hilltop). 

The schoolwork seems so hard…but some teachers even give me a warning for shouting out 

for help so I kicked off (Vanita, Y8, Sunset). 

Their views resonated with John’s (1996) study, whose findings revealed that young people 

who find the work given to them to be beyond their capabilities, employ strategies such as, 

refusing to attempt to do the work, or referring to it as boring in order to reduce the risk of 

failure and to protect their self-concept. Such young people can only escape being at risk of 

school exclusion if they access support interventions for such subjects to enable them to learn 

(Warnock, 2006). It was, however, apparent from the descriptions of the young people that the 

more they received sanctions, the faster they built a ‘negative’ personal reputation within the 

school setting.    

Personal reputation: ‘I think they target her because she has got a name for herself’  

Most young people in all the settings felt that, their reputation within the school meant that, 

teachers ‘picked on’ them unnecessarily. That distressed them especially, when they were 

‘singled out for punishment’ that was not dispensed to others. Albert, (Y8, Hilltop), for 

example, was excluded for what he referred to as ‘a retaliation against some peers’ who were 

‘pushing him along the corridor’ during a classroom change. The ‘teacher only saw’ him 

‘pushing’ them ‘back’ and ‘accused’ him of being ‘aggressive’ (Albert). According to Albert’s 

account, the other ‘two young persons’ were ‘not even sent to isolation’ for their ‘rough 

behaviour’ towards him, which he could only describe as ‘a form of bullying’ (Y8, Hilltop). It 

can therefore be argued that, sometimes, teachers in their effort to maintain order within the 

school setting, make unfair decisions based on their perceptions of certain individual students 

that can drive them to become more challenging and defensive (John, 1996).  

Other young people expressed a strong sense of being stigmatised by the teachers. They spoke 

about having a ‘chat’ with other students during a ‘lesson’ but ‘ending up in isolation alone’ 

while others were ‘left to continue’ with the lesson, as though, they had ‘done nothing’ 

(Sumiko, Y9, Sunset). From their perspective, their ‘teachers viewed’ them as ‘troublemakers’ 

due to their ‘reputation within’ the school (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset). They had to ‘clear’ their 
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‘names’ later by ‘proving’ that they did ‘not take part’ (Vanita, Y8, Sunset). As a result, they 

expressed a sense of injustice and resentment as illustrated by the following quotes:  

They don’t bother to listen to your side of things because they just see you as bad (Albert, Y8, 

Hilltop). 

They think I am a gang-leader…I am not. That’s wrong but I do not care. Let them think what 

they want (Sakiya, Y8, Sunset).  

Even if you try to change your behaviour, it really does not matter because they don’t trust you 

anymore (Austin, Y8, PRU). 

In such cases where a sense of injustice is expressed, it can be suggested that, schools should 

prioritise listening to the accused individual young person’s views and concerns, as part of the 

exclusion processes. That might reduce the feeling of being treated unfairly among them and 

establish consistency within the exclusion process. The young people’s feeling of being 

victimised by teachers due to their reputation was echoed by Zara’s grandparent: 

I think they targeted her because she has got a name for herself… They are trying to make an 

example of how they deal with stubborn students out of her which is not fair. Personally, I think 

she is being victimised and they make her more miserable through that and make her act like a 

person with a behaviour disorder (Anna, grandparent, Hilltop). 

Anna sounded really annoyed by such teachers’ attitudes, to the extent that, she was working 

on transferring Zara to another school in order to save her from, to use her phrase, ‘clear and 

direct victimisation’, (Grandparent, Hilltop). She had concluded that the ‘continued 

behavioural issues’ raised by the school ‘against’ Zara were ‘destroying’ her ‘self-confidence’ 

and ‘desire’ to learn.  

What was fascinating about the young people’s views was their ability to distinguish between 

what they regarded as ‘serious offences’ that deserved the ‘ultimate sanction’ and those that 

they regarded as ‘trivial’ for which exclusion was ‘deemed’ inappropriate. For example, being 

excluded for ‘having a laugh’ was seen as ‘victimisation’ of the individual young person, and 

even the parents agreed with that view. This comment about such trivial incidences represented 

the parents’ views: 

What I don’t like about the school is this habit of excluding my son just for petty issues like 

laughing. At one time he was laughing and ended up in IE for that. So, I went to the teacher to 

complain because I just thought, can kids not be kids in school? Why should they not be allowed 
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to laugh? Does everything have to be so serious? Anyway, I keep on advising him to keep quiet 

even if he is being blamed for something he has not done (Ruth, parent, Hilltop). 

Here, Ruth raised a complaint with the teacher as a way of advocating for her son against what 

she viewed as a minor offence. However, like all other parents, she had to help her child with 

classroom coping mechanisms so that he could continue engaging with his learning. 

Meanwhile, a common wish expressed by the young people was for their teachers to change 

the lens they were viewing them through, in order to change their perception of them, and start 

viewing each step they took as an achievement towards a future positive educational outcome 

(McGregor & Mills, 2012).  

In closing this section, it can be suggested that the views of parents appeared to suggest that it 

was the schools’ responsibility to help young people at risk to build a sense of belonging within 

the school environment. Allowing their voices to be part of the dominant discourse rather than 

silencing them through intimidation and victimisation based on their past mistakes (Lumpy, 

2012; Houston, 2015). That might entail allowing forgiveness to be part of their school 

principle and daily practices because ‘kids will always be kids’, according to parents’ views.  

Family Level factors 

In their descriptions of their family backgrounds and home environment, the young people 

presented their mothers and grandmothers as their heroes who ‘stood’ with them at ‘all’ costs. 

This contradicts the prevailing assumptions around these parents being viewed as being 

negligent and disconnected from their child’s schooling. This was demonstrated through the 

social networks mapping diagrams, where mothers and grandmothers were placed at the ‘core’ 

of the diagram denoting their ‘closeness’ to the young people. That was a common feature 

among young people at Hilltop and the PRU, who most of them came from single-parenting 

settings. Lloyd was a typical example: 

My Nana is very supportive of my education…and approachable so I can tell her 

anything…good or bad…she always rewards me for doing my work…like buying me 

trainers...She really wants me to go to school and learn (Y9, PRU). 

Lloyd’s Nana was using the reward concept to encourage and motivate her grandson to engage 

with his schoolwork. Lloyd shared that he ‘preferred to live’ with his grandparents to ‘avoid 

arguing’ with his older sister who lived at home with his mum and little sister. His explanation 

implied that the home environment was not conducive describing it as ‘very noisy’. While 

completing his social network map, Lloyd left out his dad, claiming that he ‘did not have a 
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dad’, because he ‘did not know who he was’ and ‘where he was’. Zara at Hilltop shared the 

same view about the support she got from her Nana, Anna.  

If there is something that has happened in school, I tell my Nana…then she calls the school to 

try deal with it…she always follows up issues with the school so is supportive (Y9, Hilltop). 

Out of the 22 the young people interviewed, ten of them described their grandparents as, ‘very 

supportive’, ‘caring’, ‘kind’, ‘over-protective’, ‘sets boundaries’, ‘keeps me in line’. These 

descriptions seemed to suggest that grandparents played a pivotal role in single-parenting 

homes as a way of providing a form of stability to the struggling families. For example, setting 

clear ‘boundaries’ for their grandchildren was used to ensure that they follow house rules and 

be disciplined, which the young people referred to as ‘keeping them in line’. Other 

grandparents were described as ‘over-protective’ due to enforcing a 6pm -7pm curfew on them 

as a way of ensuring their safety. 

I do not like their strictness. They are over-protective of me such that if I am going out my Nana 

would want me to be back home by 6pm because she does not like me walking in the dark at 

night (Albert, Y8, Hilltop). 

Furthermore, fifteen young people described the attitude of their parents, mostly mothers, 

towards their education using phrases and terms such as, ‘supportive’, ‘values education’, 

stands with me’, ‘always there’, ‘encouraging’, ‘understanding’, and ‘wants me to succeed’. In 

particular Alfred and Aafa said: 

My mum has always been there for me…telling me that school is good for me, even when I 

was wagging school. She values education and has been very supportive throughout this 

changing journey…encourages me to work hard…get good grades like my siblings 

achieved…she cancels her meetings to attend school meetings so never missed any (Alfred, 

Y9, Hilltop). 

My parents are caring and very supportive and I wouldn’t ask for more (Aafa, Y8, Sunset). 

The young people acknowledged that, despite their struggles with the school system, their 

parents were not willing to give up on them yet. This was contrary to the overall perceptions 

of the school staff that young people who were at risk ‘did not receive support from home’ and 

‘came from troubled and difficult families’ describing them as ‘a challenging intake’. This 

point resonates with the discussion in Chapter 7 about ‘who was at risk of’ school exclusion. 

Only four young people at PRU agreed with that school staff view as they reported that their 

mothers were ‘not bothered whether’ they ‘went to school or not’. In such cases, the 
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relationship with grandparents was significant and had a positive impact on their behaviour in 

school.  

Others attributed the support interventions they received to the efforts of their mothers:  

A lot of it is from my mum because if it was not of her, I would not have accessed the different 

community groups that has helped to manage my anger. She is working closely with the school 

to ensure that I get the support I need (Albert, Y8, Hilltop). 

Mum values education and is fighting to have me back into a mainstream school. Makes me do 

work at home a lot of times (Austin, Y8, PRU). 

At home…my dad is not good in English as he is from Pakistan. My mum is a local so she is 

good in English and keep checking on my progress with homework (Daris, Y9, Sunset). 

Their descriptions conveyed a lot of appreciation for their mothers, implying that they viewed 

them as their ‘heroes’ indeed. The parents I interviewed confirmed these views as they 

described their relentless ‘efforts’ to get ‘engaged’ with their children’s education and ‘keep’ 

them in school. Therefore, it can be argued that when these parents are facing difficult 

challenges in their own lives, the young people might find it difficult to concentrate in school, 

even though, they might try to supress such difficult feelings. As a result, their emotions could 

surface into problematic displays of frustration and anger, turning the classroom into a forum 

for their emotional feelings, which the teachers interpret as ‘disruptive’ behaviour deserving 

an appropriate sanction (Gillies, 2016). Indicating the significance of having someone who can 

talk to them sensitively. 

It is also worth noting that nothing was mentioned about their family socio-economic status in 

terms of relating it as a contributory factor to their being at risk of school exclusion. Rather, 

language barrier, in relation to some of the parents of young people at Sunset, emerged as a 

limitation on the level of support they could offer to their children, especially, the mothers who 

were mainly housewives. As a result, they received more support from their fathers or other 

family members: 

I will tell my aunty because she was born here so she understands everything I say and feel 

(Vanita. Y8, Sunset). 

My stepdad is very understanding and listens to you when you want to talk to him unlike my 

mum. If I tell him I have been done in school for nothing…he will believe me and say things 

like, ‘do you want me to call the school and tell them off?’ That’s really supportive and shows 

that your parent trust you (Sumiko, Y9, Sunset). 
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Here, the lack of understanding the educational discourse (Mills, 2008) which was highlighted 

by the school staff forced Vanita to seek help from her aunty who had an English schooling 

experience meaning that she had an understanding of the societal social dynamics and 

educational demands on young people. While the issue of being ‘trusted’ by significant others 

around you during the school exclusion appeared to matter from Sumiko’s comment. Most of 

the young people at Sunset, six out of the seven interviewed, also raised the difficulty they 

were facing in balancing their religious commitments and schoolwork during the week: 

I am struggling to complete my homework due to attending Koran lessons at the Mosque every 

evening during the week. That’s my challenge (Aafa, Y8, Sunset). 

Indicating that religious routines were influencing their schooling experiences as failing to 

complete a given homework was seen as a breach of the school expectations and classroom 

rules which warranted a sanction by the teacher (CBM, 2017/18). What made their home-

school ‘positions’ more difficult to manoeuvre was that, ‘attending Koran lessons was not a 

matter of choice’, rather it was ‘a highly non-negotiable family value’ which all children were 

expected to ‘follow’ (Daris, Y9, Sunset). Unfortunately, the parents were not interviewed as 

that would have been useful for illuminating our understanding of how they ensured their 

children still met the school’s homework expectations despite their religious commitments. 

Hence, the views of young people could not be challenged or verified.  

Concluding Remarks 

This chapter has explored the experiences and perceptions of young people and their parents 

to illuminate the various aspects of school exclusion process and the contributory issues, with 

particular reference to support provision, so as to gain an in-depth qualitative understanding of 

their educational and social adversities. At its most basic level, this chapter has revealed how 

exclusion from school is a matter of attitudes, the school attitudes to young people who 

misbehave, the school attitudes to the parents of such young people, the young people and their 

parents’ attitudes to the teachers who try to cater for their needs and effect of structural 

inequalities on the lives of families with multiple adversities (Parffrey, 1995; Gillborn, 2010; 

Blunting et al. 2017). It has demonstrated how these attitudes continue to permeate the territory 

that can potentially lead to school exclusion and how the use and practice of school exclusion 

remains fundamentally individual schools’ social practice that reflects the schools’ belief 

system (Macrae et al. 2003; Hatton, 2013).  



251 | P a g e  
 

The young people and their parents did not shy away from defining what they described as bad 

and good classroom practices, bad or good teacher attitudes and appropriate or inappropriate 

intervention strategies. They pointed to a range of school practices, family practices and student 

practices that contributed to their being at risk of school exclusion. What was apparent from 

the perceptions of young people and their parents was that effective responses to poor 

behaviour cannot be rigidly prescribed (Trotman et al. 2015). Rather, successful intervention 

should be based on the recognition that poor behaviour can be connected to many other 

underlying complex issues in the young people’s lives and therefore, diverse support strategies 

might be required to meet the specific needs of each individual young person (Quinn et al. 

2006; Houston, 2015).   

Themes such as isolation zone, class, culture and ethnicity, parental involvement/family issues, 

transition to secondary education, teacher-student relationships, student anger and reputation, 

curriculum content/provision, and support structures emerged as significant issues. These 

themes revealed the effect that inconsistent application of behaviour policies, inadequate 

teaching practices and pedagogical approaches, insufficient resources and inappropriate 

intervention strategies, and student poor behaviour can have on the lives of youth at risk. It can 

therefore, be stated that while neoliberal government policies argued that market forces would 

promote diversity in the school curriculum and pedagogy, instituting national curriculum 

requirements and standardised tests has undermined possibilities for such innovation indicating 

that neoliberalism of education brings with it an increased level of bureaucracy (Gillborn, 

2014). Teacher input and control of the school practices in relation school curriculum were 

scaled down by the 1988 Education Reform Act through the government asserted a centralised 

control over the curriculum (Ball, 2008).   

It is was also apparent from the young people and their parents’ perspectives, that it is primarily 

school conditions and the school context, rather than their individual issues which increase 

their social and educational adversities. Drawing from these views, it can be argued that, 

significant change can only happen in relation to school exclusion rates and figures in Wilmore 

city, if school policies and practices take cognisance of the structural inequalities of power 

differentials, the steering tendencies and ideological functions of the macro-system   

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Houston, 2002; Furlong and Cartmel, 2009) that influence the 

schooling experiences of at risk youth.  
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This involves an appreciation of the idea that the distribution of social, material and symbolic 

capital varies within the different social classes represented in a school setting and how that 

affects the interactions within that context (Bourdieu, 1979; Woodman et al. 2020). Thus, 

interventions that are informed by an understanding of the intricacy of the struggles faced by 

families with multiple adversities and a consideration of their explanations and interpretations 

of their circumstances (Gillborn, 2010; Blunting et al. 2017; Gillies, 2016) might result in 

positive outcomes for at risk youth and their families. Such approaches emphasise the central 

significance of fully engaging young people at risk and their families in the discussion of how 

best to meet their specific individual needs. These key issues will be discussed further in the 

next chapter.   
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

 

Introduction 

This chapter sets out to clarify the overarching findings and empirically-based arguments 

generated by the study of multiple experiences and perspectives of school exclusion policies, 

principles and processes. The key research findings summarise the major cross-cutting themes 

from the four data chapters and deliberates the implications for further research and wider 

policy and practice. The chapter is organised into five sections. Firstly, the research objectives 

and questions are revisited. Secondly, the overall cross-cutting themes are presented as key 

research findings. Thirdly, the contributions of the thesis are presented. Fourthly, the 

limitations of the study are acknowledged followed by the implications for future research 

priorities. Finally, recommendations for policy and practice are put forward alongside the 

concluding note.  

Revisiting the research objectives and questions  

The research sought to:  

1. Develop an in-depth understanding of the key features of the school practices and 

disciplinary policies that guide the school exclusion process in three contrasting 

secondary education settings within one LA area. 

2. Examine the issues and influences in young people’s lives that were significant from 

the perspective of the research participants in three specific educational settings within 

one local authority context. 

3. Reflect on the implications of the research findings for current policy frameworks and 

regulations; and to generate issues and areas for further research.  

Research questions and themes 

In seeking to meet the research objectives, three research questions were addressed: 

Research Question 1: How has the school exclusion process and risk of school exclusion been 

conceptualised and practised within Wilmore city? 

Research Question 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of young people, their 

parents, teachers and professionals on the school exclusion process? 
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Research Question 3: What can we learn from the empirical findings generated by this 

research study in relation to the critical issues and challenges that need to be addressed by 

current policy and practice frameworks and reforms at local and national level?  

A Summary of Key Research Findings 

The complexity of the challenges faced by young people, families, schools and LA 

professionals are reflected in the current policy on the school exclusion agenda (Little, 1998; 

Vulliamy, 2001; Parsons, 2011; Hatton, 2013; Ball, 2013; Ashurst and Venn, 2014; Messetter 

& Soni, 2017; The Timpson Review, 2019). Prior research provides psychological and 

sociological evidence showing that behaviours contributing to the exclusion of pupils can be 

symptomatic of macro-structural forces and socio-cultural arrangements as well as more 

‘micro-level’ and ‘meso-level’ school, community, personal and subjective issues and 

processes (Davidson et al. 2012; Featherstone et al. 2014; Gillies, 2016; Blunting et al. 2017; 

Reay, 2017;). The complexity of these issues and processes supports the notion that school 

exclusion processes are social constructions that require qualitative methodological approaches 

to examine the taken-for-granted social and educational processes through the lens of those 

experiencing these challenges. The dominant themes emerging from this thesis are summarised 

in Figure 9.1 below: 

 

Figure 9.1: Overarching dominant themes 

Study contribution 
to school exclusion 
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systems and school 

/LA budgetary 
constraints 
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The influence of school culture and ethos  

The main aim for exploring school culture and ethos was to examine how school exclusion was 

conceptualised and practised within each school setting. The research findings revealed how 

schools’ belief systems, that is, the goals and values of each school setting, defined the context 

in which school exclusion occurred (Graham, 2012). The more, narrow and vague these values 

were, the greater the inconsistences within the exclusion process (Allder, 1993). This is because 

school culture and ethos are connected to the school discipline process and accountability that 

has a bearing on teachers’ options on the behaviour management and negotiations with young 

people (Jull, 2008; McGregor & Mills, 2012; Hatton, 2013).  

For example, the ethos and vision at the PRU and Hilltop was presented and observed as more 

extensively aimed at encouraging an inclusive learning community where the progress, 

potential, effort and diversity of their student body was celebrated compared with the other 

school settings (Stanovich and Jordan, 1998). Furthermore, their distinctive orientations to 

values, expectations and pedagogy provided opportunities for young people, their parents and 

teachers to participate in the decisions and influence policies in the school. School staff in these 

settings, described their roles as being sensitive and responsive to the young people’s individual 

needs. Responding to young people’s behaviour extended beyond the young persons’ displayed 

behaviour, probing the deeper underlying factors influencing their behaviour. Teachers in these 

settings had what Stanovich and Jordan (1998) termed interventionist beliefs - that all students 

could benefit from suitable teaching - hence, showed effective inclusive practices.  

Nevertheless, this approach to practice was more evident at the PRU where the behaviour 

policy was used as a support guide rather than a disciplinary tool as compared to Hilltop where 

it was part of the disciplinary system. There was an expressed recognition amongst PRU staff 

about the significance of trust and positive interactions between the young people, parents, 

teachers and professionals (Miller, 2003). They described their challenges in terms of young 

people’s social and educational backgrounds emphasising the need to acknowledge the young 

people’s progress and potential, rather than their deficiencies. According to Ainscow (2005), 

social learning processes are significant to developing inclusive practices within a school 

setting.   

Similarly, at Sunset, the staff described the limitations and challenges of the young people in 

terms of their social backgrounds. However, young people’s expectations were discussed in 

relation to academic achievement and national targets rather than their potential and progress 
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(Beckett and Wrigley, 2014). The lack of a school-wide coherent belief system made them less 

optimistic about the academic achievement of struggling young people. This finding resonates 

with the view that although some teachers may profess a desire to become inclusive, they might 

lack the resources and skills to develop an interventionist belief (Gibbs, 2007).  

Thus, the findings revealed that the schools’ goals, values and vision significantly influenced 

the teachers’ approach to practice, defining and creating the context in which school exclusion 

took place (Hatton, 2013; Stanovich & Jordan, 1998). The convictions carried by the school 

leadership were reflected in the school culture and ethos, thus impacting on how the school 

exclusion process was conceptualised and practised within the setting (Graham, 2012; Hatton, 

2013). Drawing from the perspectives and views of all the research participants in the four 

research sites, a positive school culture and ethos is the one where young people feel valued, 

cared for and respected (Graham, 2012). Such an atmosphere contributed to effective teaching 

and learning as well as genuine communication, both within and outside the school. School 

culture and ethos is therefore, key to understanding differences between schools in their use of 

exclusion and that the schools’ belief systems considerably influence young people’s schooling 

experiences and educational outcomes.  

The diversity of school behaviour policy, principles and processes 

Interestingly, both school behaviour policies were newly-introduced frameworks, having been 

‘in use for nine months’ at the time of data collection. There were overlaps between the new 

behaviour frameworks, in classroom and outside classroom ‘code of conduct’ that emerged 

from schools adopting school behaviour policy guidelines set by the Department for Education 

(DfE, 2017). The new behaviour models had resulted in a reduction in the number of 

classroom-based warnings and were viewed as taking a more stringent approach to school 

discipline. Young people described the school rules as very prescriptive and extensive (Munn 

et al. 1992). Therefore, even though the approaches were influenced by each school’s belief 

system, in both schools the rules were conveyed as warnings and consequences as a deterrent 

(Munn et al. 1992).  

Adopting this narrow behaviour control focus risks a shift towards what is perceived as blame-

shifting ideology (Blyth and Milner et al. 1993; Ashurst and Venn, 2014; Swann, 2013) that 

limits school exclusion rates to young people and their social backgrounds. An approach that 

renders the school level factors insignificant during the school exclusion processes and 

promotes the notion of risk factors and therapeutic practices as a solution (Ecclestone et al. 
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2005; Gillies, 2011). It has been argued that the emergence of pre-occupation with risk and 

therapeutic ethos are rooted in notions of diminished self-view which results in the deployment 

of emotional and wellbeing-centred education for young people rather than providing support 

for real life challenges faced by them (Ecclestone et al. 2005). Yet, as revealed by these 

research findings and in accordance with previous research, most young people identified to 

be at risk were struggling to cope with the challenges they face in different contexts (Tolan et 

al. 2004; Gillies, 2011). The views of young people indicated that the therapeutic model 

underpinning SEAL (DfE, 2005; 2007a) activities in schools, risked individualising and  

misinterpreting socially and culturally-rooted difference (Gillies, 2011), resulting in an 

increase in medical diagnoses and individualistic view of particular poor behaviours in the 

process (Southall, 2008).  

Blame shifting practices are non-productive when attempting to minimise high school 

exclusion rates because they limit the scope to understand the complexity of student issues, 

behaviours and experiences (Blunting et al. 2017). Behaviour approaches that use a range of 

support strategies and interventions to address the underlying issues influencing young 

people’s poor behaviour have been identified to be effective (Gillies, 2011; Swann, 2013). This 

approach was more evident at the PRU where a value-driven approach to behaviour that 

enabled the staff to adapt the behaviour policy to fit the changing needs of the young people 

by taking a more individualised approach to handling poor behaviour (Gable et al. 2006; 

Trotman et al. 2015) was productive. It can therefore, be concluded that the research findings 

highlighted the effect that behaviour policies and principles have in shaping and defining how 

school staff viewed and responded to the individual needs of young people at risk of school 

exclusion within their settings.    

The diversity of young people’s experiences of and views on school exclusion  

The students’ experiences were varied and depended upon a number of factors such as; the 

school values underpinning the exclusion principles, the approach to behaviour policy 

application, the availability of intervention strategies and the accessibility of appropriate 

support, their personal issues and family circumstances. The young people in Sunset and 

Hilltop viewed the newly-introduced behaviour models in their schools as being very strict and 

misaligned to their role as ‘children and not adults’. Aspects of the policies did not make sense 

to the young people such as walking silently in a single file along the school corridors. As a 

result, some young people described the school environment as restrictive and exclusive and 

the school rules as controlling and limiting to their life-worlds (Munn et al. 1992).  
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However, what was of much significance in relation to this finding, was that some of the poor 

behaviour displayed by the young people in the classroom was a way of masking social and 

emotional issues in their lives, especially, when it continued despite applying the classroom 

intervention strategies (Taylor, 2012). In such cases, a number of young people shared that they 

felt that their needs were being misunderstood and hence, described their experiences using 

phrases such as ‘constantly victimised’, ‘picked on’ and ‘not listened to’. Their views suggested 

a sense of injustice due to perceived lack of understanding, recognition and support (Gable et 

al. 2006). A number of studies have reported that such unidentified and unassessed individual, 

social and educational needs influence young people’s ability to learn as it affects their 

resilience (Johnson, 2008; Taylor, 2012; Gillies, 2016); implying that creating a school 

environment that gives young people at risk a platform to share their struggles is important for 

preventing the use of exclusion as a punishment (Trotman et al. 2015; OCC, 2012; 2019). From 

a theoretical perspective, this would involve taking a less deterministic view of risk and 

protective factors and focus on examining the complex, relative and contextual connections of 

risk factors (Lumpy, 2012; Featherstone et al. 2014; Blunting et al. 2017). 

Furthermore, in all their diverse experiences, their isolation room experiences and views were 

fascinating. This sanction was viewed as the most severe internal sanction by both young 

people and school staff. The isolation zone was schoolwork and good behaviour-oriented in 

both settings, reflecting the academic goal aspect of their school’s belief system. Yet, the 

findings of this research revealed that, whilst the isolation zone was viewed by school staff and 

management as a ‘purposeful and functional’ environment where work-oriented tasks are 

completed and reflection occurs (Munn et al. 1992), the young people’s accounts painted a 

different picture. They likened the isolation rooms to a prison setting, raising concerns about 

student welfare.  

It was described as a restrictive and depressing environment which curbed any attempts to 

engage in positive reflection. Instead, the unfavourable isolation conditions led to an escalation 

in the students’ poor behaviour in extreme cases. Thus, defeating the intended purposes of the 

sanction. This finding suggests the need for a local standard monitoring system for the use of 

isolation rooms as a sanction in school settings. It is worth noting though, that the recent policy 

developments published through the Timpson Review (2019) addressed this issue and a 

recommendation was made for the DfE to provide clear guidelines on how it should be used in 

school settings. Though, there is need for further research that will explore its effect on 

students’ mental health as a follow up to the issues raised by the young people.  
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The main frustration and concern for PRU students was the ineffectiveness of the re-integration 

process which permitted only two young people to go to an appeal panel per month. As a result 

many young people at the PRU who might be ready for re-integration to mainstream schools 

were made to wait for longer periods than they anticipated. This forced a number of them to 

end up completely disengaged from education, or behaviour escalating worse than before while 

a few who received strong support from their families managed to complete their GCSEs and 

proceed to further education.  

There were some positive experiences reported such as the young people valued pastoral care 

and mentoring support, anger management sessions and the opportunity to share their views, 

particularly the PRU students. This is in line with resilience research findings that point to the 

importance of positive and supportive relationships between young people and their teachers 

as a key protective factor (Johnson, 2008; McGregor and Mills, 2012; Trotman et al. 2015). 

Thus, the views of young people indicated that micro-level interactions with their teachers 

matter (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Houston, 2002) because they have the potential to reinforce 

traditional structures and processes or to transform them. In a setting where the latter was the 

focus, young people tended to speak positively of their schooling experiences provided by their 

teachers, in particular, at the PRU. It was not the case that such provision proved less 

demanding, but that a very different approach for learning was offered.  

For instance, there were smaller groups, which allowed increased contact with teachers and 

more opportunities for the development of person-centred curriculum pathways. Furthermore, 

room was provided to reflect on the social, educational, familial and peer-related issues 

influencing exclusion (McGregor and Mills, 2012; Smyth et al. 2014). Such simple, everyday, 

relational interactions between students and teachers seemed to make a difference to young 

people’s capacity to deal with the multiple adversities in their lives (Johnson, 2008; Blunting 

et al. 2017). The implication is that the quality of teaching relationships should be viewed as 

significant by schools if exclusions are going to be reduced to one-off serious incidents.  

The effect of class, ethnicity and dominant culture on school exclusion processes 

The issues of class, cultural background and ethnic practices featured during a focus group with 

teachers and in individual interviews with the young people, most overtly at Sunset. The 

research findings revealed that, according to these teachers, young people from a Pakistani 

ethnic and working-class background were perceived to have deficient educational behaviours 

(Gillborn, 2010). The school management and teachers at Sunset placed emphasis on the need 
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for young people to understand the prevailing school culture and ethos, knowing how to ‘play 

the game’ within the school environment [field] (Bourdieu, 1989; 2003). They commended the 

White middle-class students for having what they referred to as the ‘teacher-pleasing’ 

behaviour and an understanding of how to ‘moderate their behaviours’ within the school 

context. According to the teachers, this social skill was significant in their school environment 

and was lacking in this ‘other’ group of students. Such findings are consistent with Mills’ 

(2008) explanation that the habitus of some students will ‘resemble more closely the values 

that the school seeks to transmit and legitimate consciously and unconsciously’ (2008, pg. 80). 

These critical arguments resonate with those posed by Bourdieu and Passeron, (1964) five 

decades ago that, ‘the most privileged students…have habits, behaviours and attitudes which 

help them directly in pedagogic tasks to their social origins,’ (translated by, and cited in, 

Grenfell and James, 1998, pg. 21). 

Within the dataset for this study therefore several Pakistani working-class students were 

viewed as the ‘other’ within this school setting (Gillborn, 1990; Howarth, 2004). Their cultural 

values were viewed as incompatible with the school values (Grenfell and James, 1998). As a 

result, they were at risk of being targeted by school behaviour policies and school exclusion 

concerns from the vantage point of the school staff. The students themselves were aware of the 

‘othering’ view and from their perspectives, it was stigmatising and a form of victimisation. 

Within interviews with these students in this study, the young people presented their identities 

in contrast as meaningful and related to ethnic, religious and social belonging and values. 

Hence, they shared a lot about going to the Mosque every evening to pray during their 

individual interviews.  

In some ways, these students viewed their religious values as a significant part of dis-

identifying with the dominant school culture (Rassool, 2004). That is, they used upholding their 

religious ethos as a means of rejecting the school marginalisation being imposed. This finding 

is consistent with the findings of previous studies in this area (Rassool, 2004; Howarth, 2004; 

Naidoo, 2009). Othering is the process of casting a group, in this case the students of Pakistani 

background, into the role of the ‘other’ to a perceived norm and establishing one’s own identity 

through the opposition to, and criticism of this other. Thus, this ‘othering’ has negative effects 

and should be rigorously examined in terms of appropriateness and good practice (Gillborn & 

Youdell, 2000). Therefore, further research is required to explore its impact on this group of 

Pakistani origin students who are increasingly represented in exclusion statistics because most 
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research on ethnicity and exclusion research has focussed on young people of 

African/Caribbean origin.  

Thus, the findings of this research study indicated ways in which the two groups of young 

people prevalent in this study sample - White British and Pakistani British students - were 

differentiated to some extent by their ‘habitus’ in the form of ‘social or cultural capital’ that 

they brought to school; and, more importantly, the perspectives of those in powerful positions 

to the nature of their habitus and cultural capital. According to Mills (2008), cultural capital 

refers to a way of thinking and disposition to life. Henry et al. (1988), identified the 

competencies underpinning cultural capital as; expected behaviours, language competencies, 

explicit and implicit values, knowledge, and academic attitudes (1988, pg. 233). The working-

class group had alternative competencies other than those listed above.  However, Sunset 

assumed an overriding middle-class culture, in all its students (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). 

That means, any other cultural background, however rich in other forms of experiences, often 

‘turned out to be a liability’ (Henry et al. 1988, pg. 233), raising the risk of being excluded 

from school.  

One particularly noteworthy finding in this study, was the school management’s tendency to 

disregard the school level factors as significant influences on the educational pathways of 

ethnic minority young people. According to them, their being at risk of school exclusion had 

to do with their individual social, economic and cultural experiences. Prior research, shows that 

there is an increased risk of school exclusion among young people from ethnic minority 

families, working and non-working class backgrounds (Gillborn, 2010; Vincent et al. 2013; 

Gillies, 2016; Reay, 2017). It has been argued that structural disadvantage has been 

marginalised in relation to these groups as a result of the school management’s tendency to 

miss and assimilate social inequality factors and to blame individual young people and their 

families (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Houston, 2015; Blunting et al. 2017; Kulz, 2017).  

Thus, the social and educational implications of the neoliberal education reforms have 

generated and re-configured patterns of structural disadvantage and challenges among poorer 

communities and social groups, which contribute to risks of educational underachievement, 

support needs and increased school exclusion of particular groups of young people (Gillborn, 

2008; Kulz, 2017). Moreover, the issues of young people’s experience of navigating multiple, 

and potentially conflicting, cultural norms and expectations, as well as cultural variations 

manifesting through family values, beliefs and norms affecting their behaviour, are often 
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overlooked when considering struggling young people (Blunting et al. 2017; Gillborn, 2010; 

Houston, 2002).  

The significance of school management priorities on support provision for at risk youth 

The data showed how school management designed their support structures for young people 

influenced the extent to which school staff responded flexibly to the individual needs of 

struggling young people (Hatton, 2013). The teachers and professionals acknowledged the time 

and budgetary constraints schools were facing due to government funding cuts and the pressure 

this was exerting on their day to day practices (Parsons, 2011; Ball, 2013). This reveals the 

constraints and pressure exerted on schools due to the marketisation of education and effects 

of its neoliberal policies. It can therefore be argued that neoliberalism of education does not 

solve the problem of adequately preparing students for their transition to adulthood given our 

unequal educational institutions, inadequate funding and the focus on preparing students for 

exams rather than the complex and varied skills required for real learning (Gillborn, 2010; 

Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Nonetheless, it was pointed out that the priorities of the school 

management mattered under such austerity conditions (Milner, 2013; Kulz, 2017). For 

example, the analysed data indicated that the allocation of resources at each stage during the 

exclusion process was determined by the school support structures in place within the setting. 

Hence, the nature and type of support provided to young people, and even teachers, differed 

between the schools, revealing the variation in the type of strategies schools used to reduce 

school exclusion (Parsons, 2011).  

In a setting such as in the PRU and Hilltop, where the school culture and ethos emphasised 

support provision as a key feature of the school exclusion process, there was a well-resourced 

pastoral team providing appropriate interventions to struggling young people, despite the 

budgetary constraints (Tucker, 2013; Trotman et al. 2015). There was a recognition of the time 

constraints subject teachers were experiencing during lessons, hence, a structure for supporting 

those in need of additional support in the form of one-on-one support was provided. Thus, the 

data indicated that the Hilltop and the PRU’s belief system coupled with dedication of 

leadership to educating all young people despite their social backgrounds, were of paramount 

significance for building an effective pastoral support base that can support the specific needs 

of young people at risk. These findings resonate with those found in Munn et al. (2005); 

Solomon et al. (2012); Tucker, 2013; Hatton, (2013); and Trotman et al. (2015) research 

studies, thus making it a widespread viewpoint. 
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Furthermore, professionals acknowledged that it was possible to provide effective support in 

such settings where their role was clearly defined and involved supporting what the school 

pastoral staff were already doing, by jointly identifying and designing what can be referred to 

as a person-centred support plan (Walker, 2008; Harris and Allen, 2011). The data indicated 

that teachers at Hilltop and the PRU prioritised assessment and identification of the issues in 

the young person’s life and there was a close collaboration among staff for the purpose of 

understanding them. The identification of specific needs of a young person at risk was part of 

investigating an incident leading to removal from a lesson (Trotman et al. 2015). Inbuilt within 

that process was the practice of giving the young person some time out of a lesson at their 

request. This strategy has shown to be productive when dealing with poor behaviour as 

suggested by research (Munn et al. 2000; Parsons, 2005; McCluskey, 2008; Hatton, 2013; 

Trotman et al. 2015).  

At Sunset, the school management revealed that they had removed the pastoral and learning 

mentor roles because of school funding cuts despite the clear evidence that these are vital. Thus, 

an important aspect to this finding was that, the lack of a pastoral care team at Sunset was 

aggravating and escalating school exclusions of struggling young people. There was no 

designated pastoral staff and behaviour policy-led champion like at Hilltop. The SLT members 

and year managers carrying out the role of student support, admitted that they had no time to 

assess issues in young people at risk’s lives due to other demanding roles. This finding 

resonates with Trotman et al.’s (2015) assertion that the term ‘pastoral care’ is considered old-

fashioned within the current language of school effectiveness. The implication is that it is now 

a non-existing description of schooling experience in the perspectives of young people at risk. 

Nevertheless, these findings conflict with evidence-based views and current emphasis to 

employing more school counsellors as suggested in mental health policy reforms (NHS, 2018). 

Studies like Cooper (2008), also suggested that the existence of pastoral support systems need 

to be underpinned by values of respect and care for all persons. The school ethos can ensure 

that pastoral care is embedded in the school support structure and prioritise the need to establish 

a robust pastoral team.  

Connected to this notion of support provision were the concerns raised by professionals, 

students and parents, about the role played by school governors during the school exclusion 

process. The research findings revealed that in the case of these school settings, most school 

governing bodies were blamed for not being supportive by backing the Head-teacher’s 

decision. According to the parents, the school governors were meant to be impartial and offer 
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alternatives to exclusion, taking an overarching responsibility for the conduct and direction of 

the school as the school’s publicly accountable body (Ransom et al. 2005; James et al. 2011). 

The predominant view was that most school governing bodies lacked the capacity and will to 

challenge the school leadership teams (Golby, 1993; James et al. 2011), even when it was 

necessary for the best educational outcomes of the young people. The lack of the capacity to 

fully execute their duties as governors (James et al. 2011) restricted the role of school governors 

in the school exclusion process. It has been suggested before that the governors’ ineffectiveness 

could be a result of being pressured by Head-teachers, mystified by educational jargon and 

intimidated by paperwork (Golby, 1990). However, it is worth stating that despite the 

challenges they face, the school governing bodies still need to understand that they have a duty 

to consider parents’ representations about an exclusion and act in the best interests of the young 

person at risk and the school at large (DfE, 2017; The Timpson Review, 2019).   

The influence of local and national accountability systems and funding policies  

The study found that local and national accountability systems (these included; league tables, 

OFSTED inspection; academisation policy agenda; the National Curriculum and budget cuts) 

contributed to the increased application of school exclusion models. The views of teachers and 

professionals suggested that national policies were negatively influencing how schools 

conceptualised and practised school exclusion. However, within their interpretations of the 

impact of the national policy trends in their school contexts, teachers varied in how their 

school’s distinctive orientation to values, expectations, pedagogy and behaviour were 

influenced by the current education reforms. For example, it was highlighted that these policies 

made it difficult to develop needs-oriented curriculums to meet individual social and 

educational needs for struggling young people due to lack of resources and budgets cuts (Ball, 

2013).  

Furthermore, concerns were raised in relation to the pressure faced by schools to meet 

performance standard targets and the time constraints faced by teachers resulting in reduction 

in both their levels of flexibility and tolerance for poor behaviour within the classroom (Hatton, 

2013; Smyth et al. 2014). Their views illuminated the statistical measurements of performance 

masked in the underlying real life issues that are encountered by teachers in their school 

contexts (Beckett and Wrigley, 2014). There was a general consensus among the teachers, 

parents and professionals, that education policymakers needed to remove school league tables 

and the school performance standards agenda and increase funding to schools in order to create 
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capacity for schools to develop alternatives to school exclusion (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; 

Brown et al. 2008).  

Their views suggested that these reforms can be misleading as a lens through which teachers 

seek to understand individual young people’s specific needs and provide responsive schooling 

experiences. The difficulties faced by young people are complex and multiple especially when 

their families live in de-industrialised large estates marked by lack of opportunity and a sense 

of hopelessness (Gillies, 2016). The concerns of LA professionals highlighted that an over-

emphasis on risk creates a deficit approach to practice, masking individual or family strengths 

and resources, pathologising at risk families, whilst ignoring the impact of structural factors, 

such as poverty, and further marginalising vulnerable families (Featherstone et al. 2014). 

Therefore, the use of statistics alone detracts attention from broader complex sociological and 

policy issues influencing school exclusion of struggling young people (Brown, 2007; Ball, 

2013; Beckett and Wrigley, 2014). These findings resonate with other research views which 

pointed out that government review outcomes’ approach to develop policy and target 

interventions has been stigmatising, limited and controversial as it tends to disregard the role 

of structural disadvantage in the lives of the families it targets (Blunting et al. 2017; Houston, 

2002). 

Furthermore, the pressure exerted on school staff by the performance standards policies was 

blamed by the professionals for the rapid conversion of secondary schools to academies (Ball, 

2013) in Wilmore city and the increase in the use of the managed move protocol. However, the 

government’s policy decision to turn all schools into academies was viewed differently by 

various parties as discussed earlier in chapter 7. In relation to the academisation policy, the 

views of research participants depended on their experiences of the policy within their setting, 

pointing to the significance of conceptualising local and national policies in their specific 

contexts (Ball, 2013). What was apparent was that they shared a general view that the 

academisation agenda and the marketisation of schools’ had caused further marginalisation of 

struggling young people (Giroux, 2012; Ball, 2013). Lack of pastoral care staff and length of 

waiting periods for referrals was linked to budget constraints in schools and LAs and blamed 

for creating current working tensions between schools and LA professionals. 

Overall, the research findings echo the views of previous studies that have highlighted the 

undesirable consequences of the development of increasing systems of audit, assessment, 

setting and streaming in schools’ accountability systems, reducing schools to commodities 
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whose value lies in test scores and attainment rates (Giroux, 2012). The shift towards a 

neoliberal education system, positions students and their families as customers for schools 

which have been redefined as businesses (Ball, 2008). Many critique the lack of systemic and 

school accountability for meeting additional needs and reducing educational inequalities 

(Vincent et al. 2013; Kulz, 2017). Rather, the system promotes more accountability for high 

rates of average attainment and they are funded on this basis, which makes them focus on those 

able to gain good results and incentivises an academic and narrowly-defined school culture and 

ethos (Ball, 2008; Gillborn, 2010; Kulz, 2017). This raises concerns about the structural aspects 

of education and the process of the neoliberalism of education which defines education in a 

narrow view based on exam results rather than in additional life skills, social welfare and 

educational welfare and combined, these contexts and processes increase the problems 

contributing to, and rates of, school exclusions of certain groups of young people (Gillborn, 

2014; Kulz, 2017). Additionally, the findings of this research indicated that the problem of 

school exclusions is strongly conceived as a matter of poor behaviour, educational motivation 

and academic competence. Therefore, there is a need to recognise and address the structural 

causes and bases for school exclusion rates and not only focus on individual and family factors.  

Contribution of the Thesis 

The research findings presented in this study have generated in-depth and varied qualitative 

insights about school practices, experiences and challenges during the school exclusion process 

and contributed to the current body of knowledge in this area in a number of ways.  

Firstly, the thesis contributes to ongoing education and policy debates within the school 

exclusion and support provision strategies research at a local and national level in the UK 

(Munn et al. 2005; Parsons, 2011; Ball 2013; Gillies, 2016; The Timpson Review, 2019). 

Specifically, in relation to how school exclusion is conceptualised and practised in different 

school contexts and the significance of schools’ belief systems. Through the in-depth 

qualitative analysis of the policies, practices and processes of three educational settings and a 

multi-agency team in a specific local authority context, the thesis contributes to knowledge of 

differences, as well as similarities in the approaches to behaviour policy application and 

support provision in different school settings situated in different community contexts (Munn 

et al. 2000; Graham, 2012; Hatton 2013; Trotman et al. 2015; The Timpson Review, 2019). It 

situates the school’s belief system as the central underlying influence that determines how the 

school exclusion process is conceptualised and practised, while acknowledging the complexity 
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of the activities involved, hence addressing key issues, experiences and challenges faced at 

each level - school, student, family and local/national. It also adds to the current understanding 

of how young people navigate multi-faceted risk factors that are both relational and context-

specific. 

Secondly, by chronicling the lived experiences, views, and concerns of four major groups of 

actors that play a vital role during the exclusion process, the thesis builds on a limited body of 

knowledge that examines the school exclusion policies, practices and processes from the 

perspectives of those that exclude, those at risk of exclusion and those that provide support 

during the process (McCluskey, 2008; Daniel & Cole, 2010; Harris & Allen, 2011; Tucker, 

2013; The Timpson Review, 2019). The study presents an argument for the recognition of 

lessons that can be learnt from the unique perspectives of these four significant groups of actors 

during the school exclusion processes. The research findings contend for the vulnerability of 

young people from different social backgrounds and their families to be adequately 

acknowledged, understood and supported where possible, treating them as individual families 

(Gillborn, 2010; Blunting et al. 2017).  

This is important considering that a number of studies in this area have explored the over-

representation of mainly African/Caribbean students while the schooling experiences of other 

BAME students such as those of Pakistani ethnic background have been overlooked despite 

school exclusion statistics pointing towards their increased vulnerability to school exclusions 

(DfE, 2018). In essence, this thesis highlights how British Pakistani young people navigate the 

complex school contextual factors that influence their being at risk of school exclusion in 

English schools. Thus, the study introduces another voice in this field from BAME students 

that requires priority for further examination in future research related to school exclusion 

practices as well as contributing to a limited knowledge of the impact of school exclusion on 

this particular group of young people.  

Thirdly, the qualitative nature of this research examining the exclusion phenomenon from a 

sociological perspective contributes to the largely quantitative psychological-oriented 

approaches dominating educational research resulting in psychological perspectives that 

impact on policy and practice (Furlong, 1991; Vulliamy, 2001; McCluskey, 2008). Concerns 

have been raised that psychological perspectives lead to the young person becoming the target 

for intervention whilst the wider social, educational and policy factors are left unchallenged 

and overlooked, resulting in further marginalisation of such individuals (Munn and Lloyd, 
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2005; Southall, 2008). In accordance to these views, the findings of this study revealed that by 

depending on psychological approaches for the assessment and identification of struggling 

young people’s individual specific needs and the interventions it prescribes, there’s a lack of 

understanding of the significant influences, circumstances and situations that contribute to their 

marginalisation. Specifically, how accountability regimes and the marketisation of education 

systems aggravate the exclusion of disadvantaged young people and those from ethnic minority 

backgrounds. Thus, this thesis adds to relatively little qualitative research into the macro, meso, 

and micro-processes involved in school exclusion practices and experiences (Houston, 2015).   

Finally, in this thesis, I have applied Houston’s proposition to use theories such as critical 

systems theory and critical social ecology theory to analyse the views, concerns and 

perspectives of the research participants (Houston, 2002: 2015). These concepts and theories 

recognise the influence of multiple adversities and structural inequalities in the lives of young 

people at risk (Blunting et al. 2017). Consequently, by reviewing sociological and social policy 

research and theories about ‘youth at risk’ of school exclusion and ‘youth transitions’ to 

adulthood as well as wider social disadvantages, the study provides an alternative theoretical 

framework for understanding and addressing ‘the phenomenon’ in relation to ‘at risk youth’ 

and educational disadvantage (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005; Bourdieu 1986; 2003; Furlong and 

Cartmel, 2007; Houston, 2002; 2015). This analytical approach provided an understanding of 

how the deeply buried social and cultural processes within the school environment operate to 

influence the educational experiences of particular groups of young people (Bronfenbrenner, 

2005; Bourdieu, 2003; Houston, 2015). Demonstrating that these concepts and theories are 

useful for examining the effect of these wider socio-economic disadvantages coupled with the 

detrimental implications of the neo-liberal education reforms which contribute to multiple 

adversities and cumulative disadvantages among some groups of young people. Hence, this 

thesis adds to this theory building suggested by Houston. 

Furthermore, the research findings shed light on how school, local and national policy 

frameworks that are enacted within a neoliberal education system exacerbate school exclusion 

of vulnerable young people as they are influenced by a deficit approach that ignores the 

structural inequality as a potential contributing factor to being at risk of school exclusion 

(Blunting et al. 2017; Houston, 2015). According to Houston (2015), such an approach does 

not provide an explanatory account of ‘person-in-society’ and the structural barriers they 

experience as it fails to acknowledge the impact of power, agency and structure on young 

people’s behaviours (Houston, 2015, pg. 6). By utilising theoretical framings, such as the 
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critical social ecology of child development which takes account of power and the interaction 

of agency and structure, this thesis contributes to these propositions and provides evidence of 

the findings of such an analytical approach in the study of the sociology of education.  

Limitations of the study 

The examination of the conceptualisation and practice of the school exclusion process 

happened at a time when critical debates on relatively high exclusion rates were at their peak. 

This was a huge risk and a difficult decision to take in terms of getting access to research sites 

where these debates were most significant to school leadership. The challenges of navigating 

access through the schools’ ‘gatekeepers’ was daunting but nonetheless, necessary to get to the 

fieldwork of this research. While the established partnership with Wilmore Children’s Services 

through the volunteering period was useful in gaining access to LA professionals and the PRU, 

it presented challenges to gain access in school settings.  

The disclosure of this partnership to school leadership as part of the ethical requirements, led 

to most schools pulling out of the ongoing access discussions, citing different reasons for not 

being able to take part in the research study even though it was as a result of the strained 

working relationship between schools and the LA. It took sixteen months of persistently 

making phone calls and emailing leadership of the selected secondary schools that met the 

sampling criteria and following up on those initial contacts. After a long wait, two schools 

granted me access to do the fieldwork. The lessons learnt during the unanticipated long wait 

were invaluable and helped me gain insight about the dynamics of negotiating access to specific 

research sites.  

An agreement was made with all the schools in relation to how the data collected was going to 

remain anonymised for a couple of years after the completion of the study and also 

disseminated in ways that honoured the agreement due to the sensitive issues the study 

examined in specific local contexts. One of the agreements clause stipulated that the findings 

of the research were not to be published in a journal article soon after the completion of the 

research study as well as not disclosing which schools were research sites to the LA. This, 

subsequently, limits the audience that will potentially be reached by the outcomes of this 

research and the implementation of the findings within the local context. Despite all these 

challenges of navigating the fieldwork relationships, the immense attention currently received 

within the policy and education debates further reinforces the severity of this school exclusion 
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phenomenon, especially within the local context where exclusion rates are currently above the 

national average.  

My role as a researcher was limited in the ease of gaining access to the research field given the 

regulatory framework pertaining to young people in schools and the policies and procedures 

that have to be adhered to by school leadership in ensuring that interests of students are put 

first. Moreover, the access that was granted was also curtailed by the frequency and duration 

of time granted to interview students, staff and parents. I faced limitations of not being readily 

able to access a considerable number of parents and having the final decision on who among 

the young people at risk participated in the research as a sample selection was done by the 

teachers. In two research settings, no parents were interviewed and the student sample was 

mainly from one ethnic origin in one of those settings. There is therefore the need for follow 

up research with many parents and a diverse sample of students. 

By the time data was collected, it was a considerable task to analyse it because of the qualitative 

nature of the research. The findings generated might not be generalised to the wider secondary 

school community due to the research being confined to a specific local authority context in 

only three educational settings. However, that does not imply that the qualitative conclusions 

in this chapter are not applicable to the broader understanding of how school exclusion process 

is conceptualised and practised, experienced and viewed in other Wilmore city school settings. 

It is likely that, at least some of the key study findings discussed in this chapter, are broadly 

applicable to the diverse experiences of other young people, parents, teachers and 

professionals. In the next section, future research priorities emanating from these study 

limitations are presented. 

Implications for future research priorities 

In light of the research presented in this thesis, there are various ways to further explore the 

complex interaction of school exclusion policies, principles and processes with support 

provision for young people at risk of school exclusion.  

First, the findings of this research presented school culture and ethos as well as the school 

vision as the major contributory factors of the school exclusion process.  There is, therefore, a 

need for further research that presents the school exclusion process as a policy and practice 

phenomenon, not solely a product of poor behaviour. The main goal for examining school 

exclusion processes in different school settings from the perspectives of those that exclude, 

those that are excluded and those that provide support was to elucidate other less obvious 
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contributory factors influencing the application of this severe punishment to struggling young 

people. These findings can be examined in more depth in order to generate theoretical 

explanations.  

Secondly, future studies focussing on school exclusion conceptualisation and practice in school 

settings need to examine the experiences, views and perspectives on school disciplinary and 

behaviour policies from the vantage point of young people not at risk of school exclusion. A 

more diverse student sample at Sunset from various ethnic backgrounds will provide more 

insightful data. Research designs such as mixed methods or ethnographic inquiry, and data 

collection techniques such as participant observation may be employed to gain a deeper 

understanding of the diverse schooling experiences of young people. A study of that nature will 

provide a more holistic in-depth understanding of the role and impact of school culture and 

ethos on the schooling experiences of all students regardless of how they are viewed by the 

teachers. The size of this research and the time allocated has not allowed an increase in research 

participants otherwise analysis and organisation of the data would have been a huge challenge.  

Thirdly, whilst there was a range of experiences of isolation rooms, the issues and concerns 

raised by the young people and their parents are worth exploring further due to the long-term 

impact on young people’s well-being. In addition to its effect, the lack of standard monitoring 

systems on how frequent isolation rooms should be applied on an individual young person 

needs to be clarified in relation to the amount of education hours missed and the effect on the 

schooling experiences of the young people. The study’s conclusion that the isolation zone was 

no longer serving its intended purpose as it was viewed as a prison by young people is an area 

that needs more examination from the perspectives of young people at risk, permanently 

excluded and those that are in further education, in order to understand its effect. As such, the 

wider larger-scale significance of these findings and proposed theories needs to be assessed. 

Fourthly, the views and perspectives of parents presented in this study were collected from a 

sample of only five parents as it was not possible to obtain access to parents from the other two 

educational settings. Thus, there is need for more diverse views of parents from different 

backgrounds and communities so as to increase parental voice in policy formulations. 

Furthermore, in order to gain a broad understanding of the state of the home-school 

relationships with specific focus on developing an effective parental engagement that will 

enhance support provision for young people during the school exclusion process, more parental 

views are required. The findings of this research indicated that parents ought to become an 
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integral part of the school exclusion process in order to establish a collective responsibility in 

preventing exclusion of struggling students. A study that explores this topic further is 

significant for the purposes of expounding the difference between parental involvement in, and 

engagement with schools, and how the two concepts can be applied in the school setting 

without eliminating the other. 

Finally, a study focusing on revisiting the role of school governors during school exclusion 

will be significant as this research revealed that the risk of excluding the young person was 

reduced where the school governors understood their role and worked closely with families. 

However, it was only a one case against many other views that concluded that the school 

governors did not seem to understand their role and hence, were rubber-stamping the Head-

teacher’s decision to exclude without interrogating the presented evidence. The view of 

professionals, which was drawn from their diverse experience of working with schools across 

Wilmore city, highlighted the magnitude of the problem. A follow up city-wide research study 

might have to adopt a mixed methods research approach and include school governors as 

research participants, so as to generate information that would better inform policy and practice 

within the local context. In particular, the current training pack available to all new school 

governors can be updated and upgraded using the views of school governors and the four 

groups of people that participated in the current study.  

Recommendations for policy and practice 

In drawing this research study to a close, I now outline the recommendations for policy and 

practice which are informed by the research findings. 

Education and social policy needs to address several critical issues leading to poor practice 

in school settings 

First and foremost, education policymakers need to acknowledge the tensions and pressure 

created by the current policies in place, re-examine their impact on the environment where 

school exclusion occurs and re-consider the cost of school exclusion. The findings of this study 

indicated that the local and national accountability systems as well as the school league tables 

that are currently fuelling school exclusion rates need reviewing, if the government’s current 

agenda to improve standards in schools for every child recommended in the recent Timpson 

Review (2019) is to be achieved. A literal interpretation of the plateau in current exclusion 

rates and figures, may lead one to view schools as ineffective and inadequate. Nonetheless, to 

view the school exclusion phenomenon as an issue that schools alone can deal with, would be 
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naïve, because the current school funding policy does not provide adequate resources for 

schools to provide appropriate support to struggling youth in their contexts (OCC, 2019).  

It was evident that lack of funding has reduced school resources, led schools to provide a 

narrow academic curriculum, develop a narrow approach to behaviour management and 

exerted pressure on young people to perform well in accordance with constricted practices. As 

a result, the current education system can be viewed as a structural aspect of risky environment 

presenting perils which some young people fail to navigate successfully, with lasting detriment 

to their lives (Author and Morrison, 2009). Thus, the research findings and reviewed literature 

indicated that the ongoing reforms in social and educational policies have made the schooling 

experiences of struggling young people challenging (Ball, 2013; Gillborn, 2014). In particular, 

the successive governments’ social construction of young people within the education policy 

interpolates education in a discursive bundle which ties together values, rigour, discipline, and 

freedom and then links these to excellence, competition and prosperity (West and Bailey, 2013;  

Ball, 2013; Brooks, 2013). Such policy changes present themselves as risk factors that make 

young people vulnerable. It has been therefore, feared that within this close-knit relationship 

between the processes of education and the requirements of the economy, the intrinsic values 

and creative virtues of teaching and learning are at risk of being lost as education is being 

viewed primarily in terms of its economic value and contribution to competitiveness within 

international markets (Ball, 2007). Hence, the need for young people to have a positive 

educational experience is not reflected in the current policies despite the rhetoric manifestos 

the successive governments presented over the past few decades. 

It was therefore, not surprising that even though the findings of this research indicated that 

there is more that schools can do to alleviate exclusion of struggling young people, concerns 

were raised that teachers’ creativity, passion and commitment have been replaced by contrived 

and fabricated measures and indicators which have brought a profound shift in their teaching 

and learning relationships, their pedagogical practices and to the possibilities of being a teacher 

as pointed out by Ball (2013). There is need to recognise the importance of real policy 

autonomy that encourages diversity of approaches and practices of school exclusion influenced 

by a local community context. In addition to that, there is need for a system that recognises that 

a school’s effectiveness is not easily reflected through a single measure. Such a system would 

do away with a national school inspection standard framework, promotion of school 

competition and re-focus Ofsted involvement in schools on the development of support 

interventions that meet the needs of individual schools and young people. That’s a positive 



274 | P a g e  
 

development towards moving away from statistics and recognising that schools are dealing 

with human beings whose lives are associated with multiple complex issues which they must 

respond to in a sensitive manner (Blunting et al. 2017). Thus, there is need for the government 

to reconsider its current schools and LA funding policies in light of the current exclusion rates 

on the rise. 

LAs and schools to establish effective partnerships and collaborations  

At a local context, effective partnerships and collaborations between schools and professionals 

can only be established if the organisational specific agendas causing relationship tensions and 

frustrations are removed. The issue of the changing role of LAs within the schools and 

government funding cuts to LAs and its impact on their working relationships was of particular 

interest in relation to the findings of this study.  It was reported that all successive governments 

sought to marginalise and minimise the role of LAs in the delivery of education services, 

thereby creating gaps in support services for struggling young people and families with 

multiple adversities (Powell, 2019). The administrations’ policy rhetoric of local empowerment 

was contrasted with the reality of centralised governance, changing LAs from providers of 

services to commissioners, purchasers and channels for government regulations (Ball, 2013). 

This has created institutional boundaries that are proving difficult for schools and LAs to 

navigate in their efforts to establish a common vision of diversity of provision and education 

for all children (Parsons, 2011). 

 

It was apparent in the findings of this research study that motivating pupils and preventing 

disruption whilst developing positive relationships and promoting well-being can be a difficult 

task for any teacher. This is consistent with the Timpson review (2019) outcomes that it is not 

the job of schools alone to take action to understand and address the complex underlying needs 

that young people may have. This requires that schools and LAs work together focussing on a 

common goal - providing quality education to all children regardless of their social, cultural 

and familial background (Parsons, 2011; Gillborn, 2010; Gillies, 2016). Such an approach 

fulfils the ‘every child matters’ agenda (DfE, 2004). Therefore, a needs-sensitive form of 

assessment should be introduced that promotes individuality of young people as students 

(Blunting et al. 2017). Recognising that young people bring to the education table varying 

needs that influence their schooling experience; pushing them to risk positions, if appropriate 

support is not made accessible to them by the school and the LA professionals (Ball, 2013; 

Ashurst and Venn, 2014, Gillies, 2016).  
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Furthermore, in seeking to reduce exclusion of young people at risk, the LA needs to review 

and introduce a reference point for the application of the managed move protocol and the 

internal exclusion protocol within the context of Wilmore city schools in order to prevent 

unofficial school exclusion of struggling young people using the managed move strategy and 

isolation zones (Parsons, 2011; Messetter and Soni, 2017). For example, the isolation room is 

a form of fixed exclusion as it denies the young person the opportunity to take part in the formal 

lesson on offer in the classroom at any point while in isolation; and it’s a time and resource-

consuming exercise that needs to be staffed at all times which could possibly affect staffing 

levels in some areas, thus, diverting time and resources from classrooms.  

Reflecting on these findings, there is a strong indication towards the need for a return to 

evidence-informed policy and practice within the education system in order to prevent such 

tensions between the LA expectations of good practice during the exclusion process in school 

settings and how it is conceptualised and used in each school setting. These tensions 

demonstrate a lack of LA input during the exclusion processes as stipulated within the 

government regulations (DfE, 2017; Working together to safeguard children, 2018). This 

finding is consistent with the Timpson Review (2019) that concluded that the variations on the 

use and practice of school exclusion in school settings could be a demonstration of lack of 

sufficient support from the government.    

Develop and promote school ethos that reflects a collective responsibility approach  

This study has emphasised the need for schools’ belief systems to be aligned with the school 

exclusion process to ensure that specific areas like pastoral care systems are embedded within 

the school disciplinary and support systems. This finding is consistent with a number of 

previous research studies in this area and confirms that adopting a particularly positive school 

ethos is a fundamental strategy to tackle exclusion rates (Munn et al. 2000; Graham, 2012; 

Hatton, 2013; The Timpson Review, 2019). It requires that the schools carry out a complete 

assessment of their school culture and ethos in addition to young people and family-related 

factors (Cameron, 2006).  

Suggesting the need for schools to promote a collective responsibility that allows the 

interrogation of their belief system, and support strategies initiated by all those involved in 

school exclusion processes in order to counteract the marginalisation of young people at risk 

of school exclusion. Supporting young people at risk should therefore, be viewed as a collective 

role that is influenced by a school’s distinctive belief system. Hence, the views of all partners 
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are significant for the development of a clear positive school culture and ethos and such an 

approach would require schools to foster a reflective practice throughout the school.  

Formulate and develop school policies based on community-defined values and expectations   

The study supports the view that how schools conceptualise and develop policy influences the 

response of school staff to poor behaviour of young people at risk and what is deemed 

acceptable within the classroom setting. This is a key factor that determines how and when the 

school exclusion process is triggered in the excluding zone. It therefore recommends that 

schools should formulate and develop behaviour policies that are based on community-defined 

expectations and values, emphasising flexibility in application and valuing diversity. For 

example, the recently published Timpson review (2019) linked the variations in school 

exclusion rates to the differences in school cultures which from their analysis determined each 

school’s approach to behaviour management, assessment and provision of support for 

struggling students within their school context. The implication is that appropriate support 

structures for teachers and young people can only be provided when schools adapt behaviour 

policies to the specific changing needs within their context. However, the review emphasised 

the importance of consistency and fairness during behaviour policies application. In contrast, 

the findings of this study highlighted consistency, supportive structures, individualised 

interventions and flexibility as the key principles underpinning behaviour policy application 

that permits consideration of the diverse social and educational needs of the schools’ student 

population.  

It was evident from the research findings that a school like Sunset, with a bureaucratic policy 

and rigid structure, is more likely to take a strict interpretation of the common local and national 

guidelines to behaviour management. Such behaviour models fail to consider how the school 

disciplinary system impacts differently on young people depending on their individual 

characteristics, raising critical concerns about whether every child matters in school settings 

(Parsons, 2011; Smyth et al. 2014; Gillies, 2016; Kulz, 2017). Therefore, instead of conforming 

to the local and national policy trends, schools need to organise their school policies and 

support structures in a manner that reflects the changing needs of their school intake in their 

local context (McGregor and Mills, 2012). Such an approach allows flexibility and reflects a 

less rigid approach to behaviour and discipline.  
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Promote and encourage positive teaching and learning relationships 

Issues related to availability of pastoral care and mentoring support, one to one support, person-

centred curriculum pathways, anger management sessions, having someone who listens and 

understands, need addressing in mainstream schools in order to promote positive school 

experiences of young people at risk. In support of this recommendation, I would reiterate 

McGregor and Mills’ (2012) viewpoint that, teachers provide a ‘bridge’ between young people 

and the ‘education system’, implying that the interactions within the school environment are 

significant. It has also been suggested that classrooms are the educational interface at which 

connection or disconnection occurs for young people at risk (Gable et al. 2006; Johnson, 2008). 

There is, therefore, a greater need for school management to review and evaluate the 

relationships and pedagogical practices within these spaces regularly, as they are fundamental 

to engaging and retaining the interest and trust of young people (Johnson, 2008; Ball, 2013). 

That requires broadening the teacher’s role to incorporate more holistic approaches to young 

people’s well-being, behaviour and learning (Lumpy, 2012).  

At the same time, the school management needs to adopt a greater use of para-professionals, 

such as, learning mentors, within the classroom with supportive roles to focus on helping 

struggling young people in order to avoid overloading the teachers with too many 

responsibilities (Smyth et al. 2014). This approach promotes a learning environment where the 

views of young people are valued and this may transform their schooling experiences in a 

positive way (Mills, 2008). Furthermore, there is need to challenge school perception that 

routinely links young people at risk and their families with trouble. The negative labelling 

commonly associated with excluded young people and those at risk of school exclusion is not 

only stigmatising but also contributes directly to low expectations. Low expectations are 

associated with poor outcomes and often fuel dangerous and narrow-minded assumptions about 

individuals at risk of school exclusion (Gillborn, 2010; Ashurst and Venn, 2014; Gillies, 2016). 

However, it is important to point out that the findings of this study revealed that school 

budgetary constraints due to funding cuts contributed to the limitations on schools from 

achieving these goals. Therefore, the national policy should address these critical issues to 

enable better practice and developments at the school level. 

Concluding Remarks 

This thesis has presented research findings of an in-depth qualitative thematic analysis of the 

views, experiences and perspectives of the young people, parents, school staff and LA 

professionals. Their accounts revealed the key approaches and key influences to school 
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exclusion, the overall process in theory and practice, and critical issues and challenges. It 

identified the implications of significant issues, circumstances and influences during the school 

exclusion process to the current policy frameworks and regulations. Primarily, the findings 

indicated that the school exclusion process is permeated with inconsistencies, tensions, and 

complexities that require a holistic and collective responsibility approach as well as a critical 

review of local and national education policies.  

Implying that governance by statistics and pupils categories of the current accountability 

systems which result in a reductionist understanding of young people’s social and educational 

needs is inappropriate as it significantly contributes to the increase in the use of severe 

sanctions in school settings (Beckett and Wrigley, 2014). Therefore, the ongoing nationwide 

critical debates about at risk youth can only lead to positive outcomes in their lives if 

policymakers are willing to introduce local and national policies that promote good practice 

within school settings and prioritise inclusion of struggling young people from families with 

multiple adversities. Strategies for preventing school exclusion should be driven by a common 

understanding that exclusion should not happen at the expense of a young person’s education 

regardless of their circumstances and issues. That, in my view, is the foundation for 

transforming the schooling experiences of at risk youth. 
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Appendix 1: Ethics application approval letter 
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 University research ethics application form 006255 (dated 18/09/2015).  
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Appendix 2: Amended Ethics application approval letter 
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Appendix 3: SCC Research Governance Ethics Approval letter 

 

 
 

Service Improvement Team  

Children and Families Service  

Floor 7 North Wing  

Moorfoot Sheffield S1 4PL  
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E-mail: fiona.addison@sheffield.gov.uk  

         

 

10th May 2016  

 

Dear Lydia  

 

Re: Application for Research Governance to Sheffield City Council  

 

Research Question: EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE, YOUNG PEOPLE AT RISK OF SCHOOL 
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This letter is to confirm that you submitted an application for Research Governance to us, and to let you 
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Appendix 4: Request for access in schools letter  

       The University of Sheffield  

       Department of Sociological Studies  

       Northumberland Road 

       Sheffield 

       S10 2TU 

   

       Telephone: 01142 392 490/ 07878926530 

       Email: lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk 

01 October 2016 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

Ref: PhD study of youth at risk of school exclusion and their perspectives about their social and 

educational adversities and support needs  

My name is Lydia Moyo. I am a third year PhD student at the University of Sheffield. I am writing to 

you to inform you about my PhD research study. My research study draws on sociology of education 

research and theories to better understand the social lives and educational support needs of young people 

permanently excluded and those at risk of permanent exclusion from mainstream education. The 

research aims to examine educational disadvantage, educational problems and school exclusions from 

the perspective and experiences of these young people. My involvement with your school will consists 

of regular visits to the school for a specific number of weeks, not more than 4 weeks after the upcoming 

half-term. The main purpose of the visits will be to speak to a group of young people ‘at risk’ of school 

exclusion. However, my initial visits will be aimed at establishing a good rapport with each of these 

young people I will be working with as research participants.  

In September 2015 the research was rigorously reviewed by the Department of Sociological Studies 

Research Ethics and PhD Confirmation Panel, and I received the University of Sheffield Social 

Research Ethics approval before commencing any fieldwork. I have several current Disclosure and 

Barring Service certificates to work with children, young people and families in school settings as I 

have been working within that service for a couple of years. In addition to that, I have been working in 

different Sheffield schools (Primary and Secondary) as a vocational doctoral student shadowing multi-

agency support team specialists in their various roles within schools. I am also a local school governor 

in a primary school where I serve as the vice-chair of the governing body. Your school has been highly 

recommended to approach to take part in my study by Mr Robert Sawyer and the multi-agency support 

team specialists. That’s why I am writing to you today kindly asking to meet with you. 

My PhD Supervisor is Dr Harriet Churchill whom can be contacted on h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk if 

you would like further information about my PhD supervision and study from my supervisor’s 

perspective.  

I would be very grateful if you were interested in this research study. To take things forward I could 

arrange a short meeting or phone call with you before end of this academic year. That will give me an 

opportunity to explain the goals and expected outcomes of this research study further. My contact details 

are; lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk  or 07878926530.  

Thanking you in advance for your understanding and co-operation in this request. 

Yours Sincerely 

 Lydia Moyo (Mrs) 

 

mailto:h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk
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Appendix 5: Young people information sheet 

     
    

‘Young people and school support – what are your thoughts and experience?’ 

Introductions and Invitation!  

 Hello, my name is Lydia Moyo and I am a student researcher at the University of Sheffield in 

the Department of Sociological Studies.  

 I would like to invite you to take part in a research study to be done at your school during spring 

term about your experiences of school and education.  

 To help you decide if you are interested, please read this leaflet which sums up what my 

research is all about. You can ask any question and discuss whether you want to take part with 

your parents or teachers.  

What is my research all about? And why do I think it is important? 

 As someone who volunteers to help my local school, I think it is very important young people 

are supported in their education and involved in any support that might be provided to them. I 

am doing this research project to find out young people’s views and experiences of school and 

education, especially when they are having difficulties and what kind of support and help young 

people feel they need.  

 More research has involved teachers and parents but few studies have talked to young people 

about their views, experiences and thoughts.  

What does taking part involve?  

 If you agree to take part …firstly, I would be very grateful as that will give me the opportunity 

to listen to young people and represent their views and experiences 

 Secondly, you will be given this information sheet to keep and you and your parents or carers 

will sign a form to say it is OK.  

 Thirdly, I will arrange to come into school and first speak to you as an individual for 20 minutes 

and then also in a group discussion (if you want) with other pupils for not more than 50 minutes. 

I am just interested in hearing about your experiences. 

 Fourthly, you will be given a gift of appreciation worth £10 (gift voucher) and a Research 

Participant Certificate from the University of Sheffield at the end of my visits to your school. 

Do I have to take part?  

 You don’t have to take part at all, it is entirely up to you.   
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How will you record it and if so, how will this be used? 

 With your permission, the conversation will be recorded using a voice recorder 

 Only I and my University Supervisor will listen to the recording and I will write the information 

down. 

 Then I will destroy the recorded and the written records, when I have completed my research.  

What will you do with the recording?  

 All of the information collected during the research will be kept confidential.  

 You will be given a false name that you can choose if you like. 

 This means, it will not be possible for anyone to know that you have taken part.  

What will happen to the results of the research project?  

 The research will be published in my doctoral thesis and it is possible, that at a later date, it 

may also be published in a journal article.  

  In any information published or shared, no one will know you took part.  

What if I have questions?  

 If you have any questions you can contact me: Mrs Lydia Moyo Tel. 07878926530; Email: 

lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk 

What if I am not happy?  

 You could tell me if you are not happy with something, or your parents or carers and your class 

teacher.  

 You could also speak to my PhD Supervisor: Dr Harriet Churchill, Lecturer in Social Work; 

Department of Sociological Studies, Elmfield, Northumberland Road, Sheffield, S10 2TU. 

Tel: 0114 222 6440; Email: h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk   

 

If you decide to take part you will be given a copy of this sheet to keep. 
 
Thank you for taking time to read this information   

 
Yours sincerely, 
 

Lydia Moyo  

(Student Researcher)       Date: 31/03/2017 
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Appendix 6: Parents information sheet 

 

 

Parent Information Sheet 

My name is Lydia Moyo and I am a student researcher at the University of Sheffield in the Department 

of Sociological Studies. As part of my studies I am carrying out a research study and I would like to 

kindly invite you and your child to take part. 

Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 

involve. Please take the time to read this information sheet carefully. There is also an information sheet 

for the young people. You can discuss it with others if you want to. You can ask questions if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you 

would like your child to take part. Thank you for reading this information. 

What is the purpose of the project?  

This research study will be focusing on young people who have been excluded from mainstream schools 

as well as those at risk of school exclusion and their perspectives about their social and educational 

adversities and support needs. I would like to better understand their social lives, school experiences 

and educational support needs of such young people. In using the term ‘at risk of school exclusion’, I 

am referring to young people who have received a warning to be excluded from school. In particular, I 

am interested in hearing the views of young people who have experienced school exclusion on a fixed 

term and are receiving support services from the multi-agency team.  

Why have I been chosen? 

The government introduced a lot of services to support young people who are facing difficulties in 

school. However, we really know a little about what young people and their parents think about these 

services and the challenges they face. This is because, a lot of research has been done which asks 

teachers and professionals in school about pupils’ difficulties, school exclusion processes and 

interventions which help pupils if they are facing a challenge. 

But, I am interested in talking to pupils themselves, who I am referring to as young people in my 

research study, and their parents to find out about their experience of school exclusions and their 

perspectives on the support they receive within the school as well as from the multi-agency team. 

Therefore, this study privileges the voices of those who personally have first-hand experience of social 

and educational adversities and the support they get. It provides you and your child a platform to share 

your views, opinions, challenges and perspectives. We will use your informed voices to shed light on 

both positive and negative aspects of the services you receive.  

Do I and my child have to take part? 

It is up to you and your child whether or not to take part. If you decide that your child can take part, you 

will be given this information sheet to keep and you will both be asked to sign a consent form. If you 
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or your child change your mind, that is ok, you can still withdraw at any time. You do not have to give 

a reason. If you and your child decide not to take part that is fine, you don’t have to. 

What will happen if my child takes part? 

If you and your child decide to take part, I will arrange to come into school to have a group discussion 

with your child and other pupils. I will also talk to your child alone. This should last no more than 30 

minutes in the 2017 spring term, at a mutually agreed time. I will then arrange to meet up with you to 

have a conversation with you about these issues. The interview will be informal, and you will not be 

required to undertake any preparation for it. I would like to hear you and your child share your views, 

opinions, challenges and perspectives about school exclusions and the support they receive within the 

school as well as from the multi-agency team.  

I would like participants to be as honest and open as possible with their views during the interview. 

There are no right or wrong answers. I am just interested in hearing about their experiences. You will 

only have to talk about things that you want to discuss and if you are uncomfortable at any time and 

wish to stop, you will be able to do so. There is a possibility that I may ask you to take part in a second 

interview with me at a later date in order to clarify or develop points which may have been brought up 

during the first interview. Should a second interview be required, the timing of that interview will also 

be negotiated with you.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the project, it is hoped that this 

work will be of benefit in providing a holistic understanding from the young people’s perspectives of 

the challenges they are facing that influence their being at risk of school exclusion and how the support 

they receive address such issues. It is also hoped that this work will be of benefit in informing policy 

and practice which is aimed at dealing with social and educational adversities and being at risk of school 

exclusion. Furthermore, as a gesture of appreciating your input in to this research, you will be given a 

gift voucher £10 worth after our conversation.  

Will my child be recorded and if so, how will this be used? 

With your permission, I would like to use a voice recorder during the interview to record the 

conversations in order to help me in writing up the information. No one other than me and my academic 

supervisor in the University of Sheffield will have access to the recording. Following the interview, I 

will use the recording to transcribe the interview, and a copy of the interview transcript will be available 

for you to view and to comment on at a later date. All records, both recorded and written, will be held 

and analysed by me and will be destroyed when I receive confirmation that my doctoral thesis has been 

successfully completed. 

Are there any risks to taking part?  

No risky situations are anticipated during this study as all the research process will be carried out within 

the school premises or with your permission. Thus, it is unlikely that I will put you and your child at 

risk of harm. 

Any risk to emotional health and well-being might probably be experienced due to the sensitive nature 

of the research – young people’s experiences, histories and social worlds. Any past negative experiences 

can be brought back to memory during these conversations which might cause a young person to 

breakdown. As advised by researchers within this field, I will be ready to offer sympathy and personal 

support. Where necessary local school support services for young people will be consulted to provide 

support to the affected young person.  
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If you wish to make a complaint at any time, you can contact Dr Harriet Churchill who is my doctoral 

supervisor (see below for his contact details). 

Confidentiality  

All of the information collected during the research will be kept confidential. This means that it will not 

be possible for you and your child to be identified. You will all be given false names so that it will not 

be possible for you to be identified in any reports or publications. I would also like to bring to your 

attention that this guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity will only be breached if for any reason your 

child discloses any issues of abusive nature to me. In such cases, I will follow the disclosure reporting 

procedures and policies as required by the Children and Young People Safeguarding Board.   

What will happen to the results of the research project? 

The research will be published in my doctoral thesis and it is possible that at a later date, it may also be 

published in a journal article. Any information published or shared will remain anonymous therefore 

you and your child will not be identifiable.  

Who has ethically reviewed the project?  

This research project forms part of the PhD study programme in Sociological Studies at the University 

of Sheffield.  Ethical approval for this project will be granted by the University of Sheffield, Department 

of Sociological Studies and the Sheffield City Council. I will have a copy of the Approval letters should 

you wish to view it.   

Contact for further information:  

I hope this information sheet has been useful in providing you with the relevant information which you 

require in order to decide whether to participate in the research. If you require any further information, 

or clarification on any of the issues raised in this information sheet, please contact me in person, or via 

email. I will be happy to respond to any further questions you might have and/or to clarify any issues 

or concerns that you have. My contact details are as follows:   

Mrs Lydia Moyo, Telephone: 07878926530; Email: lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk 

My PhD Supervisor is Dr Harriet Churchill, and her contact details are as follows:  

Dr Harriet Churchill, Lecturer in Social Work; Department of Sociological Studies, Elmfield, 

Northumberland Road, Sheffield, S10 2TU. Tel: 0114 222 6440; Email: h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk   

 

Do not hesitate to contact her, if you would like further information about my doctoral supervision 

and the study from my supervisor’s perspective.  

Thank you for taking the time to read this.  

 

Signed:     Lydia Moyo               Date:   31/03/2017 
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Appendix 7: Teachers information sheet 

 

 

Teachers Information Sheet  

My name is Lydia Moyo and I am a PhD student at the University of Sheffield in the Department of 

Sociological Studies. As part of my studies, I am carrying out a research study and I would like to kindly 

invite you to take part as one of the research participants. 

Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 

involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with other people if 

you wish. I have presented the information about the study in a question and answer format.  However, 

you may have other questions or concerns which are not addressed here. Please ask me if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more information on anything. Take time to decide 

whether or not you wish to take part.   

What is the project’s purpose?  

The title of the research study is, “Young people at risk of school exclusion/excluded and their 

perspectives about their social and educational adversities and support needs”. The study draws on 

sociology of education research and theories to better understand the social lives and educational 

support needs of excluded young people or at risk of permanent exclusion from mainstream education. 

The main aim of the research study is to examine educational disadvantage, social problems and school 

exclusions from the perspective and experiences of young people who are ‘at risk’ of being excluded 

from school as well as those already excluded from school.  In using the term ‘at risk of school 

exclusion’, I am referring to young people who have received a warning to be excluded from school. In 

particular, I am interested in hearing the views of young people who have experienced school exclusion 

on a fixed term or permanent and are receiving support services from the multi-agency team.  

Why have I been chosen?  

As indicated above, the study is focusing on excluded young people or at risk of school exclusion and 

their perspectives about their social and educational adversities and support needs. However, giving 

voice to young people in isolation and without understanding the wider context of events can complicate 

an already complicated process. Therefore, in order to understand the phenomena of the problem, the 

views and perspectives of people who provide any form of support to these young people will be 

explored. I am asking teachers and professionals who are involved in either teaching them or providing 

any form of support to them and/or their families.  

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be 

given this information sheet to keep, and you will be asked to sign a consent form, which you will also 

keep. However, you can still withdraw at any time without giving a reason.    

What will happen to me if I take part?  
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I will be conducting face-to-face group interviews with participants who agree to take part in the 

research. The group interviews also known as focus group meetings will be informal, and you will not 

be required to undertake any preparation for it. This focussed discussion will take not more than 

1.5hours. I would like to hear about your background of supporting them; your experiences of 

working with them; what you think are the main issues in their lives; your views on their individual 

and family circumstances; what you think are the national policies and trends that impact on school 

exclusion rates; how school exclusion has been conceptualised within the school setting; how you 

evaluate the exclusion process in your school; your views about working with the multi-agency team; 

as well as your perspective of the support services available to these young people. I would like 

participants to be as honest and open as possible with their views during the group interviews. There is 

a possibility that I may ask you to take part in a very short second individual interview with me at a 

later date in order to clarify or develop points which may have been brought up during the group 

interview. Should a second individual interview be required, the timing of that interview will also be 

negotiated with you.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the project, it is hoped that this 

work will be of benefit in providing a holistic understanding from the young people’s perspectives of 

the underlying social and cultural processes that influence their being excluded/at risk of school 

exclusion and how the support they receive address such issues. It is also hoped that this work will be 

of benefit in informing policy and practice which is aimed at remedying educational disadvantage and 

being at risk of school exclusion.   

Will my personal details and information which I provide be kept confidential?  

Yes. I would like to emphasise that your participation in the study, as well as all information collected 

about you and any views expressed by you during the course of the interview will be kept strictly 

confidential. All personal information of those who take part in the study will be kept confidential and 

will not be reported in the final thesis. Information kept on memory sticks and other portable media will 

be password protected. I will maintain a position of confidentiality in relation to research participants 

throughout the research process. No one else will have access to any of the information you provide 

during the course of the group interview.  

Will my taking part in this project be kept anonymous?  

As I have indicated earlier, this research is being conducted for a PhD thesis and therefore the responses 

from participants who agree to be interviewed will be documented and analysed within the thesis itself. 

However, all research outputs will seek to maintain personal anonymity. This means that within the 

thesis or any academic papers/presentations arising from it, you and the organisation you work for will 

not be personally identified. In order to safeguard your anonymity, all research participants will be 

asked to suggest pseudonyms to be used when referring to your responses. Schools will be identified 

using cardinal directions, for example, school in the north, east, west or south of the City. 

Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?  

With your permission, I would like to use a Dictaphone during the group interview to audio record the 

interview in order to help me in writing up the information. No one other than me and my academic 

supervisor in the University of Sheffield will have access to the recording. Following the group 

interview, I will use the recording to transcribe the interview, and a copy of the interview transcript will 

be available for you to view if you wish and to comment on at a later date. The label/file name for the 

recording, as well as the transcript, will be coded with a reference number, not your name or the name 

of the institution. Once I have transcribed the interview, the recording will be securely stored by me, 

and will be password protected until after the thesis is submitted, and thereafter it will be destroyed.   
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Who has ethically reviewed the project?  

Ethical approval for this project was granted by the University of Sheffield, Department of Sociological 

Studies and Sheffield City Council Research Governance Framework. I have a copy of the Approval 

letters should you wish to view them.  In addition to that, the Executive Management Team of CYPF 

Services are supporting this research study. 

Contact for further information:  

I hope this information sheet has been useful in providing you with the relevant information which you 

require in order to decide whether to participate in the research. If you require any further information, 

or clarification on any of the issues raised in this information sheet, please contact me in person, or via 

email. I will be happy to respond to any further questions you might have and/or to clarify any issues 

or concerns that you have. My contact details are as follows:   

Mrs Lydia Moyo, Telephone: 07878926530; Email: lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk 

My PhD Supervisor is Dr Harriet Churchill, and her contact details are as follows:  

Dr Harriet Churchill, Lecturer in Social Work; Department of Sociological Studies, Elmfield, 

Northumberland Road, Sheffield, S10 2TU. Tel: 0114 222 6440; Email: h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk   

 

Do not hesitate to contact her if you would like further information about my PhD supervision and study 

from my supervisor’s perspective.  

Thank you for taking the time to read this.  

 

Signed:     Lydia Moyo               Date:  31/07/2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk


324 | P a g e  
 

Appendix 8: LA Professionals information sheet 

 

 

Professionals Information Sheet  

My name is Lydia Moyo and I am a PhD student at the University of Sheffield in the Department of 

Sociological Studies. As part of my studies, I am carrying out a research study and I would like to kindly 

invite you to take part as one of the research participants. 

Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 

involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with other people if 

you wish. I have presented the information about the study in a question and answer format.  However, 

you may have other questions or concerns which are not addressed here. Please ask me if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more information on anything. Take time to decide 

whether or not you wish to take part.   

What is the project’s purpose?  

The title of the research study is, “Young people at risk of school exclusion/excluded and their 

perspectives about their social and educational adversities and support needs”. The study draws on 

sociology of education research and theories to better understand the social lives and educational 

support needs of excluded young people or at risk of permanent exclusion from mainstream education. 

The main aim of the research study is to examine educational disadvantage, social problems and school 

exclusions from the perspective and experiences of young people who are ‘at risk’ of being excluded 

from school as well as those already excluded from school.  In using the term ‘at risk of school 

exclusion’, I am referring to young people who have received a warning to be excluded from school. In 

particular, I am interested in hearing the views of young people who have experienced school exclusion 

on a fixed term or permanent and are receiving support services from the multi-agency team.  

Why have I been chosen?  

As indicated above, the study is focusing on excluded young people or at risk of school exclusion and 

their perspectives about their social and educational adversities and support needs. However, giving 

voice to young people in isolation and without understanding the wider context of events can complicate 

an already complicated process. Therefore, in order to understand the phenomena of the problem, the 

views and perspectives of people who provide any form of support to these young people will be 

explored. I am asking teachers and professionals who are involved in either teaching them or providing 

any form of support to them and/or their families. I have been in contact with the CYPF Services and 

they indicated that you meet these criteria.  

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be 

given this information sheet to keep, and you will be asked to sign a consent form, which you will also 

keep. However, you can still withdraw at any time without giving a reason.    
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What will happen to me if I take part?  

I will be conducting face-to-face group interviews with participants who agree to take part in the 

research. The group interviews also known as focus group meetings will be informal, and you will not 

be required to undertake any preparation for it. This focussed discussion will take not more than 

1.5hours. I would like to hear about your background of supporting them; your experiences of 

working with them; what you think are the main issues in their lives; your views on their individual 

and family circumstances; what you think are the national policies and trends that impact on school 

exclusion rates; how school exclusion has been conceptualised within your organisation; how you 

evaluate the exclusion process in your Service; your views about working in a multi-agency system; 

as well as your perspective of the support services available to these young people. I would like 

participants to be as honest and open as possible with their views during the group interviews. There is 

a possibility that I may ask you to take part in a very short second individual interview with me at a 

later date in order to clarify or develop points which may have been brought up during the group 

interview. Should a second individual interview be required, the timing of that interview will also be 

negotiated with you.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the project, it is hoped that this 

work will be of benefit in providing a holistic understanding from the young people’s perspectives of 

the underlying social and cultural processes that influence their being excluded/at risk of school 

exclusion and how the support they receive address such issues. It is also hoped that this work will be 

of benefit in informing policy and practice which is aimed at remedying educational disadvantage and 

being at risk of school exclusion.   

Will my personal details and information which I provide be kept confidential?  

Yes. I would like to emphasise that your participation in the study, as well as all information collected 

about you and any views expressed by you during the course of the interview will be kept strictly 

confidential. All personal information of those who take part in the study will be kept confidential and 

will not be reported in the final thesis. Information kept on memory sticks and other portable media will 

be password protected. I will maintain a position of confidentiality in relation to research participants 

throughout the research process. No one else will have access to any of the information you provide 

during the course of the group interview.  

Will my taking part in this project be kept anonymous?  

As I have indicated earlier, this research is being conducted for a PhD thesis and therefore the responses 

from participants who agree to be interviewed will be documented and analysed within the thesis itself. 

However, all research outputs will seek to maintain personal anonymity. This means that within the 

thesis or any academic papers/presentations arising from it, you and the organisation you work for will 

not be personally identified. In order to safeguard your anonymity, all research participants will be 

asked to suggest pseudonyms to be used when referring to your responses. Schools will be identified 

using cardinal directions, for example, school in the north, east, west or south of the City. 

Will I be recorded, and how will the recorded media be used?  

With your permission, I would like to use a Dictaphone during the group interview to audio record the 

interview in order to help me in writing up the information. No one other than me and my academic 

supervisor in the University of Sheffield will have access to the recording. Following the group 

interview, I will use the recording to transcribe the interview, and a copy of the interview transcript will 

be available for you to view if you wish and to comment on at a later date. The label/file name for the 

recording, as well as the transcript, will be coded with a reference number, not your name or the name 
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of the institution. Once I have transcribed the interview, the recording will be securely stored by me, 

and will be password protected until after the thesis is submitted, and thereafter it will be destroyed.   

Who has ethically reviewed the project?  

Ethical approval for this project was granted by the University of Sheffield, Department of Sociological 

Studies and Sheffield City Council Research Governance Framework. I have a copy of the Approval 

letters should you wish to view them.  In addition to that, the Executive Management Team of CYPF 

Services are supporting this research study. 

Contact for further information:  

I hope this information sheet has been useful in providing you with the relevant information which you 

require in order to decide whether to participate in the research. If you require any further information, 

or clarification on any of the issues raised in this information sheet, please contact me in person, or via 

email. I will be happy to respond to any further questions you might have and/or to clarify any issues 

or concerns that you have. My contact details are as follows:   

Mrs Lydia Moyo, Telephone: 07878926530; Email: lmoyo1@sheffield.ac.uk 

My PhD Supervisor is Dr Harriet Churchill, and her contact details are as follows:  

Dr Harriet Churchill, Lecturer in Social Work; Department of Sociological Studies, Elmfield, 

Northumberland Road, Sheffield, S10 2TU. Tel: 0114 222 6440; Email: h.churchill@sheffield.ac.uk   

 

Do not hesitate to contact her if you would like further information about my PhD supervision and study 

from my supervisor’s perspective.  

Thank you for taking the time to read this.  

 

Signed:     Lydia Moyo               Date:  27/04/2016 
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Appendix 9:  Young people participant consent form 

 

Title of PhD Study:  Young People Excluded From School or At Risk Of School Exclusion And 

Their Perspectives About Their Social And Educational Adversities And Support Needs 

Name of Student Researcher:  Lydia Moyo  

Participant Identification Number for this project: 

 

                  Please initial box 

 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information letter 

dated __________ for the above project and have had 

the opportunity to ask questions. 

 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am  

      free to withdraw at any time without giving any reason.  

 

3. I understand that my responses will be anonymised before analysis.  

I give permission for the researcher to have access 

to my anonymised responses.   

 

 

 

4. I do/do not agree to take part in the above research project. 

(delete as appropriate) 

________________________ ________________         ____________________ 

Name of YP (Participant) Date Signature 

________________________ ________________         ____________________ 

Name of Parent/Guardian Date Signature 

_________________________ ________________         ____________________ 

 PhD Student (Researcher) Date Signature 
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Appendix 10: Participant consent form 

 

Title of PhD Study: Young People At Risk Of School Exclusion/Excluded And Their 

Perspectives About Their Social And Educational Adversities And Support Needs 

 

Name of Student Researcher:  Lydia Moyo  

 

Participant Identification Number for this project: 

 

                  Please initial box 

 

I confirm that I have read and understand the information letter 

dated __________ for the above project and have had 

the opportunity to ask questions. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am  

      free to withdraw at any time without giving any reason.  

 

I understand that my responses will be anonymised before analysis.  

I give permission for the researcher to have access 

to my anonymised responses.   

 

I do/do not agree to take part in the above research project. 

(delete as appropriate) 

 

______________________ ________________         ____________________ 

Name of Participant Date Signature 

 

_________________________ ________________         ____________________ 

 Student (Researcher) Date Signature 
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Appendix 11: Fieldwork Questions - Data Collection Questions 

Young People Individual Interviews 

Personal/Social Experience  

1. Can you please tell me yourself, for example what you like to do, who you like to spend time 

with (do a social network mapping with 3 circles), what are your good moments and bad ones 

(draw life timeline)   

2. Can you tell me about your family (parents and siblings for e.g)? Who do you consider to be 

close to you, what do you like most/least about your family life? What is it like at home? 

Describe a typical day at your home.  

3. Are there any issues in your life which you feel affect your school life or education in some 

way? Making it difficult or stressful? Who would you tell such issues if you wanted to? 

4. Is there anything else you would want to tell me or say about yourself, those you are close to 

and your life in general?  

 

Educational/School experience  

1. At what age would you say you liked school the most/ least? If you could change anything about 

your school lessons/curriculum, what would that be?  

2. How would you describe your teachers? What are they like? What’s your relationship with them 

like? (use teacher-character picture) 

3. In your view/experience, what are the main issues you are facing in school? Can you tell me more 

about these? when did things start to get difficult for you?, what support do you get from teachers, 

support staff, professionals or family – in what way? 

4. If you had the option to change your school experience, what would you change? 

 

Perspectives on School Exclusion Process 

1. In your view, what kind of things lead to fixed exclusions? (Attendance, disruptive behaviour, 

drug-taking, bullying – would that lead to exclusion?)  

2. Do you think you have misbehaved in school? Why would you say that was? 

3. Can you tell me what happens? (The fixed exclusion process in the school) Who gets involved? 

What support do you get? Do you think fixed exclusion is the right thing to do or would you 

have preferred to do something different? What might that be?  

4. Do you think schools should exclude students for these reasons or do you think they should 

deal with these issues differently? In what ways? Do you have any ideas? What would work 

best for you do you think? 

5. If you were asked to change something about your school fixed exclusion experience, what 

would you change? 

Views and Perspectives on policies and regulations frameworks 

1. How do schools expect students to behave? Are there any behaviour rules you agree with and 

any you don’t? How are they explained to pupils within the school? 

2. If you were a teacher/professional what would you do to support pupils? What could they have 

done to help you before you got to be at risk of exclusion? What help would you want at the 

moment? 

3. What do you think should change/ be done? By who? How – if you were given the power to 

decide?  
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4. Is there anything you would want to say about your experiences of school fixed exclusion or 

social life? 

The following prompts and probes will be used to get more detailed data:  

 Prompts - Tell me more about… Can you give me more detail about…..What happened? 

 Probes – What do you mean by…? How did you feel when…..How? Why? Who? 

 

 

 

 

Parents’ individual semi-structured interviews  

1. Can you please tell me a bit about yourself and your family? What do you do for a living? How 

many children do you have? What do you enjoy doing together as a family? Any 

worrying/upsetting issues you are facing as a family? 

 

2. Tell me a bit about your child? How would you describe his/her character? What do you like 

the most about him/her? What’s your relationship like with her/him? Do you know his/her 

friends?  

 

 

3. In your view, what are the main issues that caused your child to be at risk of school exclusion? 

What would be of help to him/her? 

 

4. Tell me what happened before and after they were given exclusion warnings? Who was 

involved? What role did you play as a parent/family? 

 

 

5. What’s your relationship with your child’s teachers like? Do you find it easy to discuss any 

concerns about your child with them?  Does your child like his teachers?  What do you 

like/dislike about the school? 

 

6. What do you think are the main difficulties your child is facing in school? What support are 

you receiving as a family? From who? What should change/done differently in your view? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



331 | P a g e  
 

SIX KEY GUIDING QUESTIONS – Teachers and LA Professionals 

 

 Talk about your roles in relation to – Youth; Families; Inclusion Centres. What are your 

aims, ethos and approach in your practice? 

 

 Exploring School Exclusion Processes – Perspectives about exclusion policies and practice; 

what are the key features of school policy and approach to school exclusion? ; your level and 

type of involvement 

 

 Key Issues for YP at Risk – who most at risk of exclusion; what are the underlying/ driving 

factors; social/ cultural factors; why in your view; what support do you provide to them. 

 

  Talk about success stories and not so success – example of an effective outcome and poor 

outcomes in your support of YP; how common are such outcomes; 

 

 What factors promoted better outcomes / poorer outcomes – in your current role; other prof 

roles; schools role; support services; 

 

 ‘Think back’ on the key challenges, you face in your role; YP face; Schools face;  for practice 

(LA); What needs to change in your practice, families, schools, nationally; What could be 

done differently; What could be improved in your view. 

 

The following prompts and probes will be used to get more detailed data:  

 Prompts - Tell me more about… Can you give me more detail about…..What happened? 

 Probes – What do you mean by…? How did you feel when…..How? Why? Who? 

 

 

 

Focus group discussion and individual semi-structured interview questions 

 Professionals 

 

1. Can you please tell me a bit about your role as a…? And also your role within the schools/ 

Sheffield Inclusion Centre…?  

 

2. Tell me about your success stories or not-so-successful ones as a professional working with at 

risk of school exclusion or excluded young people? What kind of support do you give them?   

 

3. From your experience, what are the issues faced by excluded/at risk of school exclusion YP? 

 

4. How is school exclusion conceptualised within your organisation and/or at national level?  

 

5. How is the exclusion process evaluated within your practice?   

 

6. What’s your view on the national/local policies and trends that seem to impact on school 

exclusion rates? How do you contextualise them within your organisation?  
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7. Can you explain to me how the CYPF and schools work together to tackle school exclusions?  

 

8. What are the policies that govern your practice? What changes do you recommend (in 

schools/CYPF)? 

 

9. Is there anything more you would want to say…? (about school exclusions/excluded YP/ at risk 

YP/ families) 

 

 

 

 Teachers 

1. Can you please tell me a bit about your role within the school? What do you like/dislike about 

your role?  

 

2. Tell me about your success stories and not-so-successful ones as a teacher working with YP at 

risk? Who are you working with? In what ways? What policies governs your practice? What 

are the main challenges you face?  

 

3. From your experience, what are the issues faced by YP at risk? What support services are 

available to them? Who provides the services? How? 

 

4. Could you tell me what happens during a fixed exclusion process? Who gets involved? What 

are the main features of the whole process? How is it evaluated? By who and how often? 

 

5. What is the place of the curriculum within the fixed exclusion process? How do you ensure that 

these YP keep up with the curriculum performance? How do you meet their individual needs? 

 

6. How has school exclusion been conceptualised/explained within your school? Tell me about 

your school practice/system in relation to responding to at risk YP? What are its aims? What 

are your main school ethos?  

 

7. In your view, what are the national policies and trends that seem to impact on school exclusion 

rates?  How do you counteract their impact within your school? What else could be done to 

reduce exclusion in your school? What should change/ done differently? 
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Appendix 12a 

Table 4.1: Key characteristics of LA research participants and data collection information 

Research 

Site:  1 - 

LA 

Research Participants Professional Role  Data 

Collection 

Method 

Date of Data 

Collection 

Length of 

Data 

Collection 

 Family  Support Workers 

(FSW): Prevention - Grace; 

Intervention – Hazel, 

Audrie, Evania & Carla 

Directly support YP at risk or 

excluded and their families.   

Focus Group 23/052016 1.5 hours 

 Specialists: Learning 

Support- Emma & Flora; 

Attendance - Bella; 

Parenting – Nicola & Eve;  

Troubled Family support - 

Hannah 

 

Supervision of FSW and 

Provision of specialist 

programmes targeted at YP at 

risk and parents in schools. 

Referrals processing. GDCs; 

Family empowerment to avoid 

school exclusion 

 

Focus Group 

25/05/2016 1.5hours 

 Team Managers – 

Madaniya, Bonnie & Leroy 

Managing Specialists and 

FSWs; Screening referrals; LA-

School link management 

Focus Group  27/05/2016 1.5 hours 

 Director: Learning and 

Inclusion and Children’s 

Commissioner – Mr Arthur 

Inclusive learning strategies; 

Education provision for all YP; 

Advocating for vulnerable YP 

and children; SEN provision and 

services; Policy formulation 

informed by children’s voice 

Semi-

structured 

Interview 

27/07/2016 40minutes 
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Appendix 12b 

Figure 4.1: Children services organisational structure  

 

      

      

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

This organisational structure helps to show how LA professionals work as a team to provide early 

support to the young people and their families. The top-down arrow represents the flow of information 

and the sharing of the children’s services strategic vision from the senior management to those at Level 

1 and line of responsibilities delegating. While, the bottom-up arrow shows how the structure operates 

in fulfilling that vision of child-centred support approach as they respond to referrals depending of the 

nature of support required. All referrals are child-centred and can be received from medical 

practitioners, schools, and families (known as self-referral). The team managers assess the referrals in 

order to identify the needs of the child followed by the allocation of the case to a professional depending 

on the level of the needs. Low level needs are usually allocated to level 1 family support workers to do 

basic work with families while the level 2 family workers are assigned cases which they hold for a 

minimum of 6 weeks per family. All complicated cases requiring specialist support for a particular need 

are allocated to a specific specialist in that area who then receives support and advice from the team 

managers.   

 

 

Senior Management (Directors) 

Level 5: Systems Managers 

Level 4: Team Managers 

Level 3: Specialist Workers 

Level 2: Family Intervention Workers 

Level 1: Family Prevention Workers 
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Appendix 13: 

Table 4.2:  Key characteristics of PRU research participants  

Research 

Site 2 - 

PRU 

Research Participants Professional Role/Student  Data 

Collection 

Method 

Date of 

Data 

Collection 

Length of 

Data 

Collection 

 Excluded YP: Year8 – 

Austin, Eric, Darrell & Carl ; 

Year9 – Helena, Lloyd, 

Bruce, Gerard & Henry;      

  

Students: Attending 

education at PRU as were 

permanently excluded from 

mainstream schools  

Semi-

structured 

Interviews  

21/09/16  & 

29/09/2016 

(2days) 

20minutes – 

35 minutes 

   Teachers – Arnold & Majidah 

; Teaching Assistants – Lisa, 

Chafik & Emran 

Delivering history, PE and 

PSD  lessons to YP; Provide 

personalised support to YP; 

Calling YP’s parents at the 

end of each school day; 

Prepare YP for re-integration 

to mainstream schools  

 

Focus Group 

 

07/11/2016 

1hr 

 Designated Safeguarding 

Lead –Abigail 

Identifying YP and their 

families’ needs; Making 

referral to other agencies like 

multi-agency team; Provide 

learning support 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

23/11/2016 1hour 
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Appendix 14: PRU Young People Profiles 

Table 4.3: Key characteristics of excluded young people at PRU  

Research 

Site 

Res. Part. 

Name 

Age  Year Group Gender Ethnicity Exclusion 

Status 

 Austin 13 years Y8 Boy African/White 

British 

Permanent 

Exclusion 

(PX) 

 Helen 14 years Y9 Girl Pakistani/White 

British 

PX 

PRU Eric  13 years Y8 Boy White British  PX 

 Darrell 12 years Y8 Boy Pakistani British PX 

 Carl 13 years Y8 Boy Polish PX 

 Lloyd 14 years Y9 Boy White British PX 

 Bruce  14 years Y9 Boy White British PX 

 Gerard 14 years Y9 Boy White British PX 

 Henry 14 years Y9 Boy White British PX 

 

Biographies of PRU young people  

In order to help the reader to picture the young people when reading the accounts of the interviews, I 

describe them in terms of their home situation and a brief educational history.  

Austin was a 13 year old dual heritage African/white British boy in year 8. He lived with his mum and 

siblings because his parents separated. Although he does not live with his dad, he sees him often and 

has a close relationship with him. Austin has a small social network. He describes his home environment 

as noisy and he felt his mum kept blaming and shouting at him for whatever happened at home that was 

not good. That was confirmed by teachers who talked to the mum on a regular basis. This caused Austin 

to be very defensive and easily angered.  His view of women was affected and had an impact on the 

way he related to female teachers. Austin was permanently excluded from a mainstream secondary 

school at the beginning of year 7 for bringing a ‘metal piece’ in school. He found it difficult to engage 

in a group setting because he was easily distracted. However, he seemed to do well in a 1-1 setting. He 

lacked confidence but masked it by putting a physical and verbal swagger. According to the PRU 

teachers, Austin was a very intelligent young person. Mum seemed to place value in education and was 
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determined to have him back into a main stream school. He thought exclusion worked and taught pupils 

not to repeat same mistake. Austin also wanted to go back to mainstream school. 

Helena was a 14 year old dual heritage Pakistan/white British girl in year 9. She lived with her lone-

parent mum and siblings and described her family of four as a closely knit. Dad separated from her 

mum when she was 6 years old but she still had contact with him twice a month. Helen had a brother 

with special needs issues and mum was the main carer for him. Thus, she could not work. Mum was 

very supportive of Helena’s education. Helena got permanently excluded from mainstream school at 

the end of year 8 after breaching the school uniform policy. She was of the view that a fixed term 

exclusion was more effective than kicking out pupils for good. She enjoyed being at the PRU and was 

not keen to be reintegrated into main stream school.  

Eric was a 13 year old white British boy in year 8. He lived with his parents and siblings and described 

his family as a very close and good. They had meals together as a family on a regular basis.  Eric was 

permanently excluded from an academy at the beginning of year 8 for what he described as continuous 

bad behaviour and messing about. He was excluded 30 times on fixed term. His concentration span was 

limited to about 20 minutes. Eric wanted to go back to a mainstream school. His mum seemed to be 

very supportive of his education as compared to her dad. He accepted that there is a place for exclusion 

even though with minimum effect on young people’s behaviours.  

Darrell was a 12 year old Pakistani British boy in Year 8. He lived with his mum and 2 siblings. Dad 

left a long time ago and Darrell did not seem to know where he was. Thus, he came from a lone parent 

family and described his family as caring and love messing about all the time. Mum was not very strict 

in terms of setting clear boundaries and discipline in the home. Darrell saw her mum as supportive of 

his education. He was permanently excluded at the end of Year 7 after he brought a pocket knife to 

school. He had been at the PRU for 4 days when I interviewed him. Darrell did not like it at PRU and 

wanted to go back to mainstream.       

Carl was a 13year old Polish boy in Year 8. He lived with his parents and 4 siblings. He came from a 

Christian family with clear boundaries and family values. They have lived in England for 10 years. 

Parents were very supportive of his education. Carl had been at PRU 2 days when I interviewed him. 

He was permanently excluded from mainstream school for punching a teacher. He regretted punching 

the teacher and accepted that exclusion was the right punishment for such behaviour. Carl did not like 

it at PRU as he thought it was ‘too rough’. Thus, he wanted to reintegrate into a mainstream school. His 

dad was planning to move to London in order to give him a fresh start in a new school. Carl struggled 

with fully understanding the English language.  

Lloyd was a 14 year old white British boy in Y9. Lloyd lived with his grandparents after he moved out 

of her mum’s place due to constant conflicts with his sisters. He said that he was very close to his 

grandparents and mum. Lloyd’s relationship with his grandparents had a positive impact on his 
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behaviour in school. They had very clear boundaries for Lloyd at home and were very strict in relation 

to school attendance. Mum lived at their family home with her two daughters. Lloyd never met his dad 

so he did not know him at all. Lloyd was permanently excluded for disruptive behaviour during lessons. 

He wanted to go back to mainstream school. 

Bruce was a 14 year old white British boy in Y9. Lived with his parents and 2 siblings. He described 

his family as very close and the parents were supportive of his education. Bruce was more open to his 

mum than his dad. He got kicked out of a mainstream school for pushing his teacher when he was in 

Year 8. He does not think exclusion works and would like to go back to a mainstream school though he 

liked being at PRU.     

Gerard was a 14 year old white British boy in Y9. He lived with his lone parent mum who separated 

from his dad a long time ago. However, Gerard was very close to his dad. Came from a very supportive 

and well to do family. He was excluded from mainstream school for having a fight with another young 

person in school. Gerard agreed that there was a place for exclusion even though with minimum effect 

on the child’s behaviour as it worsened their attitudes towards education in most cases. He had good 

aspirations and very engaged in extra-curricular activities in order to improve his life-chances. He 

wanted to be reintegrated to another school as he did not like it at PRU due to experiencing bullying.  

Henry was a 14 year old white British boy in Y9. He lived with his mum and seven siblings. Dad was 

in prison for attempted murder. Came from a chaotic big family struggling with meeting their financial 

basic needs. Mum got support from food banks. Henry was excluded from mainstream school for 

assaulting another young person in school. He was very vulnerable to gangs and violence. Parents did 

not value education so he got no support from home in relation to his school work. He wanted to go 

back to a mainstream school. Henry’s view on school exclusion was that it did not change anyone’s 

behaviour, therefore was not a good punishment. 
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Appendix 15: Table 4.4: Key characteristics of Hilltop school research participants 

Research 

Site 

        3 

Research 

Participants 

Professional Role  Data 

Collection 

Method 

Date of 

Data 

Collection 

Length of 

Data 

Collection 

 

 Hilltop 

School 

YP at Risk of School 

Exclusion: Year8 – 

Amanda, Albert & 

Lily ; Year9 – Alfred, 

Nathan & Zara  

Students: YP at risk of 

school exclusion 

identified due to number 

of fixed term exclusions 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

12/05/2017 40minutes – 

50 minutes 

 Head teacher – Mr 

Allen 

School improvement 

plan strategic planning: 

Providing leadership to 

staff; School policies 

operation; Staffing 

levels 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

12/05/2017 1hr 

20minutes 

 Teachers – Mr Hugo 

& Ms Williams; 

Safeguarding Lead – 

Ms Jackson; Year 

Leader – Ms Oliver 

Delivering English 

lessons across all year 

groups; Identifying YP’ 

s needs; Engaging with 

parents  

 

Focus Group 

12/05/2017 1.5 hours 

 Parents – Ruth, Anna, 

Esther, Sam & Mary 

Self-employed x2; 

Social worker x1; Bar 

attender x1;  Mother 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

12/05/2017 40 minutes – 

1hour 

 

 

Appendix 16: Hilltop Young People Profiles 

Table 4.5. Hilltop young people profiles 

Research 

Site 

Res. Part. Name Age  Year Group Gender Ethnicity Exclusion 

Status 

 Amanda 13 years Y8 Girl White British Fixed Term 

Exclusion 

(FX) 

 Albert  13 years Y8 Boy African 

Caribbean/ 

White British 

FX 
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HILLTOP Alfred 14 years Y9 Boy White British FX 

SEC.  Lily 13 years Y8 Girl White British FX 

SCHOOL Nathan 14 years Y9 Boy Pakistani/ 

White British 

FX 

 Zara 14 years Y9 Girl White British FX 

 

Biographies of Hilltop sec. school young people 

In order to help the reader to picture the young people when reading the accounts of the interviews, I 

describe them in terms of their home situation and a brief educational history.  

Amanda was a 13year old white British girl in Y8. She lived with her lone parent dad and her 2 siblings. 

Mum re-married someone else after divorcing with her dad when she was very young. Amanda did not 

like her mum and step-dad. Very close to her dad who suffered from a terminal illness disease and 

Amanda helped her sister to take care of the dad at home. She was very lovely and caring. It was clear 

from talking to her that she missed a motherly figure in her life. Amanda would’ve done with some 

affection and emotional support from the mum. Dad was very supportive of her education though she 

worried a lot about his health condition. She usually breached the school mobile phone policy trying to 

call her dad in-between lessons and refused to switch the phone off during school lessons. She had been 

excluded on fixed term several times and was sent to PRU for a day which she did not like. Amanda 

enjoyed school.  

Albert was a 13year old dual heritage African Caribbean/ white British boy in year 8. Mum was White 

British and Dad was Jamaican. He lived with his mum and step dad as his parents separated a long time 

ago. He had three step-siblings from his dad’s second marriage. He was a very good communicator and 

enjoyed boxing and football for sports. He was also very confident which is supported by physical and 

verbal swagger. That did not help as most teachers viewed him as aggressive even though he was very 

gentle inside of him according to his mum. Albert’s mum was a social worker. Dad was currently in 

prison. Albert struggled with anger management which was influenced by the situation his dad was in 

which upset and annoyed him. It impacted his behaviour badly causing him to swear at teachers or 

others, punch stuff/doors, become verbally abusive or just be disruptive in lessons like throwing bottle 

of water around. Albert had been receiving support on anger management skills and was very 

appreciative of that support he got from his mum, Nana and school staff. Mum valued education and 

had a good relationship with the school. He believed that most of the exclusions he had been given were 

a good punishment for what he had done. He believed that exclusion worked as it provided space for 

the student to reflect of their behaviours. However, both mum and Albert said there were incidences 

they felt that he was racially discriminated by certain teachers in the school so they both had agreed to 
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a managed move to another school by the time I spoke to them. The idea was suggested to the Head 

teacher and Albert was moved at the beginning of the next academic year against the Head teacher’s 

wishes.  

Alfred was a 14 year old white British boy in Y9. His dad was Scottish. He lived with his mum as his 

dad and mum separated when he was only 3 months old. Dad then moved away to Scotland when Alfred 

was 1 year old and since then he had never seen his dad again. Alfred was very close to his mum and 

had 3 older siblings who lived in their own homes but not far from his mums so he saw them regularly. 

Alfred was an ever-smiling and intelligent who preferred to be treated like an adult. He was a very good 

communicator and full of humour. He described himself as a class clown. Mum valued education and 

was very supportive of his education. Mum used to be a pub landlord but was no longer working due to 

health issues. Alfred faced a lot of problems in school from Y7 through to Y8 as a result of hanging 

around with Y10 and Y11 pupils in school which turned out to be wrong company for him. He had 

many fixed exclusions, more than 15 from Y7 through to Y9 but the school was lenient enough with 

him providing him with support interventions instead of permanently excluding him. He appreciated 

the support from the school for those 2/3 years and upheld the Head teacher highly for not giving up on 

him and the student support leader. Alfred made a turn-around at the beginning of Y9. He struggled 

with teachers who still viewed him from his past bad behaviour and therefore treated him as a 

misbehaving pupil even though he had completely changed. He wanted to be treated and recognised as 

a transformed pupil and get praised for that. He wanted to be a mechanical engineer when he graduated 

from University. 

Lily was a 13 year old white British girl in Y8. She lived with mum and dad and was the only child. 

Dad was self-employed and worked from home as a music DJ jobs while mum was a support worker. 

Mum had a long term condition so was on medication daily and dad was the main carer in the home 

with the help of Lily and her nana. Lily was very close to her parents and grandparents. She admitted 

arguing with her parents as a result of her not listening to them. However, she described her home as 

calm and fun. She confessed that she did not like school because of her relationship with teachers which 

was not good. She felt not supported by teachers and according to her that was one of the source of all 

her problems in school. Worked well in a 1-1 setting. She was also worried about her uncle in prison 

who she used to confide in. Lily liked going out and enjoyed playing football and hairdressing.   

Nathan was a 14 year old dual heritage Pakistani/ white British Pakistan boy in Y9. Mum was white 

British and dad was Pakistani. He lived with mum and step-dad as his parents separated a few years 

ago. Nathan told me that he argued a lot with his step dad so their relationship was not that good. He 

was not close to his mum either. He was close to all his 3 brothers. They were all older than him. Two 

of them were his step brothers from his dad’s other marriage and one was from his mum. His dad lived 

in Valley city with his family. Nathan visited them once in a month. Nathan had anger issues and had 
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no respect of anyone including teachers and his parents. He enjoyed fighting and according to him that 

fighting skill developed a long time ago during his foundation stage when he was bullied in Y1and Y2 

every day for 2 years by two boys in his cohort. It created anger within him, learnt to defend himself, 

be merciless and show no remorse after hurting someone – teachers/children. Nathan did not like school 

and there was not much support from home. He admitted that his dad gave him a very long lecture if he 

was in trouble with school authorities and got excluded. Dad kept on explaining to him the importance 

of education in his future life. He did not take him serious as he was not close to him. 

Zara was a 14 year old white British in Y9.  She lived with her Nana who was granted parental 

responsibility by social services after the mum neglected her when she was young. She visited her mum 

every weekend. Mum separated with dad when he discovered that she was pregnant. Mum lived with 

her partner and worked in a bar. She had never lived with her dad and hardly saw him. Did not talk to 

him that much either. Zara had anger issues, emanated from her broken relationship with her dad and 

her experience of neglect as a baby. She told me how she was deeply annoyed that her dad was not there 

for her and did not care for her or support her. She wished her dad could’ve played his fatherly role in 

her life. She was close to her mum and nana but revealed that she did not tell them all her issues. She 

only shared with them school issues and accepted that they supported her in dealing with such problems 

which involved attending meetings at school and calling the teachers. She had no one she could trust 

enough to share some of her struggles with. She received no support from other professionals. She was 

also close to her cousins, uncles and aunties from her mum’s side. Hasn’t ever met anyone from her 

dad’s side but only spoken to the grandparents. Zara had only been excluded once for 5 days for 

disruptive behaviour but had been to IE 26 times. Her problems started in Y9 when she started being 

bullied by a certain lad in her year group. She reported the issue and felt as if nothing much was done 

by the school. Therefore, her relationship with teachers was not good as she thought they did not like 

her. She felt victimised by them and kept on being told off for no reason in her view.  
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Appendix 17: Table 4.6: Key characteristics of research participants at Sunset School  

Research 

Site 

        4 

Research Participants Professional Role  Data 

Collection 

Method 

Date of 

Data 

Collection 

Length of 

Data 

Collectio

n 

 

 

YP at Risk of School 

Exclusion: Year8 – Bishr, 

Aafa, Conrad, Vanita & 

Sakiya; Year9 – Sumiko 

& Daris;  

Students: YP at risk of 

school exclusion identified 

due to number of behaviour 

points accumulated 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

03/07/2017 25 

minutes – 

40 

minutes 

Sunset 

School 

Deputy Head teacher – Mr 

Cuthbert 

Teaching and behaviour 

policy management; Staff 

support and leadership 

Semi-

structured 

Interviews 

03/07/2017 1hr 

20minutes 

 Teachers – Mrs Baker, Ms 

Clark, Mrs Abbasi; Year 

Managers – Mr Taylor & 

Mrs Weaver; SENCO 

Lead – Mrs Parker 

Delivering lessons across all 

year groups; Student 

support; On call duties; 

Engaging with parents;  

Focus Group 14/10/2017 40minutes  

 Assistant Heads – Miss 

Fisher and Ms Cooper 

Teaching and Inclusion; 

staff support and leadership; 

On call duties;  

Focus Group 17/10/2017 45minutes 

 

Appendix 18: Sunset Young People Profiles 

Table 4.7. Sunset young people profiles 

Research 

Site 

Res. Part. Name Age  Year Group Gender Ethnicity Exclusion 

Status 

 Conrad 13 years Y8 Boy White British Fixed Term 

(FX) 

 Sakiya 13 years Y8 Girl Pakistani 

British 

FX 

SUNSET Daris 13 years Y8 Girl Pakistani 

British 

FX 

SEC. Vanita 13 years Y8 Boy Pakistani 

British 

FX 
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SCHOOL Aafa 13 years Y8 Boy Pakistani 

British 

FX 

 Bishr 14 years Y9 Girl Pakistani 

British 

FX 

 Sumiko 14 years Y9 Boy Pakistani 

British 

FX 

 

 

Conrad was a 13 year old white British boy in Y8. He lived in a local leafy suburb close to the school 

with his parents, two brothers and one sister. He enjoyed his social life with his family as they seemed 

to be a close knit family. Had never been excluded from school but reached 50 behaviour points leading 

to a governors meeting where he received a governors warning to review his behaviour in school or 

face exclusion. He experienced bullying in school and he felt like those who bullied him were getting 

away with it. He also thought that some teachers were victimising him during their lessons as a result 

of past disruptive behaviour during lessons.  

Sakiya was a very intelligent and talkative 13 year old Pakistani British girl in Y8. She lived with her 

parents and 6 siblings. Dad worked for the Wilmore council and mum was a house wife. Sakiya told 

me that she was close to her niece who was 1.5 years old at that time. She shared her bedroom with a 

sister and that annoyed her. Her home was a bit noisy due to her arguing with her siblings and her 

brothers sounded like they ruled her home. Sakiya did not open to any of her family members about her 

issues. She received no support to do her school work from home. She did not like school and the 

teachers so was very naughty in school. She had anger issues and believed that her and her friends were 

being racially discriminated by teachers. She was angry that teachers thought they were gangsters. 

Sakiya defied authority at home and in school. She reported that cultural differences was the cause of 

many problems she faced in school. Was excluded on a fixed term many times and spent time in 

isolation.  Was going on a managed move to another school in the following academic year.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Daris was a 14 year old Pakistani British boy in Y9. He lived with his parents as the eldest child and 

only boy in a family of 4 children. His dad worked in a restaurant and his mum was a housewife. He 

was closer to his mum than dad whom he described as very strict. Parents were supportive of his 

education. Daris enjoyed school and was very sporty. He took responsibility of his behaviour issues but 

expressed his concerns over some of the teachers’ attitude towards him. He thought that their perception 

of him impacted on how they treated him in class and sometimes as a result he got blamed for things he 

would have not done.  



345 | P a g e  
 

Vanita was a 13 year old Pakistani British girl in Y8. She described herself as very ‘gobby’, loud and 

opinionated such that she argued a lot with other people. Vanita lived with her parents and 4 siblings. 

Dad was a taxi driver and mum was a housewife. Their family was part of a big extended family. She 

was close to her aunty. Vanita did not enjoy school since primary stage. She felt overwhelmed with 

school work. She thought teachers did not like her as they always picked on her and blamed her for 

things she had not done. She defended herself and did not keep quiet when teachers shouted at her. 

However she said that she had never been excluded but only sent to the isolation room.  

Aafa was a 13 year old boy from Pakistani British. Very lovely, caring and polite lad. Loved playing 

football and cricket and won many school trophies. Had got many friends. He lived with his parents 

and 3 siblings. Dad was a Chef in a restaurant and mum was a housewife. Aafa was very close to his 

mum. Parents were supportive of his education. Had a big extended family. Aafa struggled with 

disruptive behaviour in school because he liked chatting to his friends a lot. However, he thought that 

teachers did not listen to him, victimised him and blamed him for doing nothing a lot. That really 

annoyed him. He wanted to be given the opportunity to speak and communicate his views when he was 

in trouble. He would’ve wanted help to complete his tasks during lessons. Had been in isolation zone 

many times and went on a managed move to another school.  

Bishr was a 13 year old Pakistani British boy in Y8. He lived with his parents and 3 siblings. Dad was 

an Imam in the Mosque and mum was a housewife. Came from a closely knit family and was more 

open to his mum who seemed to be very supportive of his education. He struggled with completing his 

homework due to attending Koran lessons at the Mosque every evening. Bishr felt like schools’ 

expectations were too high. Wanting young people to behave like prisoners who have no speaking rights 

or a say in what happens to them. He had been on a number of isolation but he claimed he had never 

been excluded before. He stated that isolation did not change anything because YP got used to sitting 

in the box after sometime. He had good relationships with most teachers except a few teachers that did 

not listen to him or allow him to air his views. He was on a close monitoring behaviour system in class 

referred to a ‘A card record’ and the school had agreed a managed move to another school. Seemed 

alright with the managed move.  

Sumiko was a 14 year old Pakistani British girl in Y9. Lived with mum, 5 siblings and step dad in 

Wilmore City as mum and dad divorced. Mum was a driving instructor and step-dad was a taxi driver. 

Dad lived in another city. Visited the dad once a month during weekends. Felt that the parents’ divorce 

impacted her education experience. Was not very close to mum due to her being too strict and not 

understanding. Sumiko was close to her step dad and hence shared her challenging issues with him as 

he was more understanding and supportive according to her. She struggled with teachers not listening 

to her and the new behaviour system that did not seem to give young people more warnings before 

sending them to a detention or isolation.    
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Appendix 19: Conceptual map of data collection process 

Source and 

method of data 

collection 

Method of Analysis Features of school 

disciplinary policy 

illuminated by data 

Focus of Analysis Link to research 

question 

School 

documents: 

School brochure 

School 

disciplinary 

policy 

Prospectus 

Document analysis Official policy, 

principles, and 

processes. Link to 

national policy 

frameworks. 

Schools’ stated aims, 

goals, values, 

strategies, support 

interventions, 

expectations for 

young people and 

teachers. Similarities 

and differences in 

policies and context 

1  

School 

management 

Interviews  

Thematic analysis Official policy aims, 

goals, principles, and 

processes; Alternative 

provision; 

Communication and 

interpretation of 

school expectations 

for young people. 

Link to national 

policy frameworks. 

Influence of schools’ 

stated goals, values on 

alternative provision 

and interventions 

during the exclusion 

process; Schools’ 

view of their young 

people and teachers. 

Similarities and 

differences in policies 

and context Impact of 

national/local 

educational/social 

policy trends on 

school exclusion 

processes.  

1, 2, 3 

Teachers’ Focus 

group discussion 

Thematic analysis Critical debates and 

issues; Views 

Concerns and 

experiences of 

school’s approach and 

use of school 

exclusion;  Dominant 

official view 

Student factors; 

family factors; school 

factors and local 

/national factors; 

Ways in which PRU 

context differs from 

the schools 

1, 2, 3 

LA professionals’ 

focus group 

discussion and 

interview 

Thematic analysis Critical debates and 

issues related to 

school disciplinary 

policies and support 

provision for youths 

Student factors; 

family factors; school 

factors and 

local/national factors 

1, 2, 3 
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at risk in Wilmore city 

context 

 

 

Appendix 20: Community Expectations at PRU 

 

 

 

 

 


