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Abstract 

 

Within UK primary schools in the academic year 2016/17 there were 1255 permanent exclusions and 

64,340 fixed-term exclusions (DfE, 2018). The rate of exclusion has been steadily rising over previous 

years and has been an issue of concern since a dramatic rise during the 1990’s (Vulliamy & Webb, 

2000). There is limited research on the experiences of primary aged pupils regarding exclusion, and 

this small-scale study aimed to address a gap within the literature.  

This research uses a case study approach to develop an understanding of the experiences of 

exclusion and valued support from the perspectives of eight male pupils attending a primary Pupil 

Referral Unit (PRU). Seven of these pupils had been permanently excluded from their mainstream 

settings and one pupil was attending the PRU as part of a six-week behaviour course due to being at 

risk of exclusion from his mainstream school. Pupils took part in semi-structured interviews to elicit 

their previous experiences of education and exclusion. Their views on what support they had found 

helpful and what further support they would have valued were discussed. Data was analysed using 

Thematic Analysis and findings were presented as key themes that arose from hearing the 

experiences of the children: ‘treatment‘, ‘school environment’ and ‘relationships’.  The study 

highlighted that pupils had felt unsupported and unfairly treated within the primary settings they 

had been excluded from or were at risk of exclusion from. Findings from this study have influenced 

the creation of a tool for school staff and professionals to use when assessing the support for pupils 

who are at risk of exclusion, to highlight where there are gaps in the current support for these 

pupils. This is based on the experiences of the children within this case study and surrounding 

literature on school exclusion.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

This thesis contributes to current literature and understanding around the experiences of primary 

school children who have been permanently excluded or are at significant risk of exclusion.  The 

research was undertaken as part of a three-year Doctorate in Educational Psychology through the 

University of Bristol.  Research was carried out during Years 2 and 3 within the Local Authority (LA) 

where I worked as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP).  

 

A case study approach is used to develop an understanding of the experiences of education, 

exclusion and valued support from the perspectives of eight children aged between 6 and 11 years 

attending a primary Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). Seven of the participants had been permanently 

excluded, one was attending the PRU on a part-time basis as part of a behaviour course due to being 

at high risk of exclusion.  

 

This chapter will provide a rationale for the research, with reference to my personal interest in the 

topic and will then outline the significance and context of the topic, with discussion around current 

prevalence. As the researcher, my epistemological stance will be discussed, and the aims and 

research questions of the research will be shared. The chapter will conclude with an outline of the 

following chapters.  

 

1.2 Rationale  

Since a young age, I have always wanted to work with children and young people, and my interest in 

psychology at undergraduate level introduced me to the path of Educational Psychology. Prior to 

starting the doctorate, my professional background included teaching secondary mathematics and 

working as a teaching assistant at two schools in socially deprived areas. Working within these 

schools opened my eyes to some of the experiences these children and young people had to live 

through. Throughout my teaching career, psychology always played an active role in the way I have 

worked with children and I have always had a particular interest in the social and emotional aspects 

of learning and how the children’s experiences both inside and outside of school could impact on 

their development. My strong passion for working with SEN students led me to be appointed as an 

Assistant Director of Inclusion, a development role created by the school I worked at to help develop 

my strengths in this field. For this I shadowed and supported the school SENCO and a further part of 
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my role involved developing the school’s practice with ‘hard to reach parents’. These hard to reach 

parents were typically parents of some of the most vulnerable students and it was recognised the 

positive impact that closer home-school liaisons could have on pupil’s relationships with parents, 

engagement within school and attainment. Another part of my role involved creating a specialist 

curriculum, which aimed to engage and support pupils with special educational needs (SEN) with 

mathematics and English which was additional to their normal maths and English lessons. These 

sessions were taught in small groups and focused on nurture and fostering successes within these 

subjects where typically most young people had struggled with throughout their entire educational 

journey. Despite intending to be a course focusing on the development of basic skills and life skills, it 

resulted in being the class that pupils were directed to if they were presenting as ‘disengaged’ within 

the main school and displaying challenging behaviours. Despite this initially not being the group of 

children the course was originally designed for, it proved to be extremely successful at providing 

these pupils with sessions where the flexibility in the curriculum and nurturing environment meant 

they could be successful.  

 

For me, working with these pupils was the most rewarding part of teaching, and from knowing these 

pupils across a range of different subjects within the school, it became really apparent how 

important the relationships you built with these pupils were. It would shock me to hear the way 

other members of staff spoke about the students, and how it felt that they had been labelled as 

disruptive and were given up on. Getting to know a pupil and the reasons underneath their 

sometime challenging presentations, was key to engaging them, and this was something I was 

successful with. The experience of working with these pupils highlighted problems within the 

education system, where often those presenting with challenging behaviour would receive limited 

support as their actions were viewed as their own. In knowing these pupils in a different context, I 

knew this was not the case; however, it was difficult to challenge when being a young, newly 

qualified teacher. This furthered my aspiration to get on the Educational Psychology Doctorate, so 

that I would be able to have a greater impact on specific individuals, but also to have the 

opportunity to make larger and more systemic changes through my work as an EP. Throughout my 

practice as a TEP, I have felt my role has been to champion the rights of the child or young person 

(CYP), and ensure that their views are heard, valued and acted upon, which is supported by the 

Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (SEND CoP,) (DfE, 2015).  
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In my personal experience, it was often those pupils who were AROE who had no-one fighting their 

corner, so when given the opportunity to complete my own research, it was important to give these 

pupils a voice through listening to their experiences. During visits to schools as a TEP on placement, I 

visited the PRU involved in the research and remember being amazed at the environment, the ethos, 

the dedication of the staff and the enjoyment of education these children were having whilst in this 

setting. It felt important to try and capture where pupils were receiving high quality support through 

looking at an Ofsted rated, ‘Outstanding’ PRU with the aim to make recommendations to other 

settings about how to successfully support excluded children or those AROE.  

 

1.3 Context 

During the academic year 2016/17, DfE data suggests that 7720 permanent exclusions (PExs) and 

381,865 fixed-term exclusions (FTEs) occurred which have both been steadily increasing over the 

previous four years. This is felt to be an under-estimate due reports of many schools using ‘informal’, 

‘unofficial’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions, where schools work around the exclusion process by doing things 

such as encouraging parents to take their pupil out of school or sending pupils home but not 

recording it, as not to impact on their school data (Munn, Lloyd & Cullen, 2000; Massey, 2011). The 

highest percentage of exclusion (both FTE and PEx) occur in secondary schools; however, there are 

still significant numbers of younger children being excluded. Research into school exclusion and the 

experiences surrounding this topic are more common within older pupils which may be because of 

concerns of younger pupils having difficulties communicating their thoughts clearly. As a result, the 

current research focuses on primary aged pupils, to give them a voice within these systems and 

focus on making where adaptions can be made in early stages of the education process to work in a 

more preventative way with future pupils and schools. In order to support the needs of pupil’s who 

have been excluded or are AROE, it is important to seek the views of CYP to gain an understanding of 

what these needs are.   

 

1.4 Values and Principles  

In conducting this research, I am aware if the impact the researcher has within the research and how 

this can be influenced by their identity and position (O’day and Killeen, 2002). As this research is 

being conducted as part of my role as a TEP I am aware of the influence of the principles and values 

underpinning my profession. I am therefore approaching this research as a ‘practitioner- researcher’ 

(Fox, Martin and Green, 2007) which allows me to acknowledge the subjective knowledge of the 
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research. Throughout the research it is important to acknowledge the importance of being ‘self-

reflective’ regarding what I bring to the research (Bryman, 2008).   

 

Values to also be aware of include those that are important to the role of EPs which include the 

principle of promotive positive outcomes for CYP, especially vulnerable CYP (AEP, 2008). As 

described in section 1.2, this value resonates throughout my professional career. Joining this with 

my understanding of how vulnerable those who are excluded or AROE are, the importance of 

promotive positive outcomes for vulnerable CYP is important. To me, this only feels possible through 

involvement of the CYP so we as professionals can develop our understanding of their experiences. 

As highlighted in policy, children have the right to express views and opinions in matters that affect 

them highlighted in the SEND CoP (DfE, 2015) and Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of Children (UNCRC, 1989). 

 

Exploring the perceptions of excluded children and those AROE, is influenced by my ontological 

assumptions as a social constructionist. Social constructionism assumes that individuals make sense 

of their world through collaborative interactions with the environment (Wilkinson, 2003). In seeking 

the narratives of the children and their personal experiences, social constructionism is appropriate. 

 

1.5 Aims  

Considering this, the current research aims to explore school exclusion, but most specifically, what is 

valued as supportive by those involved in exclusions. It will particularly focus on exploring the whole 

experiences of primary children who have been excluded or are AROE to uncover their experiences 

of education and to identify factors they viewed as supportive by being at the PRU.  

 

1.6 Structure  

Chapter Two will explore the existing literature in relation to the topic of school exclusion, starting 

with defining key terms prominent in the literature. It will explore the current context and 

prevalence of school exclusions and will examine the government guidance and processes. The 

chapter will then explore the argument for reduction of school exclusion and will highlight literature 

regarding the impact exclusions can have on staff, parents and particularly children. The remaining 

sections of the literature review will discuss the importance of listening to the pupil’s voice and will 

then share current research into factors felt to support excluded pupils. The chapter will end on the 

rational for the current study, demonstrating how it will fill gaps within current literature.  
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Chapter Three will focus on the theoretical approach and chosen methodology of the current 

research. It will initially focus on the rationale for the research design, which will include an 

exploration into the epistemological and ontological assumptions underpinning the chosen approach 

of an evaluative and exploratory case study. It will then discuss the research design, setting and 

outline the procedure for gaining participants. It will then outline the research methods and describe 

the process undertaken, including details about the participants. Finally, it will examine the 

procedure of analysis, ethical issues and the dissemination of findings. 

 

Chapter Four will discuss the key prevalent themes in the research, as identified through the data 

analysis process. The chapter will detail the findings from analysing the children’s data which will be 

presented under key overarching themes and sub-themes identified. Throughout this section, 

themes and sub-themes will be supported by quotes from the participants data.  

 

Chapter Five will explore the findings presented in Chapter Four further. The findings will first be 

discussed with regards to the original research questions. Key areas highlighted within the data 

analysis of ‘educational experience’, ‘treatment of pupils’ and ‘relationships’ will then be discussed 

with relation to the existing literature. Findings will be discussed with relation to how they can 

contribute to the development of a best practice model for supporting children AROE, and includes 

the introduction of a tool for adults to use based on findings from this study and previous literature.  

The chapter will finally consider the implications of the research on the practice of Educational 

Psychologist.  

 

The final chapter, Chapter Six, will highlight strengths and limitations of the study and provide 

suggestions for future research. The thesis will end with a reflexive account of the experience of 

conducting research and will offer some final concluding comments.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction  

This review will outline literature related to exclusions experienced by primary school children by 

identifying the key research themes, critically evaluating the evidence base and considering whether 

conclusions by authors are justified. This chapter will:  

• Define key terms within the literature surrounding school exclusion. 

• Explore: 

o The current context and prevalence of school exclusion; 

o The impacts of school exclusion on children, young people, families and schools; 

o Research surrounding the experiences of pupils that have been excluded and their 

perceptions of support. 

• Examine guidance around school exclusion and the processes involved in reintegrating back 

into school. 

• Provide a rationale for this study. 

 

A systematic literature search was carried out using a variety of different electronic databases which 

included: Psychinfo, British Education Index, Web of Science, JSTOR, Scopus, International 

Bibliography of the Social Sciences and EBSCO Host. To find key literature relating to this study, 

several key terms were searched in each of these databases. To ensure no key literature had been 

missed, key journals including ‘Educational Psychology in Practice’, ‘Educational and Child 

Psychology’ and the ‘British Journal of Educational Psychology’ were also searched. A set of 

inclusion/ exclusion criteria were also used to ensure the literature was relevant to this study which 

will now be discussed. Only studies written in English were selected and initially only literature 

published within the previous 18 years was searched (from 2000 onwards) as this was deemed to be 

most recent. However, during the literature search, it became apparent that much of the literature 

surrounding school exclusion was published during the 1990s, due to a rise in exclusions during this 

time. The inclusion criteria was adjusted to allow for the inclusion of these texts. Initially only studies 

from the UK were going to be included as it was felt many processes around exclusion might only be 

specific to the UK; however, it was decided to include global research as the experiences of exclusion 

for children and young people (CYP) were felt to be similar and relevant to this study. A summary of 

all inclusion and exclusion criteria can be found in table 2.1 overleaf.  

 



 

7 

 

 

Table 2.1 – Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  

 

Websites, seminal texts and other doctoral research that might not yet have been published were 

also used if relevant to this study. Other relevant texts were also identified through ‘snowballing’, 

which refers to when references are cited in other texts and are deemed as being relevant. Further 

references may also be contained in these texts (Jalali & Wohlin, 2012). The searches were repeated 

regularly throughout the course of the research and alerts were set up on some databases, to 

ensure the results were as up to date as possible.  

 Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Context • Studies focussing on fixed term or 
permanent exclusion 
 

• Studies focussing on the experiences of 
school exclusion for all those involved 
(children and young people (CYP), families 
and school staff)  

 

• Studies seeking the views of CYP 
 

• Studies focusing on support for CYP 
surrounding school exclusion 

 

• Studies of primary and secondary aged 
pupils 
 

• Any gender 
 

• Any ethnicity 

• Studies not focussing on fixed term 
or permanent exclusion 

 

• Studies of the Post-16 population 

Time and 

place 

• Written in English 
 

• Studies published from the year 1990 

• Not written in English 
 

• Studies published prior to the year 
1990 

Study type • Qualitative and/or mixed methods studies 
seeking the views of CYP in relation to 
exclusion 
 

• Relevance to Educational Psychology 
theory or practice 

 

• Full text  

• Quantitative studies not seeking the 
view of CYP in relation to exclusion 

 

• No relevance to Educational 
Psychology theory or practice 

 

• Not full text 
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Appendix One includes a table detailing the search terms used, results found and how the results 

from the literature searches were refined to the most relevant texts. Relevance was determined 

through reading abstracts within the searches and refining the results based on the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria discussed above. Any literature that surrounded children and young people, school 

exclusion (and various other relevant terms such as expulsion, suspension etc.), Pupil Referral Unit 

or Alternative Provision (and other similar terms) and focused on support or supportive strategies 

were deemed as relevant. Further refinement also included searching for literature including pupil or 

child voice as this was deemed as most relevant to the current study. Literature that was clearly 

unrelated to the topic of school exclusion through reading abstracts, were excluded.  

To ensure focus, the studies most relevant were selected and critically examined. Examples of the 

critical examination of these studies can be found in appendix two. Quality criteria (including Tracy 

(2010)  Leonidaki’s (2015) ‘Appraisal Tool for Interview Studies’, Kuper, Lingard & Levinson’s (2008) 

key questions to help assess of qualitative research, and also the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 

(CASP) (2013) tool involving ten questions designed to help a reader think about issues with 

qualitative research in a systematic way) were used to consider the worthiness of the research, its 

rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significance, ethicality, and coherence. 

This literature review will provide definitions of terms used throughout this research, explore the 

current context and prevalence of school exclusions and will examine the government guidance and 

processes. An overview of the relevant literature exploring school exclusions will be provided and 

research relevant to this study will be critically evaluated. The chapter will provide a rationale for 

this piece of research by highlighting gaps within the existing research. 

 

2.2 Key Definitions   

During the literature review, different types of schools within the UK will be discussed. Most pupils 

in England attend a primary or secondary school (or first, middle or high school equivalent), and 

these are referred to as mainstream schools or provisions. Key characteristics can be shown in Figure 

2.1 overleaf. For pupils who require different or additional provision from what can be provided by a 

mainstream school (DfE, 2015), there are ‘special’ schools or specialist provisions or settings.  
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Figure 2.1 – Key characteristics of mainstream schools in England 

Key stage (KS) Year Group Age (years) Stage 

Early Years 
Nursery/Pre-school 3-4 

Primary 

Infant 
First 

school 

Reception 4-5 

KS1 
Year 1 5-6 

Year 2 6-7 

KS2 

Year 3 7-8 

Junior 
Year 4 8-9 

Year 5 9-10 

Middle 
school 

Year 6 10-11 

KS3 

Year 7 11-12 

Secondary 

Lower 
school 

Year 8 12-13 

Year 9 13-14 
High 

school KS4 
Year 10 14-15 Upper 

school Year 11 15-16 

KS5 
Year 12 16-17 

College/ Sixth Form 
Year 13 17-18 

 

Other types of school include Academies, which are state schools funded directly by the central 

government but independent of Local Authority control. Academies can be ‘converters’, where 

outstanding or good schools have voluntarily become academies or can be ‘sponsored’, which 

typically means they have previously been underperforming as maintained schools, forced to 

become an academy. 

 

Exclusion within schools can be ‘fixed-term’ or ‘permanent’. Exclusion is a disciplinary measure the 

Head Teacher of a school can use after significant, serious, challenging and inappropriate behaviour 

in breach of the school’s behavioural policy (Daniels, 2010). Exclusions result from “a serious breach 

or persistent breaches of the school’s behaviour policy” (DfE, 2017: p.10) or where the pupil 

remaining in school would cause harm to the welfare or education of others (DfE, 2017). Fixed-term 

exclusions involve exclusion from school for a set period (DfE, 2017). Pupils may be excluded for 

“one or more fixed periods (up to a maximum of 45 school days in a single academic year)” (DfE, 

2017: p.8) which includes exclusions at previous schools if a pupil has moved during an academic 

year. For fixed-term exclusions over five days, the school’s governing body is responsible for 

arranging suitable full-time education, which should be in place by the sixth day of exclusions (DfE, 
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2017). To minimise the disruption to their education, schools are urged to provide pupils with work 

(DfE, 2017).  

Permanent exclusions, which are the focus of this study, refer to a pupil removed from a school 

permanently to be educated at another school or provision. When a pupil is excluded it is the Local 

Authority’s legal duty to arrange appropriate full-time educational provision by the sixth day of 

exclusion (DfE, 2017). This can include moving to a new school or being educated at a pupil referral 

unit (PRU) until another setting is found. PRUs are also referred to as short-stay schools or 

alternative provisions (AP) (Farouk, 2014).   

Henceforth, fixed-term exclusion will be abbreviated to FTE, and permanent exclusion to PEx. 

The next section will now focus specifically on exclusions; the current context, reasoning for and 

importance of reduction. 

 

2.3 School exclusion 

2.3.1 Current context and prevalence 

2.3.1.1 Policy and Legislation  

Guidance states that all schools catering for school-age pupils (including academies, free schools, 

APs and PRUs) must record exclusions (DfE, 2018a). Exclusions should be used as a “last resort” 

after a range of other strategies have been implemented to support children and young people 

(CYP) (DfES, 2004: p.12). Exclusions typically form the final step of a school’s behaviour policy; 

however, policies between schools differ, resulting in variations in perceptions of behaviour and 

situations where exclusions are used.  

 

2.3.1.2 Academic literature and statistics 

School exclusion has been a concern for numerous years in England, where exclusions occur more 

frequently than in the rest of the United Kingdom (UK) and other European countries (Parsons, 

2011). The number of FTEs and PExs increased particularly during the 1990s (Vulliamy & Webb, 

2000); believed to be because of changes to the way school performance was measured (Wright, 

Weekes & McGlaughlin, 2000). In the 1980s, league tables were introduced, leading to an increased 

focus on academic performance (Wright et al., 2000) and a reduction in the focus on pastoral 

elements (Vulluamy & Webb, 2000). Parents were given more choice in where to send their children 

and decisions were influenced by league tables (Wright et al., 2000). Schools began to compete for 
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pupils, which was felt to discourage schools from keeping pupils who negatively impacted on their 

results and image (Pomeroy, 2000; Vulliamy & Webb, 2000). Subsequently there was an increase in 

exclusions (Blyth & Milner, 1993). 

 

The most recent official exclusions statistics available from the Department for Education (DfE) at 

the time of writing this chapter are for the academic year 2016-17. Between 2015-16 and 2016-17, 

the number of PExs in primary and secondary schools increased but decreased in special schools. 

(DfE, 2018a). During 2016-17, 7,720 PExs occurred across all school types, which increased from 

6,685 the previous year (DfE, 2018a).  Most (83%) of these pupils were excluded from a mainstream 

secondary school (DfE, 2018a). Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) are attended by the majority of 

permanently excluded pupils, where they are supported to find appropriate, next educational 

settings (Soloman & Thomas, 2013). In England there are 330 PRUs, attended by 16,732 pupils and a 

further 22,848 pupils attend other APs (DfE, 2018b). This number of PExs increased by 0.02% of 

pupils on roll in school since the previous academic year (2015-16) and 0.04% since 2012-13, 

demonstrating their rise over time. Between 2015-16 and 2016-17, the rate of FTEs increased from 

4.29% to 4.76% of pupils on roll; rising from 339,360 to 381,865 during these academic years (DfE, 

2018a). Figure 2.2 below details statistics from 1997-2017. Whilst there has been an apparent 

gradual reduction in the number of exclusions since they peaked at 12,670 in 1997, exclusion rates 

begin to grow once again.  
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Figure 2.2 - Number of exclusions in England, 1997- 2017* (DfE, 2018c; DfE 2013). 

Academic 
year 

Number of permanent 
exclusions 

Percentage of the 
school population 

Number of fixed-
term exclusions 

Percentage of the 
school population 

1997-98 12,298 0.16 - - 

1998-99 10,440 0.14 - - 

1999-00 8320 0.11 - - 

2000-01 9160 0.12 - - 

2001-02 9590 0.12 - - 

2002-03 9340 0.12 - - 

2003-04 9990 0.13 344510** 4.49 

2004-05 9570 0.13 389,560 2.12 

2005-06 9330 0.12 - *** - 

2006-07 8680 0.12 425,600 5.66 

2007-08 8130 0.11 383,830 5.14 

2008-09 6,550 0.09 363,280 4.89 

2009-10 5,740 0.08 331,380 4.46 

2010-11 5,080 0.07 324,110 4.34 

2011-12 5,170 0.07 304,370 4.05 

2012-13 4630 0.06 267,520 3.51 

2013-14 4950 0.06 269,475 3.50 

2014-15 5795 0.07 302,975 3.88 

2015-16 6685 0.08 339,360 4.29 

2016-17 7720 0.10 381,865 4.76 

*Includes state-funded primary, secondary and special schools 
**Data for fixed-term exclusions was first collected in 2003-2004 
***No data available on FTE for 2005-06 due to a change in collection method. 

 

Official statistics should be treated with caution as data gathered by the DfE is recognised to be 

underestimated (Vulliamy & Webb, 2001). Discrepancies within the same academic year have been 

demonstrated in the data gathered from differing reputable sources (National Pupil Database and 

the DfE) (Smith, 2009). This may be a result of ‘informal’ or ‘unofficial’ exclusions, which are not 

recorded and include things such as pupils being sent home for the remainder of the school day 

after an incident but this not being recorded (Gazely, Marrable, Brown and Boddy, 2015). Also 

referenced are ‘illegal’ exclusions, where schools discourage pupils from returning or encourage 

parents to remove their child (Macrae, Maguire and Milbourne, 2003), often portraying this as 

being ‘helpful’ to the pupil by avoiding an exclusion on their record (Blyth & Milner, 1996). 

Exclusions are also used as a performance measure for schools which suggests an incentive for 

schools to under-record exclusions (Munn et al., 2000). Official statistics do not reflect the number 

of managed moves or unofficial exclusions which are used by headteachers to avoid PExs (Massey, 

2011). When child-centred and organised well, managed moves can be successful (Abdelnoor, 2007; 

Parsons, 2009); allowing pupils a ‘fresh start’ in a new school (DCSF, 2008a). In reality the managed 

move process does not always consider perspectives of CYP, their views or experiences (Craggs & 
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Kelly, 2018) and can be perceived by parents and student as a way of removing a ‘problem child’, 

rather than working with the pupil (Bagley & Hallam, 2016).  

 

A concern regarding school exclusion is not the number of exclusions, but who is being excluded, 

literature and statistics revealing the most disadvantaged and vulnerable youth who are being 

excluded. As mentioned above, 83% of PExs in 2016-17 were of young people in secondary school 

(DfE, 2018) typically between the ages of 14-16 (Berridge, Brodie, Pitts, Porteous and Tarling, 2001). 

Several characteristics have been highlighted as being over-represented in data for both PExs and 

FTEs; boys are three times more likely than girls to receive a FTE (Clarke, 2011) and the vast majority 

of PExs are male (Smith, 2009). Data suggests that 73% of pupils on roll at PRUs are male (DfE,2010). 

Research suggests that girls may display the same levels of disruption as boys in the classroom, but 

it is perceived as less challenging to teachers (Smith and McVie, 2003) as girls appear to be better 

able to navigate and manipulate school systems (McCluskey, 2008).  Regarding ethnicity; some 

groups are over-represented within exclusion data (Smith, 2009; Wright et. al, 2000). In 2016-17, 

exclusion rates for Travellers of Irish heritage, Gypsy-Roma and those of a Caribbean ethnicity were 

above average for both PEx and FTE (DfE, 2018c).  

 

Socioeconomic status is recognised as impacting on the likelihood of CYP being excluded (Hayden, 

2003). Pupils receiving FSM are more likely than those not to be permanently excluded from school 

(Munn & Lloyd, 2005), and four times more likely to receive a FTE (DfE, 2016). It has been argued 

that ‘middle-class’ parents better understand the education system and subsequently have a 

greater influence on the school-exclusion process (Gillies, 2005). These parents were found to be 

more likely to seek support from professionals than ‘working-class’ parents (Gillies, 2005). School 

catchment area has also been attributed to levels of school exclusion (Abdelnoor, 1999) impacting 

on the attitudes of those living within ‘poorer’ areas, who might believe that nothing can be done to 

change the situation. Social class can impact on the interactions between parents and professionals 

within school, which can have consequences on the provision made for pupils who have been 

excluded (Gazeley, 2012). Not all pupils of low socioeconomic status experience exclusions, 

suggesting that schools are able to overcome social disadvantage (Abdelnoor, 1999).  

 

Many pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) were found to be excluded from 

school. During 2016-17, SEND students accounted for 46.7% of PExs and 44.9% of FTEs (DfE, 2018c). 

The likelihood is that these figures are an underrepresentation as statistics have not considered 
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students who have undiagnosed or unrecognised SEND. Amongst those excluded from school, the 

most frequent category of SEND is social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs (formerly 

known as social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) before the revised SEND Code of 

Practice (SEND CoP) (DfE,2015)) (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). A primary feature of pupils with 

SEBD/SEMH is ‘disruptive behaviour’, which makes the exclusion of these pupils appear unjust (Jull, 

2008). School exclusion is often viewed as a result of ‘within-child’ factors because of the 

disproportionate number of pupils with SEBD/SEMH who are excluded. However, many have 

argued that challenging behaviour is the result of the interaction between within-child and 

environmental factors such as school work being too demanding for a child with learning difficulties 

(Hamill and Boyd, 2002). This is supported by evidence of excluded pupils having speech and 

language difficulties (Games, Curran and Porter, 2012) and learning difficulties (McGregor, Mills, te 

Riele & Hayes, 2015; Wilson & Evans, 1980). Disruptive behaviour has also been linked to pupil’s 

frustration around perceived fairness of discipline (McCluskey, 2012), suggesting the school 

environment can have an impact on behaviour.  

 

The information above highlights inequalities that exist around school exclusion and suggests that 

excluded pupils are typically those who would be described as vulnerable because of factors such as 

SEND and socio-economic situations. Furthermore, exact figures are unknown because of 

‘informal’, ‘unofficial’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions, suggesting exclusion rates are higher than reported. 

Official reasons for exclusions will now be discussed. 

 

2.3.2 Reasons for exclusion  

The Department for Education guidance surrounding exclusions states that the decision to exclude 

is made by a schools headteacher, only as a disciplinary action against acts such as physical, verbal 

or racial abuse, bullying, theft, damage, sexual misconduct or incidents involving drugs or alcohol 

(DfE, 2018c). Official government statistics from 2016-17 indicate that ‘persistent disruptive 

behaviour’ was the most common reason for exclusions within primary and secondary mainstream 

schools, accounting for 35.8% of PExs and 28.9% of FTEs (DfE, 2018c). In special schools, the most 

common reason was ‘physical assault against an adult’, accounting for 37.8% of PExs and 28.1% of 

FTEs. Figure 2.3 (below) displays the reasons provided for school exclusions in England, which 

highlights ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ as the most common reason for exclusion across all 

state-funded schools (35.7% of PExs and 28.4% of FTEs). 
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Figure 2.3 School exclusions in England by reason for exclusion, 2016-17 (DfE, 2018c)  

 Number of 

Permanent 

Exclusions (PExs) 

Percentage 

of PExs 

Number of Fixed-

Term Exclusions 

(FTEs) 

Percentage of 

FTEs 

Persistent disruptive behaviour 2,755 35.7 108,640 28.4 

Other (not specified) 1,355 17.6 75,195 19.7 

Physical assault against a pupil 1,025 13.3 64,355 16.9 

Physical assault against an adult 745 9.7 26,695 7.0 

Verbal abuse/ threatening 
behaviour against an adult 

655 8.5 59,675 15.6 

Drug and alcohol related 565 7.3 9,075 2.4 

Verbal abuse/ threatening 
behaviour against a pupil 

330 4.3 15,170 4.0 

Damage 95 1.2 7,685 2.0 

Theft 40 0.5 4,320 1.1 

Racial abuse 25 0.3 4,565 1.2 

Bullying 25 0.3 4,250 1.1 

 7,720 100% 381,865 100% 

 

Academic literature highlights justifications for exclusions which involve reducing the impact 

disruptive behaviour of one pupil can have on others (Hayden, 1997). Children have the right to an 

education and to learn in a safe environment, and disruptions from peers can impact this (UNCRC, 

1989). Exclusions are designed to be aversive, aiming to punish students for negative behaviour and 

deter future repetition or peers behaving similarly (Costenbader & Markson, 1998). Typically, the 

‘final stage’ after numerous incidents (Blyth & Miller, 1996) and rarely resulting from one-off events 

(Parker, Paget, Ford & Gwernan-Jones, 2016). Excluded pupil’s behaviour is often viewed as needing 

to change (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016), with PRUs and APs viewed as appropriate for supporting 

this (Kinder, Halsey, Kendall, Atkinson, Moor, Wilkin, White & Rigby, 2000). Despite importance 

being placed on inclusion of all pupils (Cole, Daniels & Visser, 2003), there are challenges to educate 

some pupils within mainstream settings, especially those with behavioural difficulties (Leather, 

2009). For some, it is suggested that exclusions have been in the pupil’s interests, to support them 

in gaining access to AP that may be more appropriate for them (Zuriff, 1996). This reflects the way 

some provisions are accessed for pupils, despite this not being an ideal technique for accessing 

support.  
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Caution should be given to this way of thinking as it locates problems within the child. The reasons 

for pupils being excluded as described in section 2.3.1, to an extent are subjective to each school 

and their social construction of what constitutes ‘bad behaviour’. In focusing on the child as the 

‘problem’, other possible contributions to exclusion may be missed. It is important to recognise 

exclusion may not simply be due to within-child factors, but a combination of influences of different 

systems around the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) including influences of the individual, their family, 

community and school systems (Parker et al., 2016).  

 

2.3.3 Reintegration  

The term used to describe a pupil’s transition back into school following an exclusion is 

‘reintegration’. Schools are expected to support pupils after an exclusion; however, there is little 

evidence of what this should involve in both government guidance and academic literature, causing 

variation across schools. 

 

In a study looking into the support pupils receive in a ‘successful’ PRU, Hart (2013) focused on the 

views of six excluded children and four members of staff supporting them.  Staff highlighted a 

challenge in successful reintegration of these pupils in ensuring the appropriate support is put in 

place for pupils on their return to school (Hart, 2013). They also shared that often mainstream staff 

take a within-child view and expect pupil’s behaviour to be ‘fixed’ when they reintegrate (Hart, 

2013). Despite a small sample of four staff, these adults have vast amounts of experience in 

reintegrating pupils, with high levels of success, suggesting they have important understanding of 

criterion for successful reintegration.  A PRUs success is often measured by their rates of 

reintegration (Leather, 2009). However, PRU staff can feel a lack of control in ensuring schools put in 

the appropriate provisions for pupils on their return (Leather, 2009), which can result in further 

breakdowns in placements. Despite relationships being key for these pupils, it has been found that 

many pupils who experience breakdowns in reintegration placements had limited access to 

meaningful or trusting relationships with staff (Meo & Parker, 2004).  

 

Gersch & Nolan (1994) found most pupils at a PRU were looking forward to the prospect of 

reintegration. Pupils were keen to go to a new school, rather than return to their previous (Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). Within this case study, the PRU tailors reintegration to the needs of the pupil by 

showing them they could be successful within mainstream. Pupils found initial part-time attendance, 

only participating in sessions where they could demonstrate success, extremely supportive. Pupils 
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were included in making decisions about which lessons they would attend and were reported to be 

helpful (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Pupils highlighted that they had not been involved in the decision 

around which school they would reintegrate to, and often felt unclear about how these decisions 

were made (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). In some cases, pupils are not aware that returning to a typical 

school is an option (Hayden & Ward, 1996), suggesting limited understanding of the processes in 

school exclusion.  

 

Despite policy and guidance suggesting strategies should be in place to support pupils, it is often the 

case that pupils who receive a FTE in school go on to receive further FTEs and eventually are 

permanently excluded (Gazeley et. al, 2015). This suggests problems with the strategies in place 

regarding reintegration and requires further investigation. This research will uncover supportive 

factors from the perspectives of pupils and staff within a PRU, to hopefully influence support put in 

place for these at-risk pupils. The following chapter will focus on arguments against the use of 

exclusion and look at what is currently occurring within schools to encourage this reduction.  

 

2.3.4 Reduction of exclusion 

2.3.4.1  Reasons against exclusion 

As the statistics discussed previously reveal, school exclusion disproportionately affects certain 

groups, typically including the most vulnerable pupils. Those who experience exclusion from school 

frequently face other negative experiences such as family breakdowns, disruption to schooling 

through multiple house moves, violence or abuse, disability, bullying and restricted aspirations or 

opportunities (Parsons, Godfrey, Howlett, Hayden & Martin, 2001). Considering this, many argue 

against the use of school exclusions.  

 

Recently there has been increased focus on inclusion of all pupils within policy, particularly with the 

most recent SEND CoP (DfE, 2015). Definitions offered within the literature, describe inclusion as 

ensuring all CYP with SEND or additional needs have access to appropriate support (Fredickson & 

Baxter, 2009). The focus of inclusion can be viewed as a movement away from the medical model of 

disability towards the social model, shifting from identifying characteristics within the individual to 

adapting the environment around pupils to enable them to thrive (Llewellyn and Hogan, 2000). Chu 

& Ready (2018) argue that exclusions can be counterproductive as they often result from subjective 

offences and are likely to intensify the negative behaviour. Schools are recognised as playing an 

important role in raising both academic and social-emotional development (Sellstrom & Brember, 
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2009). Removing pupils from this environment can be disruptive to these children, especially when 

from primary schools (Parsons et al, 2001). Abdelnoor (1999) proposes that the same focus on 

inclusion should apply to children with behaviour difficulties and that rather than excluding pupils 

based on within-child factors, schools should examine their environments and consider how they 

can adapt to meet pupil’s needs.  

 

As pupils with SEND are disproportionately excluded, perhaps mainstream settings need to consider 

ways of developing inclusivity further. If the needs of children are not met, this can present as poor 

behaviour (Hayden, 1995). Maag (2004) argues that anti-social behaviour is typically displayed by 

pupils whose social norms do not fit perfectly with the school culture; challenging behaviour is the 

pupils attempt to reject these social norms. For pupils who feel overly-challenged or under-

challenged academically, negative behaviours are common (Parker et al., 2016). Cole (2015) 

describes increased within-child anxieties when there is a significant gap between a pupils 

knowledge and the level teachers pitch work at. There is wide acceptance of Vygotsky’s (1986) ideas 

around how pupils can be supported to master skills. Within this, the ‘Zone of Proximal 

Development’ (ZPD) refers to the distance between actual developmental level where pupils can 

work independently and potential developmental level, which is where pupils can reach if supported 

or guided by more capable others. When a pupil is in the ZPD for a task, support through tailored 

scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) can enable pupils to achieve tasks that would have been 

too challenging for them independently.  Frequently children facing difficulties with reading, writing 

and maths find it challenging to communicate their frustrations, with negative behaviour the outlet 

(Cole, 2015). This again highlights the importance of ensuring pupils receive the appropriate support, 

as behaviour can be viewed as a result of environmental factors.  

 

Parker et al. (2016) used semi-structured interviews to explore the experience of exclusion of 35 

parents and 37 children aged between 5 and 12 years old. Using groups of pupils who had been 

excluded or were at risk of exclusion (AROE) and pupils of the same age and gender who were 

‘coping’ within school, enabled comparisons between their experiences. Many parents argued that 

the exclusion of their child had been unjust, as their child may have unrecognised SEMH difficulties. 

Exclusions were felt to be for behaviours linking to this, where appropriate support has not been 

given despite ongoing issues. Parents felt that exclusions moved the ‘burden’ of their child’s 

behaviour from school to home and reinforced these behaviours as ways of escaping school within 

the child (Parker et al., 2016). Literature surrounding ‘informal’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions highlights 
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situations where schools have excluded pupils, where parents viewed this as being in the best 

interest of the school i.e. when schools were being inspected or there was a whole school carol 

service (Parker et al, 2016). ‘Hidden exclusions’ whilst described to parents as being a way around 

impacting on a pupil’s record, were described by parents as unfair ways of protecting the school’s 

image (Parker et al., 2016). Abdelnoor (1999) argues that “excluded pupils can be moved only from 

one part of the community to another” (Abdelnoor, 1999: p. 65), suggesting that exclusion is not a 

remedy, but simply removing the pupil from school’s responsibility. This fails the pupil as the 

underlying causes of negative behaviour are not addressed (Pomeroy, 2000) and can impact on 

“their long-term prospects” (DfES, 2004, pp.42). Despite this quote referring to outcomes for 

excluded pupils from 14 years ago, current research suggests that these pupils are still achieving 

negative outcomes.  

 

The importance of support surrounding mental health and learning needs has been highlighted 

within changes in the SEND CoP (2015) and within other recent government guidance (Department 

of Health, 2015). Cuts within the voluntary sector and in Children and Adolescent Mental Health 

Service (CAMHS) has impacted on the availability of support for these pupils in need and has 

compromised the support these children require (Parker et al., 2016). In response, the Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers (2015) argue that implementing preventative support can help reduce the 

costs overall as support from an early point can reduce the escalation of difficulties for CYP. The 

Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) (Gill, Quilter-Pinner & Swift, 2017) states that exclusion can 

cost up to £370,000 per young person once costs of “education, benefits, healthcare and criminal 

justice” (pp. 22) are considered, as exclusion is linked to poorer educational outcomes (Chu & Ready, 

2018) which subsequently can impact on a person’s ability to earn. Prevention rather than reaction 

at ‘crisis points’ is supported by many (DfE, 2018a; Parker et al., 2016; Waite, J. M., 2013; Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). Many parents described feeling unsupported and being passed between support 

services or not meeting thresholds for support, which parents felt resulted in difficulties building and 

leading to unfair exclusions (Parker et al., 2016).  

 

Many excluded pupils have been successful within APs and PRUs (McCluskey, Riddell & Weedon, 

2015); arguably a result of having access to support from adults who focus on the best interests of 

the pupils, take their views seriously and are committed to their right to an education (McCluskey et 

al., 2015; Pomeroy, 2000). Within settings where emphasis is placed on pastoral support there is 

evidence for improved relationships between pupils and staff and thus reduced behavioural 
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difficulties (Tucker, 2013). The caring aspect of relationship building is viewed as essential to support 

pupils (Iresom & Hallam, 2005). This demonstrates that ‘challenging’ children can cope within a 

typical learning environment; however, require nurture and additional support to remove barriers, 

suggesting that adaptions could be made within mainstream settings to reduce exclusion.  

 

Within this section, consideration has been given to the argument against the use of exclusions. 

Many argue that exclusions fail to identify underlying causes of disruptive behaviour, which 

frequently result from undiagnosed SEND or additional needs (Pomeroy, 2000), challenges in 

relationships between staff and pupils (Tucker, 2013) and lack of appropriate support (Hayden, 

1995). Exclusion has been found to be closely linked to negative outcomes for pupils (DfES, 2004), 

which will be discussed in the following section.  

 

2.3.4.2 Impact of exclusion  

School exclusion can impact all involved; the pupils, educational settings and families. Within this 

section, the impact on schools and families will be discussed. Focus will then be given to the short 

and long-term impacts exclusion can have on pupils, as this will be a focus of this study. 

 

Cuts in funding for services such as CAMHS has been argued to place pressure on schools to support 

pupils with complex needs (ATL, 2015) and results in schools trying to redirect their own resources 

to counteract lack of available services (Tucker, 2013). Priorities for pastoral support within schools 

are decided considering wide-scale problems, where support is directed at difficulties such as 

truancy or poor classroom behaviour. This results in a stretching of this limited support to meet 

needs of all pupils (Tucker, 2013). The cost of exclusion to schools is described as high by the Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation (1994), with involvement of different services and investment of resources. 

Schools are feeling pressured to meet CYPs needs despite limited resources, which often results in 

support being prioritised to those perceived most needy. Some teachers report feeling that they lack 

the skills to support increasingly challenging needs surrounding children’s mental health or well-

being (Kokkinos, 2007). Parents of excluded children in Parker et al. (2016), recognised that schools 

needed greater support, options, and advice when managing a challenging pupil exceeded their 

capacity and resources. Lally (2013) discovered that staff can experience a sense of helplessness, 

feeling that they are only able to have a limited impact on influencing behaviour.  
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Home-school relationships are highlighted throughout the literature; where close and positive 

relationships can support the reduction of pupils being AROE (Frankham et al., 2007). Research by 

Gazeley (2012) focused on the relationships professionals and school staff had with the parents of 

excluded children and the negative impact that reduced parental engagement can have on the 

process of exclusion. Despite parental involvement being key, some parents describe feeling they 

are not always included (Frankham et al., 2007). Parents felt that their voices were not always 

valued by the school and thus often felt they had failed their child by not being able to advocate 

more for them to prevent exclusion (Parker et al., 2016). In taking perspectives of parents whose 

children had been excluded from school, Frankham et al. (2007) found that all 19 parents 

interviewed described the difficulties their child and family had encountered whilst the pupil was in 

mainstream. Challenges included feeling as though school staff had not involved them quickly 

enough when challenges were occurring and feeling that when they were finally involved, there was 

a sense of blame and criticism of the parents. This perceived power-imbalance between staff and 

parents did not support the development of positive home-school relationships. Further challenges 

parents described surrounded gaining access to appropriate support for their children. This was 

described as a ‘battle’ to get started (Frankham et al., 2007). Where support did occur, the processes 

involved were perceived to be frustrating and drawn-out (Parker et al., 2016). Parker et al. noted a 

limitation of their study in only seeking the views of parents and excluding staff and children’s views 

as this could have enabled a more detailed exploration of these exclusions. Regardless, this research 

is valuable in giving parents the opportunity to share their unique experiences of their child’s school 

exclusion and highlights important challenges that could be supported to improve the process.  

 

Parents reported feeling the stigma associated with having a child who had been excluded from 

school led to them isolating themselves (Parker et al., 2016). Parents described exclusions of their 

children leading to loss of jobs because of having to either leave work to collect their child or having 

to be at home with their child (Frankham et al., 2007) whose behaviour can often be challenging to 

manage (Gazeley, 2012). This results in both psychological and financial implications for families 

(Parker et al., 2016). Research conducted by Hodge & Wolstenholme (2016) examined the 

experiences of parents who had been involved in the appeals system for their child’s exclusion. 

Interviews with 21 parents highlighted that parents often felt marginalised within the appeals 

process and that their voice had no power. Parents reported not fully understanding the process or 

that Independent Review Panel (IPR) decisions did not have to be followed by the schools. This lack 

of understanding of rights, responsibilities and options following a permanent exclusion has also 
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been supported by other studies (Gersch & Nolan, 1994) Parents felt the appeals process was “too 

aligned with the schools to be impartial” (Hodge & Wolstenholme, 2016: pp. 1305). Parents 

described feeling overwhelmed emotionally and financially at the process of appeals, which took 

significant time to prepare for and often costs of legal support were unaffordable. Access to support 

was limited and the Government’s austerity measures had resulted in cuts and dramatic reductions 

in these services and available personnel (Bhati & Heywood, 2013).  Hodge & Wolstenholme (2016) 

highlighted serious challenges faced by families faced with appeals processes and exclusions. 

Permanent exclusions are described as causing additional stress to families where the likelihood of 

low socioeconomic status and associated challenges occurring are much greater (Munn et al., 2001).  

 

The following sections will focus on the impact exclusion can have on the pupil involved and will 

highlight the detrimental effects exclusion can have. 

 

2.3.4.2.1 Impact on pupils 

Exclusion impacts pupils both at the time and in later life (Gazeley et al., 2015). Research involving 

the views of excluded pupils highlights that exclusions are viewed as significant and negative events 

for them, even when these are fixed-term and for short periods of time (Hayden & Ward, 1996). It is 

likely that those who receive PEXs will have experienced numerous FTEs (Gazeley et al., 2015; 

Abdelnoor, 1999). The following sections will now discuss key challenges faced by pupils when 

excluded, as discussed within the literature.  

 

2.3.4.2.1.1 Missed learning opportunities 

Exclusion results in pupils missing learning opportunities during their time out of school (Munn et. 

al, 2000), as well as social opportunities (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Besides the physical time 

missed from school, Parker et al. (2016) argue that exclusion can result in high levels of emotional 

distress for CYP and challenges in coping with the practicalities of being out of education. Once a 

pupil returns to school, it is likely that their class will have moved on. Considering the high 

proportion of children with SEND being excluded, this is extremely significant as these pupils may 

find it more challenging to ‘catch up’ compared to their peers. Schools have a duty to provide pupils 

with work whilst they are away from school (DfE, 2018a); however, studies have revealed that most 

pupils spent all their time indoors, watching television or playing computer games (Hayden &Ward, 

1994). Only a small number of pupils in Hayden & Ward’s (1994) study discussed completing school 

work during their time at home, but 27% of pupils interviewed revealed they were worried about 
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falling behind. Even if work is provided, students with SEND may find it challenging to access 

without the support of teachers or other school staff. Within Parker et al.’s (2016) study, this notion 

was supported as parents claimed exclusion had negatively impacted on their child academically.  

 

Examining educational journeys of 24 young people excluded from a special school or PRU, Pirrie, 

Macleod, Cullen & McClusky (2011) concluded that exclusion had “severely disrupted” these pupil’s 

“educational pathways” (p 535). Pupils within this study were described as having multiple, 

complex needs including SEBD and moderate learning difficulties and exclusion was argued to 

exacerbate their social and learning difficulties. Parents felt it had impacted on the willingness of 

other settings wanting to take their child. Despite national policy stating that all children are 

entitled to access education, this study highlights how stigma can result in challenges to accessing 

education post-exclusion. The use of ‘illegal’ or ‘unofficial’ exclusions are also highly damaging to 

pupils and their families (Barnardos, 2010) as they frequently result in difficulties finding new 

school placement. Schools are reluctant to enrol pupils with a history of problematic behaviour and 

with an increased number of Academies (DfE, 2012), there is greater flexibility in following the 

School Admissions Code 2014 than in LA maintained schools (Child Law Advice, 2017). Evidence 

places the rate of exclusion in academies as nearly twice than maintained secondary school 

(Barnardos, 2010). 

 

Although a range of negative outcomes are commonly associated with school exclusion, there are 

instances where pupils have achieved more positive outcomes (Hart, 2012). Pirrie et al. (2011) 

found that these were typically attributed to the positive relationships young people made in their 

placement post-exclusion. PRUs have been described as offering children second chances and 

supporting young people to access further and higher education (Quine, 2015). However, 

qualifications gained demonstrate that these pupils are still underperforming in comparison to their 

peers in mainstream settings. In the academic year of 2009/2010, only 1.4% of pupils in AP 

(including PRUs) achieved five or more GCSEs grade A*-C or equivalent, including Mathematics and 

English compared to 53.4% of pupils across all schools (DfE, 2011a). By 2016-2017, only 1% of pupils 

who have been excluded achieved the same results, demonstrating a further decrease over time 

(Gill et al., 2017).  With regards to pupil’s perceptions of the curriculum offered in PRUs and APs, 

some pupils feel disadvantaged by the reduced curriculum available to them (Pomeroy, 2000). 

Pupils in Pomeroy’s (2000) study felt that pupils in mainstream received more qualifications and of 

a perceived higher standard. It has been suggested that some pupils do not perceive PRUs as 
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‘schools’, but as places where attendance is to support anger management or improving behaviour 

(Leather, 2009).  

 

Whilst experiences vary between people, the general picture is that exclusion links to time out of 

education and subsequent poorer academic achievement rates (Gill et al., 2017; Pirrie et al., 2011; 

DfE, 2011a). To improve the educational outcomes of these vulnerable pupils, more needs to be 

done to uncover what factors lead to these challenges and how exclusions can be reduced, which is 

what the current research will attempt. The next section will now discuss the impact exclusion can 

have on pupil’s perceptions of school.  

 

2.3.4.2.1.2 Perceptions of schooling 

Numerous excluded pupils have described their previous school experiences as wasted time 

(McCluskey et al., 2015), where they have experienced failure and a lack of belonging (McGregor et 

al., 2015). Repeated cycles of exclusions can lead to pupils giving up on education completely 

(Smyth & Hattam, 2004). Interviews with pupils and parents have suggested that exclusions can 

result in a loss of faith with the school system. Many parents have felt that exclusions have been 

undeserved as incidents have been believed to be a result of a child’s needs not being understood 

or where relationships have broken down between staff and the pupils or their families (Hodge & 

Wolstenholme, 2016). Thus, some pupils report feeling relieved after an exclusion, as it results in 

them being removed from somewhere where their needs had not been understood (Pomeroy, 

2000). Some pupils in Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) research felt their difficulties with school had started 

in primary school and worsened from there, suggesting mainstream settings face difficulties 

identifying and supporting pupils needs quick enough to reduce longer-term impacts.  

 

Often within research surrounding exclusion, CYP, families and staff supporting these pupils describe 

the importance of building relationships with the child and their family as a way of reducing the risk 

of exclusion (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016; Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Where challenges have 

arisen in forming these relationships, CYP can feel as though they have not been supported by staff 

and begin to perceive this as typical. Pupils have described incidents during their time at school 

where they have been subject to bullying from peers and felt that staff did not intervene (Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). In some instances, pupils describe teachers having been unfriendly and insensitive to 

their needs (Leather, 2009). Staff were viewed as treating pupils unfairly and frequently shouting at 

pupils, where this was felt inappropriate (Leather, 2009). Children often recalled negative 
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perceptions of and experiences with teachers within previous schools (Hart, 2013). Prior to exclusion, 

CYP often perceived an unequal power relationship between staff and students (Lumby & Morrison, 

2009) which impacted on pupil’s enthusiasm to return to mainstream after their time at a PRU (Hart, 

2013). Children are often concerned with new teachers over-scrutinising their behaviour or not giving 

them a chance to prove themselves because of their history (Hayden & Ward, 1994).  

 

The impact of a school’s ethos can result in adaptions to pupil’s perception of the school system. As 

most of school exclusions occur with secondary age pupil, an argument for this comes from Farouk 

(2017) whose research including the views of CYP demonstrated that transition from primary to 

secondary education was challenging for these pupils. Many find it challenging to move from a more 

‘child-centred’ and nurturing ethos within primary to what Farouk describes as “the institutional and 

impersonal nature of secondary school” (Farouk, 2017: pp. 19). Pomeroy’s (2000) study is supported 

by this; pupils attending a Behavioural Support Centre following exclusion demonstrated an increase 

in motivation through attendance and engagement compared to their secondary provisions. This 

Centre had been able to positively impact on these pupils through building a sense of attachment to 

school, which is something previous settings had lacked. This study will examine what professionals 

within APs do to support this engagement within pupils through examining environmental factors 

children and staff feel contribute to pupil’s engagement with their learning.  

 

CYP who have been excluded are often thought of as ‘disaffected’ (Briggs, 2010; Pomeroy, 2000), 

where individuals are generally passive, lack engagement and participation and have a general 

hostility towards education (Hartas, 2011).  The definition implies pupils are to blame for not 

engaging with learning. However, others believe disaffection can be caused by a range of individual 

and social factors which can sometimes be out of the pupil’s control (Munn et al., 2000). Factors 

include staff-pupil relationships and the skills of teachers in engaging pupils in learning (Macleod, 

2007). By associating disaffection with individual factors, this draws away from the responsibility of 

schools to meet the needs of CYP and to consider the possible systemic barriers that may be resulting 

in lack of engagement (Hartas, 2011). Negative learning experiences described by excluded pupils 

and their families to include things such as unmet learning needs, irrelevance of work and poor self-

efficacy (Lally, 2013). Research from Pomeroy’s (2000) study exploring the educational pathways of 

31 young people excluded from mainstream secondary provisions highlighted that most pupils 

described being disengaged from education for a significant period before their exclusion.  Although 



 

26 

 

Pomeroy (2000) highlights some important points, the study is limited to a small sample size which is 

too small for generalisation, but too large for in-depth analysis of each case.  

 

Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory describes self-efficacy as a person’s belief in their own ability 

to accomplish tasks or to succeed in situations, which can impact on approaches towards challenges. 

If pupils have poor self-efficacy, it can affect how pupils feel within the classroom and their 

willingness to approach tasks perceived as too challenging or unachievable (Bandura, 1977). This is 

supported by more recent research where young people are described as seeking more informal 

methods of participating to seek a sense of reward from school (Hartas, 2011), such as disengaging in 

school when perceiving themselves as unsuccessful and taking part in ‘street cultures’ to gain respect 

(Briggs, 2009).  It is therefore important to try and understand and address the environmental and 

contextual causes of disaffection to reduce the detachment from education that some of these 

pupil’s experience. The following section will discuss the impact exclusion can have on a CYPs 

identity.  

 

  2.3.4.2.1.3 Challenges to identity  

Disengagement and disaffection can impact on CYPs identity development. When students perceive 

themselves as unsuccessful in school, they are likely to search for other ways of having positive 

experiences (Briggs, 2009). Participants in Farouk’s (2017) study which gained the autobiographical 

memories of adolescents who had been excluded during secondary school, highlighted that many 

pupils felt secondary schooling was impersonal and led them to forming relationships with peer 

groups where it was viewed as being ‘cool’ to be rude or confrontational towards others. As part of 

an Australian study by Smyth, Hattam, Cannon, Edwards, Wilson & Wurst (2004) exploring how 209 

pupils had made sense of early school leaving, young people appeared to reject the suggested 

identities within school, especially where they go against the individuals’ sense of personal identity. 

For examples uniforms being felt to restrict attempts of self-expressions through appearance. 

Despite not directly focusing on school exclusion and being Australian (making it culturally-specific), 

it is valuable as there are many parallels with time out of education and themes of disengagement 

for excluded pupils. Schools are viewed as important in impacting on how CYP see themselves, and 

how they construct their identities (Lannegrand-Willems & Bosma (2006). Considering this, it would 

be valuable to explore how excluded CYP make sense of their experiences and how this affects their 

sense of identity.   
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Peer network has been highlighted as extremely important to CYP. Exclusion can have a dramatic 

impact on the opportunities for spending time with friends (Hayden & Ward, 1994). When discussing 

return to school after an exclusion (both FTE or PEx), most wanted to attend a new school, to have a 

‘fresh start’ or to avoid their old peer group who had previously influenced their behaviour (Hayden 

& Ward, 1994). This suggests that they sought the opportunity to form new and more positive 

identities for themselves. Those wanting to return to their previous setting, had based this on 

wanting to return to their friends (Hayden & Ward, 1994), irrespective of their negative previous 

experiences, such as challenges with staff or lack of engagement with teaching styles. Being with 

friends was the most important factor for some. Within much of the research, many describe a sense 

of ‘not belonging’ in their previous setting (Lally, 2013). For CYP social acceptance was something 

they desired, but often faced difficulties with (Lally, 2013), suggesting a key area for support for 

excluded pupils is to help them gain social acceptance for positive reasons and enable them to 

develop positive self-identities.  

 

Throughout the literature strong threads arise of excluded pupils feeling labelled, misunderstood 

and restricted by their perceived identity. Research by Frankham, Edwards-Kerr, Humphrey & 

Roberts (2007) created six case studies involving pupil, parents and AP staff from two different 

institutions for excluded pupils and those AROE. All parents in these cases reported their child 

being labelled as ‘trouble’ in mainstream school, and how they have found it difficult to escape this 

label. The stigma associated with exclusion can impact on pupil’s relationships with peers and has 

been argued to impact on the emotional wellbeing and mental health of pupils (Parker et al., 2016). 

Through interviewing pupils aged 13-16 years with a recognised SEND of SEBD, Sheffield & Morgan 

(2016) highlighted pupils often evaluate themselves negatively because of being labelled. 

Frequently, pupils described boredom as a contributor to challenging behaviour, typically when 

work was pitched at an inappropriate level (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Perceiving work as too easy 

or challenging can result in students believe this is the ability they are perceived at, which can 

impact on their identity within a classroom. In always finding work too challenging, there is risk of 

negative comparisons against their peers which could detrimentally impact on their self-esteem 

(Frankham et al., 2007). When work is perceived as too easy, this can lead to disengagement as 

there appears to be no point in completing work (Pomeroy, 2000). Frequently, pupils can be placed 

in lower sets than their ability level due to their behaviour which pupils feel is unjust (Pomeroy, 

2000). Children offered reasons for their disruptive behaviour which included to gain attention 

from peers and adults (Gersch & Nolan, 1994), or to remove attention away from finding work not 
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being appropriately pitched (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016; Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils attending PRUs 

typically have reduced opportunities to complete the same quantity of qualifications as their peers 

within mainstream, which can lead to excluded pupils feeling different to their peers in mainstream 

(Pomeroy, 2000). 

 

Challenges arise when adults use labels with attached negative connotations (such as SEBD) to 

describe groups of pupils as though this is their main trait (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). This is 

highly likely to influence the way pupils view themselves. Some young people reject and resent these 

labels (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Research including CYP’s views surrounding their exclusions 

have highlighted how many feel that attending PRUs or APs has enabled them to have a ‘fresh start’ 

and make improvements to themselves (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Whilst this appears to be 

positive it can reinforce the ‘within-child’ attributes and focuses the blame on the child. In CYP 

highlighting this, many societal and situational factors must be down-played which is likely to 

reinforce to pupils that they are innately ‘naughty’ and ‘disruptive’. For many, they have a long 

history of getting into trouble and often have experienced reprimand and physical threats of 

exclusion in front of their peers which can link to stigmatisation and isolation (Parker et al., 2016). 

Pupils can feel trapped in this version of themselves and feel powerless to make changes (Frankham 

et al., 2007) There has been evidence to suggest that pupils who experience multiple exclusions 

begin to accept exclusions (Hayden & Ward, 1994), suggesting a shift in their identity to where pupils 

may feel that there is nothing that can be done to change. This is exacerbated when adults around 

the pupils reinforce these messages. Hendickx, Mainhard, Boor-Klip, Cillessen & Brekelmans (2016) 

argue that if teachers demonstrate negative attitudes towards pupils, this can influence how their 

peers respond to them. For pupils with SEBD/SEMH, the perceived negative behaviours are typically 

a response to discomfort and uncertainty. By teachers responding negatively to the disruptive 

behaviour of a student with SEBD/SEMH, their typically developing peers may make negative 

interpretations of that student (de Leeuw, de Boer & Minnaert, 2018).   

 
Where the previous sections have focused on the immediate and short-term effects of exclusion, 

the following section will now summarise some of the long-term impacts exclusion can have on 

CYP. 
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  2.3.4.2.1.4 Long term impacts 

School exclusion has been the subject of controversy due to links with crime, low educational 

achievement (Pirrie et al., 2011; Gazeley, 2010) and long-term unemployment (Munn et al., 2000). A 

strong link has been made between exclusion from school and offending behaviour later in life 

(Vulliamy & Webb, 2000; Pomeroy, 2000). Previous exclusions are a strong predictor of further 

exclusions, antisocial behaviour (Costenbader & Markson, 1994) and link to juvenile court referrals 

(Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier & Valentine., 2009). A survey of 15-18-year olds in custody found 86% 

of these males and 82% of these females had been excluded from school at some point in their 

educational history (Summerfield, 2010). This pattern continues through to the adult prison system. 

Data from the IPPR (Gill et al., 2017) reported findings from the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), 2012) that 

during 2012, 63% of the prison population had been excluded from school, with 42% having been 

permanently excluded and being most likely to reoffend. Care should be given to statistics and 

apparent correlation. There are a number of risk factors associated with involvement in crime, not 

just school exclusion; however, there are commonalities between risk factors for exclusion as 

described in section 2.3.1 which include socioeconomic status, SEND and vulnerability (Berridge, et 

al., 2001).Whilst opportunities to commit crime may be increased following exclusion, such as 

reduced supervision when out of education and absence of guardians (Hodgson & Webb, 2005), 

there are other factors involved. This was demonstrated by Martin, Hayden, Turner & Ramsell (1999) 

who found that in a study of 24 excluded young people, 70.8% admitted that they had offended 

prior to their exclusion.  

 

School exclusion had pupils doubting what would happen in their future (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). 

Chu & Ready (2018) highlight that excluded pupils in an American High school typically had lower 

attendance rates and were more likely than peers to drop out of education. Whilst this may be 

culturally-specific, it highlights the challenges faced when ensuring pupils who have been excluded 

remain in education. There is a strong correlation between PEx and the likelihood of young people 

not being in employment, education or training (NEET) aged 16-19 years (DfE, 2011b), resulting in 

“long-term costs for society” (Cole, 2015, pp. 43). Underachievement, which is typically associated 

with excluded pupils, can reduce employment prospects (Hayden, 1997) and involvement with 

petty crime (Parsons et al., 2001). As discussed previously, only 1% of excluded pupils achieved 

‘good’ GCSE results and without the qualifications needed to enrol on further and higher education 

courses, apprenticeships or the workplace, many young people struggle to access work or maintain 

jobs (Gill et al., 2017).  
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 2.3.4.3 Focus on reducing exclusions 

Exclusions within school are firmly rooted within LA processes and despite many arguments 

describing the detrimental effects exclusion can have on CYP, their families and schools, its use 

within policy does not appear to have been questioned (Wright et.al, 2000). Different and 

conflicting policies guide schools but at the same time schools are under high pressure to meet 

performance indicators (Hayden, 1997). Vulliamy & Webb (2000) argued that placing such an 

emphasis on academia meant the pastoral side was overlooked. Combining this with austerity cuts 

and services evolving from being embedded within LAs to increased ‘trading’ or ‘privatisation’ 

where services are charged directly to schools, makes appropriately supporting all individuals a 

challenge for schools.  

 

Despite government focus recently on reducing rates of exclusion, there is minimal official guidance 

on how this can be achieved. Previous attempts have involved removing school’s power to exclude; 

however, this was ineffective as it failed to address underlying reasons for exclusion (Pomeroy, 

2000). Instead, it is important to focus on making exclusions that do happen, effective (DfE, 2017). 

It would appear vital to evaluate what happens in the build up to the exclusion and afterwards, 

especially from the child’s perspective to understand their experience. Research has tended to 

approach school exclusion with reference to factors such as socioeconomic status or SEND as a way 

of understanding why CYP with these factors are at a greater risk of exclusion. Whilst identifying 

causal factors is important for providing support, it is important to understand the significance of 

exclusion. To reduce exclusions, we need to understand them from perspectives of those who 

know them best. The following section will now discuss the importance of listening to the views of 

CYP regarding situations they are involved in, to gain a deeper understanding of the causes and 

impact of exclusion, how individuals make sense of exclusion and how positive changes can be 

made through recognising what pupil’s value.  

  

2.5 Pupil Involvement 

Inclusive practices underpin a commitment to children’s rights, which are increasingly being 

integrated into national policy and legislation (McClusky et al., 2015). Pupil’s views being considered 

is highlighted in the Children Act (HMSO, 1989), the Education Act (HMSO, 1993) and the SEND CoP 

(2015). Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) states that CYP have the right to express their views about 

things affecting them (Robinson, 2014). Despite this emphasis, academic literature suggests that 

individuals are often left out of decisions surrounding their education (Rose, 2005). Educational 
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practices frequently focus on ‘telling’ pupils rather than promoting choice and independence 

(Roffey, 2013). The majority of excluded CYP are capable of recognising what is happening to them, 

therefore involvement of pupils is moral (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Individuals have the right to know 

and be involved in decision making regarding what is happening to them, to hear evidence 

presented against them and to have their views taken seriously (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Listening to 

pupils, shifts the traditional power dynamic of adults being in charge and promotes a sense of 

mutual respect, which can impact positively on their motivation towards learning and can reduce 

behaviour problems (Leather, 2009).  

 

Substantial insight can be gained from looking at individual’s behaviour and understanding of 

situations, which is a strength of seeking autobiographical memories (Farouk, 2017). Exclusions 

theoretically should occur as a final resort, suggesting difficulties will have been experienced for 

prolonged periods of time. The perspectives of those involved is likely to demonstrate what has 

happened, and should be investigated (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Qualitative methods can make a 

considerable contribution to the understanding of individuals constructs and allows those from 

marginalised groups to have a voice (Ungar, 2003). Qualitative research does not always aim for 

generalisability but allows for valuable perspective of how improvements could be made for their 

individual lives (Hayes, 2004). It is important that adults try to understand the experiences of CYP 

when facing difficulties to ensure appropriate interventions are put in place (Sheffield & Morgan, 

2016). 

 

In Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) study, listening to the views of excluded pupils highlighted that they had 

perceived themselves to have difficulties in building relationships with peers and staff; for some 

because of frequent school moves. Most perceived their teachers taking an immediate dislike to 

them and felt that all their actions were interpreted negatively. This was particularly the case once 

pupils reintegrated to a new school with the label of ‘excluded’. Interestingly, pupils did not always 

know the reasons for their exclusions and felt they had not always been told. Pupils described not 

always expecting exclusions as they felt there had been few warnings. Exclusions were described as 

unfair, especially as they had not had the opportunity to share their perspectives. Pupils were able 

to provide ideas around what support they would have found helpful e.g. having the opportunity to 

talk through situations with a key adult in school and who could support them in controlling their 

temper and understanding their feelings. Whilst this study had a limited sample size of six 

participants from one provision, the information gathered was valuable in uncovering difficulties the 
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pupils faced. These included difficulties in building and managing relationships, the impact of life 

experiences such as frequent moves, a sense of lack of control, lack of understanding about the 

exclusions process, feeling there had been lack of pupil involvement or that their views had not been 

heard. The pupils were able to share their perspectives on what they feel would have helped them in 

the build up to being excluded (having someone to talk to), which is also supported by many other 

pupils in similar research (Robinson, 2014; Tucker, 2013; Hayden & Ward, 1994). Students in 

Tucker’s (2013) study also contributed that they would have found it valuable to have spaces within 

school where pupils could talk to adults without feeling judged. Pupils felt having non-teaching staff 

in pastoral roles was valuable as some pupils found it challenging to talk to teachers about personal 

situations.  Similarly, Hayden & Ward (1994) gave insight into challenges excluded pupils had faced, 

highlighting the limited impact of certain rewards and sanctions used within school on motivating 

them to change their behaviours. Whilst the findings from both studies may not be generalisable, 

both offer insight for each school involved. Structures of pastoral support to ensure pupils feel there 

are non-teaching staff available to talk to, and the adaption of behaviour policies to ensure rewards 

and sanctions were meaningful for the pupils, are positive changes that could come from listening to 

pupil’s perspectives.  

 

As demonstrated in the research above, pupil’s involvement can offer valuable insights which could 

be used by schools and professionals to gain a deeper understanding of the pupil’s constructions and 

lead to adaptions in practice (Fielding & Bragg, 2003). In some cases, pupil voice can be seen as 

tokenistic, as highlighted by pupils in a study by Sellman (2009). Pupils here described feeling 

frustrated where school council meetings were shaped by adult’s agendas and pupils felt their true 

voice was not being heard. Change is clearly needed to move to ways of effectively gaining and using 

pupil’s views, and to support them in being a valuable part of processes. Previous research has 

suggested that pupil involvement should be viewed as a ‘continuum’, rather than an ‘all or nothing’ 

principle (Gersch, 1992). This links to Hart’s (1992) ‘ladder of participation’ which highlights the 

different steps that can be involved in pupil participation. The initial rungs on the ladder include 

manipulation, decoration and tokenism which Hart (1992) argues are stages of non-participation for 

children as it may appear their voice is being heard, but there is no real understanding about what is 

being asked of them. As the rungs continue, they represent increased levels of participation where 

pupils take increasing roles within decision making processes, ending at the stage where adults and 

children work together as equal partners. Hart (1992) recognises that pupils may be at different 
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stages on this ladder, depending on their capacity and the context of situations, but it is important 

for children to be involved within matters affecting them.  

 

Exclusions guidance states that pupils should be supported and encouraged to participate in all 

stages of the exclusion process (DfE, 2017); however, attending AP has been suggested within the 

literature that this decision is rarely made by pupils (Gazeley, 2010). Typically, CYP are described as 

being referred by others or because of PEx and have little choice in whether they attend or not 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Little of the current research regarding exclusion uses the pupil’s 

voice to inform or develop policy and practices (Pomeroy, 2000). The academic literature 

demonstrates that current government policy does not reflect the views of many researchers that 

the views of CYP should be a key source for this (Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils also are expressing a desire 

to be included within this process, as demonstrated by a group of pupils starting to campaign for 

#EducationNotExclusion after the most recent GCSE results to try raise the profile of the impact of 

exclusion. These pupils recognise the negative link of exclusion and prison and have depicted this 

visually in the style of London tube maps (ITV, 2018) and are trying to be heard.  

 

The following section will now discuss further where research involving pupil voice has highlighted 

what pupil’s value as supportive to reduce their risk of exclusion. 

 

2.6 Support  

Numerous studies have highlighted key factors felt to support pupils AROE or who have been 

excluded. To meet the social-emotional needs of these pupils, Ofsted (2005) offer guidance for 

schools. They recommend a positive classroom ethos where classrooms are organised, there are 

high expectations and appropriate tasks set; staff show interest in pupils and respect them 

regardless of their challenging behaviour; there is strong teamwork between staff and lessons are 

planned to account for different abilities, interests and learning styles of all pupils. This section will 

outline key factors highlighted within the literature for supporting these pupils. 

 

 2.6.1. Ethos 

Schools described as person-centred and caring have been suggested by pupils to support them to 

develop (Farouk, 2017). Having a calm and predictable environment where there is consistency of 

teaching staff, was described as a positive aspect of an AP in Thomson & Pennacchia’s (2016) study. 

Students in this study felt this was especially true in comparison between their secondary schools 
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where frequent changes of lessons and teachers resulted in unpredictability. The comparison 

between primary and secondary ethos is highlighted in research; secondary schools are often 

described as institutional and focusing on conformity, whereas pupils tend to describe a sense of 

freedom and emphasis on creativity in primary settings (Farouk, 2017).   

 

The development of a school’s ethos is the responsibility of the senior management team, but 

maintaining and developing this requires the involvement and commitment of all staff (Cole, 2015; 

Ofsted, 2011). Teamwork, where staff share information, support each other and listen to the views 

of CYP are central to a supportive ethos (Munn et al., 2010, Leather, 2009). Solomon & Thomas 

(2013) discuss the relevance of Maslow’s (1943) ‘Theory of Motivation’ in fostering well-being and 

positive emotional health of pupils within schools. Maslow (1943) theorises that individuals have a 

range of needs, including ‘physiological and survival’, ‘safety’, ‘love, affection and belonging’, ‘self-

esteem’ and ‘self-actualisation’. Solomon & Thomas (2013) discuss how adaptions within school can 

meet these needs in various ways: 

• Physiological and survival needs: providing comfortable classrooms, areas of play, access to 

healthy foods and drinking water and things such as breakfast club 

• Safety needs: clear policies and explicit, simple rules and consistent and caring supervision 

• Affection and belonging: positive relationships with peers and staff, celebration of diversity, 

clear adults who can be sought for support, displaying pupils work and pupil involvement 

with rule and expectation setting 

• Self-esteem: use of praise, appropriate and supportive language to correct undesirable 

behaviours, clear rewards systems, events that focus on positive attention (e.g. star of the 

day) and opportunities for pupils to have special responsibilities 

• Self-actualisation: stimulating lessons, opportunities for reflections, positive modelling by all 

staff and a curriculum that enables communication of feelings and experiences. 

 

Parental engagement with a child’s education can have a positive impact on achievements and 

behaviour (DfE, 2017) and is a vital part of a school’s ethos. Parents report open and honest 

communication is key to ensuring the appropriate support is given to their child (Parker et al. 2016). 

For APs within Frankham et al.’s (2007) study building positive relationships with parents was crucial 

as it not only enabled consistency between approaches at home and school, but it also helped the 

pupils feel they were able to share information about their home lives as it was clear to pupils that 

the staff wanted to support the child and their family.  
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 2.6.2 Treatment of pupils 

PRU staff interviewed as part of Farouk’s (2017) study viewed building a more person-centred 

relationship with pupils, was key to their success with excluded pupils. This was apparent in other 

studies of APs also, where staff focused on developing the social skills of pupils through modelling 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). The quality of teacher-pupil relationships can have a significant 

impact on strengths and struggles within school (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Children often 

incorporate positive comments made by others into descriptions of themselves, highlighting the 

importance relationships can have on identity development. Poor relationships can result in 

deterioration of pupil’s behaviour (Cole, 2015; Sellman, 2009). Positive relationships have been 

considered to support children cope in class despite facing difficulties (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016).  

Staff who had the most impact were described as supportive, understanding and demonstrating 

belief in the pupils, enabling them to feel relaxed and willing to learn (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016).  

 

Staff working within PRUs share that their students usually need “time, effort, commitment and 

expertise of dedicated professionals working in well-organised, well-resourced and responsive 

systems” (Taylor, 2012: pp. 4). Routines within school can often act as a counter-balance to the 

chaotic home lives of these pupils (Taylor, 2012). Pupils who know what is expected of them and 

what is going to occur next often respond with improved behaviour as this fosters a sense of security 

and belonging (Cole, 2015). When there are high expectations of the pupils, awareness of the 

reward systems and how to work towards these, it helps promote a sense of ownership for pupils 

(Hart, 2013; Leather, 2009). When pupils felt forced into something (e.g. attending anger 

management sessions) this support was ineffective as CYP were resistant to participate as they felt 

they had no control over what was being done to them (Tucker, 2013).  Pupils were more willing to 

be directed when they viewed relationships with adults as safe and built on trust (Thomson & 

Pennacchia, 2016). Relationships affect the willingness of pupils to try and understand their 

behaviour, as pupils could only openly discuss difficult situations when they felt safe with adults 

(Frankham et al., 2007). AP providers argued it was important to support the pupils to move from 

needing external discipline to being able to take responsibility for their actions and cope when in less 

structured environments (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016).  

 

Where positive examples of behaviour, effort or achievement occurred, parents and pupils 

appreciated where AP staff shared this with home as this helped reinforce that there were reasons 

for positive praise rather than only misbehaviour being discussed (McCluskey et al., 2015).  
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When undesirable behaviours are displayed, it was key that the action was condemned rather than 

the individual carrying this out and staff clearly forgave pupils once incidents had been discussed 

(Frankham et al., 2007). Thomson & Pennacchia, (2016) found a key to success for alternative 

provisions surrounded staff always being present and visible to pupils. Having a high staff to student 

ratio allows for problems being dealt with quickly and support always being available for pupils. High 

levels of communication between staff was also viewed as important, so that the individual needs of 

pupils could continually be met by any member of staff who comes into contact with them. 

 

Activities and trips are an important part of the curriculum within PRUs and APs, as they provide 

pupils with opportunities to prove that they are responsible individuals and that adults trust them 

(Frankham et al., 2007). They also enable opportunities for teaching important social skills through 

incidental learning and foster positive memories that can be re-referred to. Frequently pupils who 

have been excluded have low aspirations and beliefs in themselves, due to previous experiences 

(Pomeroy, 2000). Through exposure to positive situations and nurturing relationships, staff can 

support these pupils to develop confidence and self-esteem to raise their aspirations (Cole, 2015).  

The use of frequent and appropriate praise and encouragement, where praise reflects a genuine 

effort from the child, can support engagement and motivation of pupils (Cole, 2015). Where praise is 

over-used or unearned, it can have the opposite effect (Dweck, 2009). Dweck (2006) argues that 

self-esteem is not something given to someone through praise, but something others can equip 

individuals with to develop for themselves through supporting them to value learning, enjoy 

challenge and recognise that mistakes can support mastery of subjects. Individuals can be placed on 

a continuum depending on whether they believe their abilities are innate or as a result of external 

factors (Dweck, 2006). Those who believe successes are based on innate abilities are described as 

having a ‘fixed’ theory of intelligence and fear failure as this is viewed as a negative statement 

against their ability. Whereas those who relate success to hard work are described as having an 

‘incremental’ or ‘growth’ theory of intelligence and are less phased by failure as they feel they can 

improve. Dweck (2006) argues that self-esteem can be adapted through the use of language and 

appropriate support.  

 

 2.6.3 Engagement in schooling 

Excluded individuals are likely to “reject the system and institution that rejected them” (Pomeroy, 

2000: pp. 24), so it is important that time and effort is given to these pupils to try and redevelop 

their perceptions of schools. Providing a more personal and supportive learning environment where 
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there were clear boundaries resulted in increased engagement of pupils is highlighted as important 

by staff working within alternative provisions (Farouk, 2017). There are challenges with getting an 

appropriate balance between the pupils feeling supported and trying to make them independent 

learners as the staff felt the key way to engage excluded pupils was to provide high levels of support 

(Farouk, 2017). Young people interviewed in McCluskey et al.’s (2015) research, described how 

within APs they had felt there was significantly more flexibility in the teaching style and pace of 

lessons which were viewed as the teaching staff giving more time to explain things in more detail. 

This was also supportive to pupils in mainstream settings (Cole, 2015). Pupils need to be given 

opportunity for success which comes from providing manageable tasks (Hart, 2013). Pupils in 

Sheffield & Morgan’s (2016) study described the important role support within school had on their 

engagement with learning. Whilst they described adult support to help make academic 

improvements, students also saw this individual support as something that made them stand out 

from their peers (Parker et al., 2016). If a negative stigma is attached to support, the way this is 

employed needs to be sensitive to the child’s needs. 

 

Students respond positively to experiential learning where there are opportunities to reflect on what 

pupils are doing (Kolb, 1984). Practical and ‘hands-on’ learning was viewed as engaging by pupils 

within APs (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016; Cole, 2015). Despite this, much of learning is presented in 

textbook and worksheet style tasks. Pupils from a large-scale study of 180 junior school pupils 

emphasised their enjoyment of being active learners who were appropriately challenged (Hopkins, 

2008). They described becoming demotivated when teachers spoke for prolonged periods and this 

reduced the amount of time they had to complete work (Hopkins, 2008). Making learning relevant is 

important for engaging pupils as it demonstrated there is a purpose to activities (Cefai, 2008). 

Research has highlighted that there are inconsistencies between pupils understanding of the 

purpose of education and the impact on their future (Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils vaguely link school to 

getting a job but are unclear as to how qualifications can translate to college or work placements. 

Engagement can be developed by pupils having a clear understanding of the purpose of tasks and 

how this can impact on them directly (Pomeroy, 2000). Within one provision in Thomson & 

Pennacchia’s (2016) study, there was an emphasis placed on pupils being encouraged to read 

newspapers and to debate current affairs, as these were thought to be pertinent to pupils in APs 

(such as discussions about poverty and deviance).  
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2.6.4 Understanding the pupil 

Many pupils in exclusion studies feel that their behaviour is out of their control and they cannot 

regulate their emotional responses or resist succumbing to peer pressure in situations (Pomeroy, 

2000).  It was recognised that attending a PRU had helped most pupils, and children shared that they 

would have found it beneficial to have attended earlier, on a part-time basis alongside their 

mainstream school (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). For some pupils, attending PRUs helped them to 

recognise that there were other pupils like them, which was something pupils valued (Tucker, 2013). 

The main supporting factor described by pupils in exclusions studies is the significance of 

relationships with staff and how these can make a dramatic difference. These relationships were key 

for supporting pupils to develop strategies to control their anger and emotions and understand the 

behaviours of others (Tucker, 2013). CYP respond positively to staff whom they have positive 

relationships with encouraging them to take ‘breathing space’ when they are finding something a 

struggle or to have the chance to talk to someone about how they are feeling (Frankham et al. 

2007). Pupils within Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) study shared how pupils felt it would have been helpful 

having someone in their mainstream schools to talk to about their feelings or for school staff to have 

been more understanding of their home lives around the times of exclusion incidents.  Literature 

surrounding excluded pupils highlights an importance for adults to be aware of their life experiences 

(Waite, 2013; Frankham et al., 2007) and there is a strong census of these pupils being viewed as 

“victims of their life’s experience and the education system so far” (Leather, 2009: pp. 120). This does 

not result in pity but is viewed as these pupils typically needing help to cope within the education 

system (Leather, 2009).  

 

School organisation can be used to support the individual needs of pupils. Having the opportunity to 

discuss and make sense of behaviours is important to developing pupil’s skills. The use of ‘feelings 

cards’, toy figures and social stories have been described as ways to encourage and support these 

discussions and help pupils to see emotions as separate from the person experiencing them, so they 

do not feel attacked (Frankham et al., 2007; Macready, 2009). The use of Nurture Groups is 

highlighted as supportive for pupils to prevent exclusions (Ofsted, 2011) and to address the needs of 

pupils with SEMH/BESD (DSCF, 2009) within mainstream primary settings. Small class sizes (typically 

up to 12 students) in nurture groups can enable the development of confidence, self-esteem, 

communication skills, skills in relationship-building and can provide opportunities for social learning 

through play with higher levels of adult support (Cole, 2015). The use of nurture groups in secondary 

settings exists but appears to be limited to small scale studies. Leather (2009) argues that older 
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excluded pupils typically have undeveloped social development and would benefit from a nurturing 

approach. The underlying principles of nurture groups is to enable the development of caring and 

supportive relationships between pupils and staff, where children can begin to value themselves as a 

result of being valued by others, which is something even older excluded pupils respond positively to 

(Leather, 2009). 

 

The appropriateness of curriculum needs to be considered for pupils (Cole, 2015). The National 

Curriculum is recognised by the DCSF (2008b) as not always being the most appropriate for all pupils, 

especially for those who have been disengaged previously or have specific learning or behavioural 

difficulties. There needs to be flexibility where learning is tailored to CYPs strengths to develop their 

self-confidence (Cole, 2015), which is something that can only be done when staff know their pupils 

well (Hart, 2013). Some pupils report the dynamics within a classroom can have an impact on them, 

for example the size of a class, availability of teacher or teaching assistants and the general 

classroom management (Parker et al. 2016; Pomeroy, 2000) and these need to be considered to 

each individual pupil. Understanding of the motivators for individuals is important too. For pupils 

within Hayden & Ward’s (1994) study, a main motivator for improving behaviour came from 

communication with home, whereas being sent out of class had no impact. This demonstrates the 

importance of understanding individuals and what motivates and deters them in order to provide 

the most appropriate support.  

 

2.7 Justification for current study 

Having considered the available literature surrounding school exclusion, there appears to be 

significant gaps in the research available. Whilst there has been considerable research conducted 

into the experiences of exclusion for young people, this has typically been with secondary aged 

pupils and subsequently, limited direct contact with pupils of primary age. Although most exclusions 

occur in secondary schools, a considerable amount take place in primary settings. Research has 

highlighted the disruption that exclusion can cause for CYP, and this has been argued as most 

disruptive when pupils are excluded from primary schools (Parsons et al, 2001). As prevention is 

advocated by many (DfE, 2018a, ATL, 2015; Parker et al., 2013), it is important to investigate the 

topic of exclusion from the perceptions of younger children to see where things may have gone 

wrong earlier in children’s educational journeys. The importance of involving CYP was discussed fully 

in section 2.5 and through listening to the first-hand experiences of pupils who have been excluded 

or are AROE, valuable perspectives can be gained.  
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There is little guidance on what forms effective support for pupils who have been excluded. As a 

result, the current study aims to explore the experiences of those who are involved with exclusion. It 

is viewed as important to elicit the views of It is hoped that this will enable discovery of supportive 

factors for CYP by using the perspectives of pupils who have been through the exclusion process. 

This study aims to look at the whole experience of exclusions, not just the reason for exclusion, 

which can be done through listening to the experiences of these pupils and not just adult’s 

perceptions of the exclusion. The current study aims to highlight supportive factors taken from a 

‘successful’ PRU that can contribute to guidance for schools, with the view to support the likelihood 

of pupils experiencing further exclusions.  

Subsequently, the research questions are:  

1. How do excluded children describe their previous experience of school?  

2. What support do they feel was helpful?  

3. What additional things do children believe could have been done to support them further or 

reduce the risk of exclusion?  

 

The following chapter will now explore the methodology, research design and methods used within 

this study.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter will focus on the theoretical approach and chosen methodology of an Evaluative and 

Exploratory Case Study and discuss how the research was conducted. It will first focus on the 

rationale for the research design, which will include an exploration into the epistemological and 

ontological assumptions underpinning the chosen approach for the research. It will then discuss the 

research design, setting and outline the procedure for gaining participants. It will then outline the 

research methods and describe the process undertaken. Finally, it will examine the procedure of 

analysis, ethical issues and the dissemination of findings. 

 

3.1.1 Aims and Research Questions 

     The study aims to explore the experiences of children who have been excluded from mainstream 

schools and to examine experiences of the support they receive from a pupil referral unit (PRU).   

 

Subsequently, the research questions of this study are:  

1. How do excluded children describe their previous experience of school?  

2. What support do they feel was helpful?  

3. What additional things do children believe could have been done to support them further or 

reduce the risk of exclusion?  

 

3.1.2 Purpose of the Research  

This study aims to gain insight into the experiences of pupils within a PRU by uncovering the 

participants’ beliefs about support received when they have been excluded. For this reason, rather 

than using a quantitative methodology, a qualitative approach was used. As the research is based at 

one particular institution (a PRU) and is recording the experiences of individuals, a case study 

approach has been used (Thomas, 2015).  This study uses an inductive strategy and open-ended 

questions to explore some of the factors that may have had an impact on the pupil’s experiences of 

being excluded and what they found helpful in supporting them within the PRU. It is therefore is a 

hybrid of an evaluative and exploratory case study as the research aims to find out what has been 

done whilst at the PRU and whether this has been valued by the pupils. It was important that 

participants were able to define their experiences through their own words, rather than using 
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predetermined theories to guide the research process (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003). Decisions made for 

the approaches to allow this to occur will be discussed in the sections below.  

 

 

3.2 Epistemological and Ontological Assumptions 

Quality research relies on a sound choice of methodology that fits with the topic under investigation 

(Brink & Wood, 1983). Methodology is the process in which the theoretical and philosophical 

assumptions are justified for the methods and analysis used in research (Gray, 2009). Gray (2009) 

suggests that the choice of methodology is dependent on whether the researcher aims to discover 

an external truth or whether the researcher aims to explore people’s multiple perspectives in 

natural settings. It is then influenced by epistemological and ontological factors (Gray, 2009). 

Epistemology is concerned with the theory of knowledge (Brechin & Sidell, 2000), exploring the way 

in which we claim to know something about the world (Oliver, 2014) and asks, “how can we know?” 

(Willig, 2013, p.15). Ontology refers to what it means to exist in the world (Oliver, 2014) and asks, 

“What is there to know?” (Willig, 2013, p.15). 

 

The following epistemological and ontological approaches are considered appropriate paradigms 

through which to view the experiences and perceptions of the children and staff working within the 

PRU. Each will be discussed below with reasons for their appropriateness: 

• Interpretivism 

• Social Constructionism 

• Inductive Approach 

 

3.2.1 - Interpretivism 

The epistemological stance for this study falls within an interpretative paradigm, as it aims to  

explore and understand participants’ experiences of the topic being researched (Bryman, 2008). 

Interpretivism states that the study of the social world should reflect the distinct nature of humans 

and argues that knowledge is a subjective interpretation made by its participants (Bryman, 2008). As 

the research aimed to elicit personal views, thoughts, opinions and individual interpretations of 

experiences, a research stance that can accommodate this is important. An interpretative paradigm 

can accept that every individual has a subjective view of the world, based on their life experiences, 

values and beliefs (Bryman, 2008). This contrasts with a positivist stance, which only considers 

repeatable and observable behaviours to be true data and considers research to be value free and 
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objective (Bryman, 2008). The impact different life events and experiences may have on an 

individual is likely to vary hugely and when gathering information about experiences, we must 

accept that their understanding of the social world is subjective and unique. Taking an interpretivist 

stance is a way to begin to make sense of the views and thoughts expressed by those whose life 

experiences are unique to them.  

 

Qualitative research can be used to give a voice to those whose accounts may have been ignored or 

discounted and can capture the subjective nature of an experience or condition (Willig, 2001). 

Government policy has repeatedly stated that the views of children and young people should be 

sought and be listened to and valued (DfE, 2015; UNICEF, 2011; UNCRC, 1989). Taking an 

interpretative stance fits with the desire to elicit the views and experiences of excluded pupils. An 

interpretative stance accepts that knowledge can be gathered through studying the unique and 

subjective views of these experiences and values the insight that can be gained. Interpretivism is also 

closely aligned to the ontological position of constructionism, which will now be discussed. 

 

3.2.2 - Social Constructionism 

The ontological stance of this study is rooted in constructivism, which argues that “social 

phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors” (Bryman, 2008, 

p 19) because people construct the realities in which they participate (Gray, 2009). The same event 

can be perceived and understood in different ways (Willig, 2013) and therefore constructivism 

assumes there is more than one reality (Bryman, 2008). In contrast, positivism views the world as 

being governed by physical laws (Bryman, 2008). Social constructionism assumes that individuals 

make sense of their world in a collaborative manner through interacting with people, objects and 

the environment (Wilkinson, 2003). Individuals learn from their experiences and interactions with 

the world and use these previous encounters and how they made sense of them to anticipate future 

events, and construct realities (Willig, 2013).  

 

The social constructionist stance is an appropriate way to view the accounts and perceptions of the 

children and PRU staff who participated in this research. The research will elicit the views from 

different participants about their experiences of being excluded, and these views are likely to be 

diverse due to the individual ways they are constructing their realities. It was important for the 

research tools to allow for individualised responses; therefore, the use of focus groups and semi-

structured interviews enabled participants in this study to provide their perceptions and experiences 
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of school. This research did not aim to be generalisable as comparison of peers with differing 

experiences and backgrounds would have been unfair (Winter, 2006). This research aimed to let the 

children tell their stories of support they received in school and suggest what could have supported 

them further. I was interested in participants narratives and their personal insight, making it seem 

appropriate to adopt a constructionist perspective when selecting tools allowing me to collect and 

interpret these narratives and views.  

 

3.2.3 - Inductive approach 

An inductive approach towards the data was required to truly gain insight and interpret the 

experiences and views of the children. Inductive research is a process which begins with the data 

collection and uses the information gathered to formulate a theory (Hayes, 2000). This opposes a 

deductive approach, where the research starts with theory and hypotheses and searches for data to 

confirm this. Typically, qualitative research adopts an inductive approach to the development of 

theory (Bryman, 2008). The narratives of the participants in this research represent what is 

important to them and interpretations are participant led, rather than researcher led. It was 

important for the tools used for data collection, to allow for the free flow of dialogue from 

participants. These tools are discussed in section 3.5. 

 

 

3.3 Research Design 

This research used a case study approach to look in detail at one institution (a PRU) to explore the 

experiences, views and beliefs of the individuals within this setting (Thomas, 2015).  The research 

methods adopted were semi-structured interviews with children attending the PRU and explored 

the children’s experiences of being excluded and their beliefs on what they found supportive, and 

how support could be further improved. By examining one phenomenon from the perspectives of 

different pupils, a more detailed and multi-faceted account of the phenomenon can be developed 

(Reid, Flowers & Larkin, 2005). A case study approach enables different perspectives to be 

uncovered, which fits with a social constructionist approach (Matthews, 2003).  

 

A case approach was an appropriate research design as I looked in detail at one institution (the PRU) 

and heard the experiences and views of the individuals within this (Thomas, 2015). Looking at the 

topic of exclusion and what support was felt to be effective from multiple directions of the children 

within the PRU enabled the development of a “more rounded, richer and balanced picture” (Thomas, 
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2015, p 5). This research adopts a hybrid of evaluative and exploratory case study. It is evaluative as 

it aims to see how well the provision provided within the PRU is working and to establish what has 

had the most impact and has been valued by the children within the setting. It is exploratory as it 

aims to explore the different perspectives of the pupils surrounding their exclusions and support. 

 

As discussed in section 3.2, the epistemological and ontological standpoints this research is rooted in 

placed an emphasis on hearing the individual stories of those who have experienced exclusion or 

AROE. A case study approach aimed to try and understand why or how something might be 

happening and recognises that this is an individual and subjective account, so does not aim to 

generalise (Thomas, 2015). Simons (2009, pg. 10) argues that “the primary purpose of a case-study is 

to generate in-depth understanding of a specific topic” through a detailed “exploration of the 

complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution… in a real-life context”. 

Knowledge discovered from case studies can inform future professional practice and the 

development of policy (Simons, 2009). This research aims to provide recommendations to the 

setting, whilst still recognising that the accounts are individual and personal. In taking an inductive 

approach, I am recognising that there are pre-existing ideas about what might support excluded 

children but am looking at the framework that comes from hearing the in-depth experiences of 

children in one PRU (Thomas, 2015). Using a case study approach also aims to illustrate ‘what 

excluded children want their support to look like’, through eliciting their voices and experiences.  

 

3.3.1 Research setting 

The setting chosen to carry out this research with was a primary-aged Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). The 

PRU provides short term education for pupils between 5 and 11 years of age experiencing 

behavioural difficulties. The Local Authority (LA) commissions 18 placements for pupils who have 

been permanently excluded or are AROE from their mainstream settings and are on part-time, six-

week behaviour course placements. The PRU also provides outreach support to 111 primary, first 

and middle schools within LA, which aims at providing preventative support and reduce the 

likelihood of exclusion for the pupils within the LA. The study was carried out in an area where 95% 

of its residents are White British. At the time of this study, the majority of pupils were White British 

males with 14% of pupils being from an ethnic minority. On roll, 95% of pupils were male and 5% 

female. 47% of pupils received Free School Meals and 47% were under social care; 7% being Looked 

After Children (LAC).  
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As this is a small-scale research project, I decided to focus on the views of pupils from one setting, 

rather than try to compare across settings. Doing this would have changed the approach to a 

multiple case-study. The particular PRU was selected for data collection as it was the only provision 

within the LA to provide placements for primary aged children who have been excluded alongside 

offering six-week placements for children through the behaviour outreach done within the LA. The 

outreach team who work within the PRU, provide free support to 111 schools within the LA through 

advising staff, observing children and providing strategies and recommendations for individual 

pupils, groups and classes. They provide interventions in mainstream schools for pupils in; 

developing social skills, friendships, self-esteem, transition, resilience, protective behaviours and 

anger management. The PRU offers six-week behaviour courses on site to support pupils by focusing 

on academic progress, behaviour modification and social and emotional development with the aim 

to help them maintain their mainstream placements. These pupils attend the PRU each morning and 

then return to their mainstream school in the afternoon. The PRU staff liaise with the pupil’s 

mainstream staff and offer opportunities for observations within the PRU to demonstrate the effect 

of strategies in place. The cost to mainstream schools covers the cost of transport.  The PRU also 

offer Continued Professional Development (CPD) sessions to mainstream settings and are in liaison 

with the local University and are guest speakers on teaching courses within the University.  

 

Alongside this PRU having close links with many of the schools within the LA, the setting received a 

rating of ‘Outstanding’ in its three previous Ofsted’s across all categories (in 2007, 2010 and 2014).  

 

3.4 Participants 

To explore the experiences of excluded children, with emphasis on the support they receive through 

a PRU, I wanted to speak directly to them. Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

pupils from one particular PRU. 

 

3.4.1 Sampling technique 

A convenience sampling technique was used in deciding the setting to conduct this small-scale 

research within, due to it being the only primary PRU within the LA. I initially met with the 

Headteacher and Outreach Co-ordinator to propose and negotiate the research. After the research 

was agreed, I liaised with the Headteacher and eighteen children who met the criteria for 

participation by being on roll at the PRU as either full or part-time, were spoken to about the nature 

of the research. Children were given the chance to volunteer to take part in the study by sharing 
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their interest within this meeting; therefore, an opportunity sampling technique was used. 

Originally, 8 children would be identified using a random sample if all children wished to take part. 

Those who were not selected would then receive a ‘participant not required letter’ (appendix three). 

However, only eight children wished to take part, so this was not necessary. Children who showed 

interest were spoken to individually and were read the child friendly information sheet (appendix 

four). They were given the opportunity to ask questions and complete the child consent form 

(appendix five) if they still wanted to take part. The Headteacher sent letters home to the 

parents/carers of these children, informing them of my research intentions. All parents were sent 

information sheets (appendix six) and consent forms (appendix seven) explaining the research and 

invited questions. All eight parents and carers returned the consent forms through the stamped, 

self-addressed envelope provided. 

 

The opportunity sampling allowed for a quick and simple way for gaining participants and reduced 

the chance of bias through using purposeful sampling, where the Headteacher may have chosen 

participants he felt would share the most positive views. Using this sampling technique allowed for 

only those who wanted to take part, to volunteer. A disadvantage of opportunity sampling means 

that the sample may not be a true representation of the whole population, for example only males 

taking part, or the sample not including a variety of ages or needs of pupils. Even if this had 

happened, as the participants were sharing their personal experiences, the research focuses on 

eliciting the voices of those taking part and does not aim to generalise to a wider population. 

 

 3.4.2 PRU pupil participants 

The eight participants who consented to take part were aged between 6 years and 2 months, and 10 

years 6 months. All participants were male. Seven of the eight participants had been permanently 

excluded from their previous primary settings and were attending the PRU on a full-time basis. 

Participants attending the PRU on a full-time basis had been on roll between 2 months and 2 years, 

11 months. Three of these seven pupils who had been permanently excluded from their mainstream 

setting had previously attended the provision as part of the 6-week behaviour course when they had 

been AROE in the past. Participants had been excluded from their mainstream settings for reasons 

including: ‘physical assault on staff’, ‘physical assault on another pupil’, ‘persistent disruptive 

behaviour’, ‘fighting’ or ‘breaking school policy’. One participant was attending on a part-time basis 

as part of a six-week behaviour course due to being a risk of exclusion for ‘persistent disruptive 

behaviour’, alongside attending his mainstream placement. At the time of interview, this pupil had 
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completed four weeks of the six-week placement and was keen to share what he had found valuable 

about the PRU support. No participants had a recognised SEND. Table 3.1 below, shows details 

about the pupils who took part in the semi-structured interviews to share their experiences of 

excluded or being AROE. As is can be seen, the children interviewed ranged in ages and had been 

attending the setting for varying time periods, which allowed for an exploration of different 

experiences over time. 

 

Table 3.1: Child participant information 

Pseudo-
name 

Gender Age Full time/ part 
time placement  

Length of 
time on roll 

Reason for exclusion 

Alex Male 10 years  
6 months 

Full time 
(prev. part time) 

1 year  
2 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Physical assault on staff 

• Breaking school policy 

Bryan Male 7 years  
6 months 

Full time 
(prev. part time) 

0 years  
3 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Physical assault on staff 

Chris Male 10 years  
5 months 

Full time 0 years  
9 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Physical assault on pupil 

• Persistent disruptive behaviour 

David Male 8 years  
4 months 

Full time 
(prev. part time) 

1 years  
9 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Physical assault on two members 
of staff 

Elliot Male 6 years  
2 months 

Full time 0 years  
3 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Persistent disruptive behaviour 

• Disrupting the classroom 

Freddie Male 7 years 
0 months 

Full time 0 years  
2 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Fighting 

George Male 10 years  
2 months 

Full time 2 years  
11 months 

Permanent exclusion for: 

• Physical assault on staff and 
pupils 

• Persistent disruptive behaviour 

Harry Male 9 years  
6 months 

Part time (six-
week course) 

0 years  
1 months 

• 6-week behaviour course (for 
high risk of permanent exclusion 
for persistent disruptive 
behaviour) 

 

3.5 Research Methods 

Methods are the specific research procedures or techniques used to gather and analyse data 

(Brechin & Sidell, 2000).  Prior to securing a sample of participants, a request for ethical approval 

was sought for this study. As part of this application, consideration was given to the methods that 

would be used for the study and how information would be gathered and analysed. To gain a 

detailed account of the pupil’s experiences of education, exclusion and the support they valued, 

semi-structured interviews were felt to be most appropriate. This will be discussed further in the 

following section. As part of the ethical approval request, an interview schedule was designed to 
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include questions aimed at uncovering details about the pupil’s experiences. This contained a 

combination of 22 open and closed questions, based around the following four themes: 

• Previous experiences of school 

• Experience of exclusion 

• Process of starting at the PRU and what they found helpful 

• Changes they would value their previous settings and the PRU 

 

These questions were refined throughout the period of gaining ethical approval through discussion 

with Dr John Franey at the University of Bristol, the thesis supervisor. Feedback was given by the 

ethics committee to refine or change the wording for some questions after consideration of the 

possible ages and learning needs of participants so that all questions used clear and simple language. 

There was no pilot of the use of these questions; however, during the semi-structured interviews, 

further prompting questions were given where it was felt participants needed these, and these were 

recorded and included in the interview schedule to use in further interviews that occurred. The final 

version of the interview schedule can be found in appendix eight.  

 

The following section will discuss the reason why semi- structured interviews were chosen and will 

detail the processes involved in data collection and analysis.  

 

 3.5.1 Semi-structured interviews  

Exploring experiences and opinions requires a more structured or quantitative measurement than 

questionnaires. I used semi-structured interviews to explore the children’s views and the views of 

the headteacher of the PRU provision.  Semi-structured interviews are the most commonly used 

qualitative research method (Willig, 2013) and were felt most suitable for hearing individuals’ 

experiences and allowed researcher flexibility through using open-ended questions and prompting 

where necessary. Methods of data collection and analysis need to be suitable to address the 

research question (Willig, 2013). Semi-structured interviews were appropriate for exploring possible 

sensitive natures of pupil’s experiences and gave individuals privacy to share their stories. Possible 

limitations were anticipated with pupil’s ability to be open within a group context if focus groups 

had been used for example. Interviews allowed me to gain a rich and detailed insight into the lived 

experience of exclusion and enabled an open discussion. Describing experiences using their own 

words gave insight into how children construct their own reality, fitting with social constructivism 

where reality is dependent on an individuals’ perceptions, thoughts and beliefs.  
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Interview questions should be clear and simple (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). I had to anticipate 

possible difficulties the children may have with speech, language and communicating. As indicated in 

section 2.3.1, children in PRUs are likely to experience limitations with regards to their 

communication skills (Pirrie & Macleod, 2009) making it vital for questions to be comprehensible for 

all abilities. The interview schedule for pupils (appendix eight) contained a combination of 22 open 

and closed questions, based around the following four themes: 

• Previous experiences of school 

• Experience of exclusion 

• Process of starting at the PRU and what they found helpful 

• Changes they would value their previous settings and the PRU 

The structure and questions were the same for all participants, apart from where additional prompts 

were felt appropriate to explore participants’ views further. I used a flexible discussion approach 

during the interviews which enabled appropriate responses to the participants’ views and responses 

to unanticipated issues raised by interviewees. Although the research emphasis focused on 

participants experiences of exclusion and views on beneficial support in the PRU, I was aware the 

children may have viewed nothing to have worked or supported them during their time there. 

Therefore, it was important as the researcher to facilitate the opportunity for the children to share 

views, whether positive or negative, as well as explore ways in which children felt PRU practice could 

be improved. Participants were also given opportunities to add items of importance or re-address 

things they had said, which allowed space to highlight any issues that arose during the interview 

(Kvale, 1996).  

 

Students were interviewed once; interviews lasting between 13 and 65 minutes, depending on their 

engagement and openness. All but one interview lasted over 20 minutes, where this child was asked 

if he wanted to return to the classroom as he had little memory of his previous school or any 

incidents that occurred whilst there. Despite having limited contribution towards research question 

one in being unable to describe his previous experience of school, he was able to provide detail 

about what support he had found helpful since attending the PRU. This semi-structured interview 

was therefore included in the data analysis. The interviews began by ensuring all pupils still wanted 

to participate. The interviews were recorded using a dictaphone.  
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3.6 Process of analysis 

In this section, a summary of the thematic analysis approach employed to analyse the semi-

structured interview data will be provided. This section also aims to describe how the analysis was 

investigated for reliability and validity. 

 

Attride-Stirling (2001) suggest that to gain useful and meaningful findings, data should be analysed 

in a methodological way. To support me in doing this, I used Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-phase 

method which will now be discussed with regard to each phase. 

 

Phase 1: 

The interviews were recorded by a digital voice recorder, uploaded onto the computer and were 

transcribed verbatim. Ensuring the transcriptions were precise is something that is key to the 

analysis when coming from an interpretative methodological stance (Bird, 2005). Transcriptions 

were each read through on three occasions alongside listening to the audio recording to ensure they 

were accurate, which also enabled me to familiarise myself with the data. At this stage I felt it was 

important to read all of the transcripts as a whole as this began to give me initial ideas and the 

opportunity to identify where possible patterns were in the data. Each transcript was then organised 

into a table with three columns (data, initial code and emerging themes).  

 

Phase 2: 

The second phase involved coding each transcript line-by-line and also in small chunks of meaningful 

text, for example where the importance of a comment only became clear in reference to further 

responses. The codes identified were regarding interesting features of the data (Boyatzis, 1998). The 

initial thoughts in stage 1 helped to generate the manual codes that identified semantic features of 

the data, looking at the meaning on the surface, or latent features of the data, looking at the 

underlying ideas or assumptions in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2001). Once all data was coded, 

extracts for each code were collated together.  

 

Phase 3: 

During phase 3, I tried to refocus the process of analysis to a broader level. The codes emerging from 

phase 2, were used to identify possible overarching themes that could group the codes together. At 

this stage, I had a comprehensive list of codes and used Microsoft Word to group them together 

within a table, into themes. Doing this supported me in gaining an understanding for the overarching 
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themes and sub-themes, along with which themes were the most significant to the participants. 

Examples of data extracts were gathered for each theme identified.  

 

Phase 4: 

The fourth phase of analysis is about reviewing and refining the themes, which Braun & Clarke 

(2006) state can be done at two levels. The theme is reviewed at the level of the coded data 

segments and considered in relation to the whole data set, to determine whether there is a clear 

pattern of extracts for each theme. During this phase, I also explored the extent to which the themes 

addressed the interview questions. A thematic map consisting of the overarching themes and sub-

themes is constructed. This enabled the opportunity to refine the range of themes through merging 

some themes together or considering whether some themes had enough data to support them. The 

entire data set was re-read to establish whether the themes work in relation to the data set. At this 

point, any additional data that might have been missed in the earlier stages is coded. 

 

Phase 5: 

Following on from reviewing the themes and producing a thematic map of the data, I was able to 

refine the details of each theme and generate clear names and definitions for each theme. As part of 

this process, I went back to the collated data extracts for each theme and organised them into 

coherent and consistent accounts through identifying what was interesting about them and why.  

 

Phase 6: 

The final stage involved selecting compelling extract examples and considering the presentation and 

write up of the findings from the thematic analysis. This can be found in chapter 4 of this 

dissertation.  

 

A summary of this and how it was applied to the current research can be found in Table 3.2 overleaf.  
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Table 3.2: A summary of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis 

Phase Process 

1- Familiarisation of 
the data 

Transcribing data, reading and re-reading the data, noting down initial 
thoughts and ideas 

2- Generating initial 
codes 

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic way across the entire 
data set, collating data relevant to each code 

3- Searching for 
themes 

Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each 
potential theme 

4- Reviewing the 
themes 

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts and the entire 
data set generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis 

5- Defining and 
naming the themes 

Ongoing analysis to refine the details of each theme and the narrative of the 
analysis, generating clear definitions and names for each theme 

6- Producing the 
report  

Selection of vivid and compelling extracts for examples, final analysis of 
selected extracts, relating back to the research question and literature 

 

 

Thematic analysis is a process of working with raw data to identify key ideas and themes (Matthews 

& Ross, 2010) which can capture the experiences, meanings and “unravel the surface of ‘reality’” of 

the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.81).  Banister, Bruman, Parker, Taylor & Tindall (1994) 

describe thematic analysis as a way in which to present interview data with specific research 

questions in mind. Information is organised under thematic headings in ways that aim to be 

considerate to elements of the research questions and the concerns of the participants. Thematic 

analysis involves creating ‘codes’ to fit data then highlighting and grouping patterns of similar 

incidents and responses in the data to form ‘themes’. Boyatzis (1998) defines themes as patterns 

within the data that organise observations and support the interpretation of aspects of a 

phenomenon.  Patterns within the data can be identified using an inductive and bottom-up 

approach (Frith & Gleeson, 2004), where the themes are determined by the data and the 

participant’s accounts. Or themes can be guided by the theory and a deductive and top-down 

approach can be used (Boyatzis, 1998), where themes are fit into pre-determined categories. I aimed 

to use an inductive approach to my thematic analysis, as I did not want to exclude any issues the 

participants felt were important. However, it is important to note that: 

“researchers cannot be free themselves of their theoretical and epistemological commitments 

and data are not coded in an epistemological vacuum” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pg. 12).  

 

I am aware that this will have impacted on my ability as a researcher, to not bring my own 

assumptions and views to the data. It is therefore important to note that my approach to the data 

also involved a deductive approach due to having set research questions in mind when creating the 
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interview schedule and therefore shaping the topics to be discussed during the semi-structured 

interviews. Throughout the analysis I tried to be data-led wherever possible and attempted to 

account for any researcher bias by seeking support from an inter-rater to strengthen the credibility 

of my analysis. This will be discussed in detail in the following section.   

 

Thematic analysis is particularly suitable for exploratory research, where the participants views are 

unknown (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The methodology chosen did not aim for the data to be 

generalisable but sought to explore possible group trends that may be explored in further research. 

Thematic analysis enabled both the exploration of themes across a whole data set but also allowed 

me to represent poignant issues that arose from individual participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

analyses for the interviews, focus groups and questionnaire responses were conducted manually, 

using the six-phase guide discussed previously. 

 

3.6.1 Evaluation of data-analysis 

Thematic analysis can identify, analyse and report patterns within data, but also enables the 

researcher to interpret the data further (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Thematic analysis can be applied to 

constructionist paradigms in psychology and used with various approaches due to its independence 

from theory (Braun & Clarke, 2006). There are challenges to the use of thematic analysis which I had 

to be aware of. Throughout the analysis process, I took additional measures to address these 

challenges. Appendix ten provides further reflections on the process of analysis.  

 

Rather than the use of notions such as validity and reliability used in quantitative research, the idea 

of ‘trustworthiness’ is used by some qualitative researchers, as it is argued this can address 

qualitative research more appropriately (Shenton, 2004). Guba (1981) suggests four criteria for 

considering trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility (as a substitute for internal validity; 

dependability (reliability); transferability (external validity/generalisability); and confirmability 

(objectivity).  

 

Thematic analysis has been criticised for being poorly defined in research (Roulston, 2001). It has 

been argued to lack a theoretically and methodologically sound systematic approach, which is 

believed to limit its validity (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In not approaching analysis in a systematic way, 

the credibility of the research is reduced. For example, if the researcher only used particular extracts 

to support a chosen theme in order to give weight to an argument, the quality of the thematic 
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analysis would be poor and subsequently, participants’ experiences may not be accurately 

represented (Attride-Stirling, 2001). In this research I ensured that I followed Braun & Clarke’s (2006) 

six phases of thematic analysis to help me address some of the issues of trustworthiness. I have also 

used Braun & Clarke’s (2006) criteria checklist to ensure I have generated a good thematic analysis 

of my data (appendix nine). To ensure the dependability of this research, I kept records of the 

research process throughout and liaised with my supervisor on a regular basis to support me in 

ensuring appropriate procedures were followed throughout the research process.  

 

Throughout the analysis, I have tried to be data-led wherever possible. In being aware of the 

sensitivity to context during the analysis, I tried not to impose any pre-conceived, theory-driven 

framework on the data. By taking on a data-driven approach in the analysis, I tried to explore the 

specific meanings of the participants’ data. Furthermore, when coding the data, I included the 

surrounding segments of the data extract to ensure the context of the code.  

Research is seen as more credible if there are measures taken to ensure the data reported 

represents accurately the views of the participants (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2003). As another 

method of strengthening the credibility of the research, I asked another Trainee Educational 

Psychologist who was familiar with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis to act as an 

inter-rater. This enabled discussion around my interpretation and the decided themes and 

highlighted refinements which increased the credibility of the data.  This was conducted during 

phase 4 of the thematic analysis. The following steps were taken: 

1) Providing definitions of all themes to the inter-rater 

2) Working together to check a random sample of the coded segments of transcripts and how 

they fitted within overarching themes 

3) Looking at the sub-themes and overarching themes that had been created and discussed 

three of them in detail 

4) Discussing the thematic maps for each data set 

 

Conducting a pilot study might have enabled this opportunity to check and strengthen the internal 

validity of this research. However, it was not possible to conduct a pilot study due to time 

constraints and only being able to recruit a small number of participants. The semi-structure 

interview schedule were reviewed by both the supervisor for this research and the University of 

Bristol’s School for Policy Studies Research Ethics Committee. Amendments were suggested during 

this process and carried out where necessary.   
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External validity or transferability, questions whether the results of the research can be generalised 

beyond a specific research context, which is challenging for some qualitative research due to their 

often small sample sizes (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). It will not be possible to generalise the findings 

from this study, but the findings may provide insights into how others in similar contexts might 

respond. As indicated previously, a case study approach, does not aim to generalise, but tries to 

understand why or how something might be happening, and recognises that this is an individual and 

subjective account (Thomas, 2015). It looks at and aims to make sense of one context (Simons, 

2009). 

 

As discussed in section 3.2, the importance of researchers making their assumptions and 

epistemological stance explicit is important as this reflects their belief system. Clarification ensures 

there is an understanding of the impact on analysis (Holloway & Todres, 2003). Interpretivist 

research results in the researcher making subjective interpretations (Henning, Van Rensburg & Smit, 

2004) and assumes the researcher brings their own values and biases to the process, which 

highlights potential issues of trustworthiness. I have tried to counteract this by detailing my 

epistemological and ontological stance and explaining how I carried out each step of the thematic 

analysis of the data. For thematic analysis to be trustworthy, the researcher must acknowledge the 

active role they play in the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), through identifying patterns, selecting 

ones of interest and then reporting them to the reader (Taylor & Ussher, 2001). Such decisions made 

by the researcher should be made explicit and discussed in the research (Braun and Clarke, 2006). As 

part of the research, I kept a reflexive account (see appendix ten) to attempt to make any issues that 

arose transparent and reflect on the influence I may have had on the research process (Cohen et al., 

2003). This provides further evidence with regards to my thoughts and decisions throughout the 

different stages of the research. I have also included a copy of one of my coded transcripts in 

appendix eleven to help the reader understand how my involvement may have influenced and 

informed the research (Nightingale & Cromby, 1999).  

 

The following section will discuss alternative methodological approaches considered. 

 

3.7 Alternative approaches considered 

Initially I had considered an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) methodology, as this supports the study and 

exploration of what enables human systems to function at their best (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 
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2003). AI is an asset-based model of organisational discovery which places emphasis on successful 

strategies, knowledge, best practice, skills, positive attitude and collective wisdom (Whitney & 

Trosten-Bloom, 2003). Some argue that when methodologies stress an importance on what is not 

working, they can promote a discourse surrounding deficiencies, rather than exploring the 

possibilities (Metzger, 2007). Most of the current research questions lend themselves to uncovering 

what children and adults believe is supportive to those pupils who have been excluded, which fits in 

with this strengths-based approach and encourages stories of success. However, in eliciting the first-

hand experiences of exclusion for pupils, negative commentaries surrounding their experiences were 

likely. It would have been challenging to re-frame deficits highlighted, without taking away from the 

personal experiences of the participants. Using a case study approach made it possible to highlight 

both positive and negative aspects of exclusion Positive change can be encouraged through building 

on the strengths of the individuals (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987), but also on what was felt 

unsuccessful, therefore providing the PRU with possible ways of developing practice.  

 

Before choosing thematic analysis as my method of data analysis, I also considered Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and Grounded Theory as research approaches.  

 

Initially, I considered using IPA as this could allow for examination of how people make sense of their 

experiences and enables exploration of individuals’ experiences of phenomena (Smith, Flowers & 

Larkin, 2009). This would complement my research questions and would suit sampling from one PRU 

as IPA can use small and reasonably homogenous sample sizes, where exploration of each case can 

provide rich detail of individual experience (Smith, et al., 2009). Data was only collected once from 

each participant in this study, which might not have been detailed enough to suit an IPA approach. 

IPA involves interpreting at a conceptual level, whereas the information gathered here would not 

have been detailed enough to exceed the first stage of analysis (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006).  

 

Grounded Theory was not used due to its emphasis on developing explanatory theories grounded in 

the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), rather than relying on categories or variables from pre-existing 

theories (Willig, 2013).  Grounded theory pays little attention to the role of the researcher and sees 

them as an observer, assuming social events take place regardless of the researchers’ presence 

(Willig, 2013). This study aimed to gain an understanding of the experiences of children who had 

been excluded, and, what support they received through one particular PRU, which lends itself to 

analysis that takes into account the influence the researcher can have on the data. With this 
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research being rooted in constructivism, where individuals are continually constructing meanings for 

the realities they are participating in (Gray, 2009), “grounded theory does not capture social reality; 

instead, it is itself a social construction of reality” (Willig, 2013, pp 80). In choosing to study a small 

sample, grounded theory would not have been suitable to achieve saturation of the data.  

 

The final section will focus on exploring ethical issues considered as part of the research. 

 

 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

 3.8.1 Ethical Approval  

The study was approved by the University of Bristol’s School for Policy Studies Research Ethics 

Committee and carried out in accordance with the British Psychological Society’s Code of Conduct 

and Ethical Principles for conducting research with human participants. 

 

3.8.2 Identification of participants  

With the participants being from the same setting, there were ethical issues associated with 

anonymity. Consent forms informed participants that the school name and their names would not 

be used, and any identifying features would be hidden, for example; locations, school names and 

names of other children and staff. During the transcription process these would be anonymised. 

However, as the setting is the same setting that provides behaviour outreach to the rest of the LA, 

participants were made aware that this may be a potential identifiable feature of the PRU setting. 

Participants were informed that their responses would be recorded to ensure I accurately recorded 

what had been said. They were made aware that their data would be kept only by the researcher 

and stored according to the University policy on data protection. The participants were also made 

aware that if they wished to terminate the semi-structured interview at any point, they were able to 

and their data could be withdrawn from the research.  

 

3.8.3 Informed Consent 

It was important for all participants to be able to make informed judgements about whether they 

wished to take part and they were informed that they were able to change their minds and 

withdraw during the research process. To achieve true informed consent, three elements must exist 

(Beauchamp & Childress, 2001): 
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• Participants must be provided with adequate information, so they know what they are 

consenting to 

• Participants must understand that their participation is voluntary, that they are under no 

obligation to take part and can withdraw at any stage (unless specified in the focus groups 

and after data analysis has been completed) 

• Participants must be competent and capable of understanding what the research process 

would entail, to decide if they wished to take part. 

All parents, children and members of staff were informed fully about all details of the research 

through the information sheet shared prior to giving consent. The child information sheets and 

consent forms were differentiated to support understanding and all consent forms were written in 

clear, simple language. Child participants were first given verbal explanations during my first contact 

with the setting regarding the research. At this point, those who were interested in taking part were 

sent consent forms home to gain parents’ consent. Once parents had consented, the children were 

reminded about the research and gave consent before beginning the semi-structured interviews. 

They were reminded about participation being voluntary and that they were able to leave whenever 

they wished to. The children were informed that they could approach the Head Teacher at the PRU 

to support them if they needed further information or clarification of the information sheet, after 

this was agreed by the Head Teacher. I was mindful that the children might have felt pressured into 

taking part, and for this reason I made it clear during my initial presentation to the children, that no-

one was expected to take part or would be expected to.  

 

3.8.4 Anonymity and Confidentiality 

The names of the PRU, children and members of staff were changed to protect the anonymity of the 

participants and the setting.  As highlighted in section 3.7.2, participants were made aware that the 

setting may be identifiable due to particular features being described. The information sheets 

informed participants that their personal details would be confidential and were reminded of this at 

the start of the interviews.  

 

Participants were informed that if any information they shared within the data collection process 

indicated any safeguarding concerns, then this would be shared with the safeguarding officer at the 

PRU. The interview data, audio recording and transcripts were treated confidentially, and the audio 

recordings were only used for transcription. In accordance to the Data Protection Act (1998) and 
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University guidelines, recordings were stored securely, and will be for 20 years, and may be accessed 

by other researchers at the University in the future. 

 

Information derived from the analysis was cross checked to ensure it contained no details which 

could results in the participants being identified. Direct quotes were carefully selected and used 

minimally to not compromise the participants identity.  

 

3.8.5 Preventing harm to participants 

The research took place at the PRU as this was a setting where the participants were familiar with 

and therefore comfortable within. The child interviews were conducted in the Deputy Head 

Teacher’s office, as this was an office the children frequently spent time in completing tasks with 

other adults within school. Children had the option to sit on a beanbag or on a chair and were 

provided with refreshments throughout to ensure they were comfortable. This space was most 

suitable as it was a relaxed area which would enable pupils to feel comfortable and able to be open 

and honest during the interviews. A confidentiality protocol (appendix twelve) was created which 

would have been followed if safeguarding concerns arose.  The focus groups were conducted within 

the staff break room, as this allowed for appropriate space and was felt to be an area where staff 

would feel most comfortable. As the interviews were conducted on an individual basis, to protect 

both the children participating and the researcher, the interviews were conducted so that staff from 

the setting knew where the interview would be conducted and could be nearby throughout. The 

interviews were audio recorded which supported ensuring safety and to aid transcription. Children 

were asked at the start of the interview whether they would like the door closed or open. The door 

was closed unless the child specified they wanted this open, as it is possible that children taking part 

may feel they are unable to talk about their experiences truthfully with the possibility of staff 

overhearing within the setting.  

 

I was mindful that the children may become upset during the interview process due to the sensitive 

nature of the topic of exclusion. It was predicted that some children may find it upsetting to talk 

about how they came to be at the PRU or thinking back over their educational history. Consequently, 

I reflected on the need to use psychological skills to listen and empathise appropriately. I had also 

planned to stop the interview and check in with the child about how they would like to proceed. For 

example, this might be ceasing the interview or taking a break. A pre-identified key person from 

their setting was made available to follow up with them if they wished to. Throughout the 
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interviews, I took a sensitive and respectful approach to allow participants in feeling comfortable 

enough to openly share their views. There were concerns that children participating may not wish to 

share any negative opinions of the PRU or their experiences, due to concerns about this getting back 

to the Head Teacher. Participants remained anonymous, which began to manage this issue. During 

the negotiation of the research the Head Teacher made it clear that they wanted a true reflection of 

what those within the setting felt, so that any recommendations or gaps could be highlighted and 

could support the PRU in making the experiences for pupils as successful as possible. It was 

therefore made clear to participants that the findings from this research hoped to provide areas for 

improvement through recommendations based on individuals’ experiences. It was made explicitly 

clear within the introduction, that the adults in the PRU want to know how to make things better for 

their students and without sharing where things have gone wrong, they won’t be able to. 

 

As discussed previously, participants were made aware that any possible safeguarding concerns 

raised within the data collection process would be passed on to the appropriate safeguarding officer 

within the setting to keep them safe. If the participants were to disclose any unethical or harmful 

practices in their previous settings or the PRU, these would first be discussed with my dissertation 

supervisor and placement supervisor.  

 

3.8.6 Dissemination 

Originally, I planned to meet with the children once I have analysed their data to check that themes I 

had drawn out were an accurate reflection of their experiences. However, due to time constraints 

this unfortunately was not be possible. The findings will be shared with the PRU in the form of a 

report (see appendix fourteen) which will highlight recommendations and issues to consider. They 

will also be shared with the Educational Psychology Service and may be disseminated to other 

settings from here. This will be submitted as part of my DEdPsy qualification and may later be 

adapted into a journal article or discussed within my future practice as an EP in the form of training 

schools and PRU settings. Participants in the study were aware of how the data might be used and 

gave consent knowing this would remain confidential.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

4.1 - Introduction 

Using qualitative methods, this study sought to gain an understanding of children’s experiences of 

being excluded from school and see how they felt support could have been improved. This chapter 

will present the main findings from the thematic analysis of the data. 

Data is presented in key themes and sub-themes which will be described using quotes from the data 

to illustrate to the reader what each represents. Braun & Clarke (2006) argue that reporting the 

number of participants in attempt to make findings more meaningful would fall within a 

quantitative psychological paradigm. For this reason, I have decided not to report the number of 

participants who spoke about each specific sub-theme. High quality qualitative research involved 

the researcher recognising the value of what is said with regards to answering the research 

questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which is what I have done within this chapter. The terms 

‘important’ or ‘very important’ are used to describe themes that were spoken about by the 

participants frequently throughout the interviews, focus groups or questionnaires, or where 

participants specifically mentioned that something was important to them. The term ‘key’ is used to 

describe themes and findings that were considered dominant by the researcher, which were 

identified through data analysis.   
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Educational 
experience

Educational setting Curriculum and 
opportunities

Value of education

Findings from 
pupils 

Educational 
experience

Treatment of 
pupils

Relationships

4.2 – Findings 

Three key overarching themes were generated from the data from the eight pupil interviews, a map 

of these can be found in appendix thirteen. These were: 

• Educational Experiences 

• Treatment of pupils 

• Importance of relationships 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Themes identified from pupils 

Each theme will be described to give the reader an understanding of what is represented alongside 

quotes from the pupils to illustrate further. In transcript excerpts, the letter ‘R’ indicated the 

researcher speaking. The participants have all been given a pseudonym and will be referred as this 

throughout the remainder of the text. 

 

4.2.1 – Educational experience 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2 Educational Experience and sub-themes 

Pupils described their experiences of education during the semi-structured interviews, both prior to 

their exclusions and since attending the PRU. This key theme of educational experience included 

three main subthemes which have been grouped together under the descriptors of ‘Educational 
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Setting’, ‘Curriculum and Opportunities’ and ‘Value of Education’. Pupils revealed that their previous 

experiences of education had not been the most positive.  

Their educational settings prior to exclusion were described as places where the pupils experienced 

little enjoyment and frequent feelings of anger and frustration. Experiences at the PRU were 

described positively and highlighted that pupils felt supported. The topic of reintegration was 

described by pupils and some highlighted difficulties within the LA with finding suitable placements 

to return to. 

Another key sub-theme the arose from the analysis surrounded the pupil’s perceptions of the 

curriculum and opportunities across their previous settings and the PRU. Within the PRU, pupils felt 

there were opportunities for engaging in practical learning and positively described some of the 

recent projects they had engaged in. Pupils appeared to appreciate opportunities for breaks in 

between working and perceived the learning activities as less challenging than they had been in their 

previous settings. Pupils described pressure being placed on them in their mainstream settings and a 

sense of over-reliance on testing, which they found overwhelming as this was felt to be a daily 

experience during their time within previous settings. The curriculum within the PRU was described 

by pupils as being based on practical activities and learning through extra-curricular activities, which 

is something they viewed as missing from their previous settings.  

Within the theme of educational experience, the final sub-theme surrounded the pupil’s value of 

education and their description of how education can have a positive impact on their lives. Some 

pupils were explicit in wanting to return to mainstream in order to gain the most from education 

that they possibly could, suggesting that there may be difficulties in doing this within a PRU.  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with quotes from the interviews to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 

4.2.1.1 – Educational setting 

Discussions with the participants revealed that many had negative experiences of the education 

system and schooling prior to their attendance at the PRU.  

George - “I wouldn’t go back… I didn’t like it there…. I always got angry.” 
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Most participants described frequently getting into trouble and felt this was why they were 

excluded. Not all pupils felt that their exclusion had been justified and described a sense of being 

“kicked out”: 

David - “The reason I got kicked out is because a kid fudged me off. The teacher grabbed me 

and then grabbed the other kid and I got kicked out.” 

 

Some felt that they had been held back and were “always sent home for nothing” (Chris), which 

meant lessons were missed. Reduced timetables were described by participants in different ways. 

For some, they enjoyed having a shorted day as it meant they could “go home and play on the 

computer” (Bryan), whereas others recognised that this impacted on their friendships and ability to 

access the curriculum:  

Harry - “I was only doing like 2 hours a day. I would like to do more because I miss out on 

playing with my friends on the playground.  And it’s not fair on me. Only 1 lesson. I missed a 

lot” 

 

Experiences at the PRU were described more positively, where many described feeling “happy” 

(Alex, Bryan, Chris, Elliot, Freddie) when describing how they felt about starting at the PRU. 

Participants felt prepared for starting after an induction visit and valued this opportunity to meet 

staff and ask questions. Participants described the induction process at the PRU, where pupils are 

given a tour by the headteacher and members of the school council, as important as this was felt to 

help them get to know the layout of the PRU. Participants felt this helped to settle them and reduce 

concerns about getting lost in an unknown place.  Pupils reported that they felt welcomed when 

they started and that both staff and other pupils helped with this. Many spoke of key staff who 

made them feel a part of the what Bryan described as a “family” within the PRU. The environment of 

the PRU was described as a place where adults care and respect the pupils and support them to feel 

calm: 

Harry – “Mr [teachers name at PRU], he’s funny and that’s my teacher.  And like it’s not 

making me so stressed.” 

 

Participants spoke highly about the staff, stating that “they are really nice people” (Alex). 

Participants felt that they would keep everything at the PRU “the same” (Freddie) as they “enjoy 

everything about it” (Harry). Participants spoke positively about the reward systems, particularly the 
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use of a “zone board” (Bryan) and “reward time at the end of every week” (George). David mostly 

enjoys the headteacher’s award and how this linked to praise at home also: 

David - “every time I’m in gold and I do good work, I get a headteacher’s award…a 

certificate….and I get my PS4 (at home)” 

 

The school environment was something participants felt had an impact on their experiences of 

education. Most participants enjoy having small class sizes and being able to sit on individual desks 

in the PRU, as this reduces the impact of distractions from peers.  Larger school sites in previous 

settings had resulted in pupils getting “lost easily” (George). The smaller size of the PRU was 

something that most valued as “it’s small and easy to get round. At my other school you forgot 

where to go” (Freddie).  However, some felt the PRU site was too small and described how they 

missed the larger sizes of their previous playgrounds and facilities such as the sports hall for PE.  

 

Participants valued their work and pictures of them engaging in activities being on display 

throughout the PRU building and felt a sense of pride at this: 

David - “Have you seen the Titanic thing on the wall? I did that”  

Freddie explained that displays “change every week normally” showing they are updated regularly.  

 

When considering the next steps after the PRU, most participants shared that they wanted to 

remain at the PRU because they “like being here” (Elliot) and feel “very happy” (Chris), especially in 

comparison to their previous settings. Others however, hoped to soon return to a mainstream 

provision. Alex appreciated the support at the PRU but felt ready and “just wish I could go to another 

school”. He felt ready for a change: 

Alex – “I feel that this school has been right for me for a couple of years/months/weeks/days, 

but I feel now that I don’t need anything else” 

Freddie stated that he would also “like to go back to a mainstream” as he felt the level of work 

would increase and this was a challenge he wanted.  

 

When discussing their next steps, many pupils spoke about the difficulties in finding placements at 

other settings within the LA. Some shared that they were simply waiting for placement availability 

before leaving the PRU, whilst others mentioned having to wait and be educated at home whilst 

waiting for a place at the PRU once they had been excluded. 

Bryan – “My mum can’t find a space so I might have to stay here until I go to [school name]” 
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R – “[after exclusion] did you have to spend some time at home?” 

Freddie– “2 or 3 weeks. There was no space here” 

 

Some participants were aware that the PRU was somewhere where “you can’t stay at forever, 

because it’s not a mainstream school” (Freddie), whereas others were uncertain about the process of 

reintegration. 

Chris – “I am going to always and forever be at [PRU name] because they don’t have a 

mainstream for me to go back to.” 

Participants highlighted the difficulties some parents have navigating the system in applying for 

schools and felt this was something stopping them getting where they wanted to be. 

Bryan– “My mum applied online but she couldn’t do it, so she had to phone up. I’ve got to wait 

for a place now” 

 

4.2.1.2 – Curriculum and opportunities  

Participants spoke positively about the consistent structure to the timetable within the PRU and 

were able to tell me the activities for each day. The curriculum was something that many 

participants perceived as more enjoyable and “easier” (Chris) in the PRU in comparison to their 

previous settings. Participants spoke about how they felt that all they did at their previous school 

was constantly work on core subjects: 

Chris - “…Maths, Science, English, then a little bit more Maths…It’s easier in this school and 

was harder in my old school.  I had to do so much in my old school [big sigh]”.  

 

In his previous setting, Freddie felt that there was an overreliance on testing, which he found “got a 

bit boring. We always did work and science and tests”. Freddie recognised that he had done 

“questions” since starting at the PRU but had not felt as though he has been explicitly tested.  

 

Participants described feelings pressured by the expectations for working within their previous 

settings. Chris shared that pupils “had to do loads and loads of work”, exclaiming “you wouldn’t 

believe how much I had to do”. He found it “hard…having to do work every single day, every single 

lesson” which is something Freddie agreed with: “it was just lots of work all the time”. Within the 

PRU, participants described their days as being punctuated with a variety of activities: 

Bryan- “When we come back from the farm we go on the computers until lunch time. Then in 
the afternoon we do a bit of work and we got a football trainer in”. 
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Participants also spoke about opportunities to have free time, timetabled into the week for reward 

times where pupils get to “play games and … get to go on the i-pads” (George). Participants 

described this time as helping them “relax” (Alex) and an opportunity to socialise with friends.  

Participants discussed their enjoyment of learning whilst at the PRU. Elliot shared that he liked 

“doing work and coming here to learn”. Participants described the curriculum as engaging and spoke 

fondly about the way work was presented to them: 

Freddie – “We write in English – sentences, stories. Then we’re reading about a gladiator. Then 

we did space history. We get to come out [of the classroom] and do projects and drawing” 

Tasks were more engaging to pupils when they were aware of the purpose of them. In his previous 

setting, Alex had struggled to see the purpose to some of the tasks he was asked to do: 

Alex– “We had to make a bug den, I mean what the flipping Jesus?…It was stupid” 

Participants spoke frequently about the creative activities they take part in throughout their week at 

the PRU. Participants valued the opportunities to take part in practical activities such as “making 

medals from the war to stick on the wall” (Elliot), “doing arts and crafts, cooking and repairing 

things” (David) and “drumming, creating and cooking” (Chris). Participants enjoyed coming out of 

the classroom in small groups to work on creative projects that link to their classroom learning:  

Freddie- “We did a project about space and built a model of space [out in the corridor] …it’s 

much more fun [than being in the classroom]” 

 

A key theme throughout the interviews surrounded the school trips and extra-curricular activities 

that pupils have access to. Participants frequently spoke about their weekly trips to the farm and 

were enthusiastic about the activities they take part in there such as “collecting eggs from the 

chickens” (George). The participants described how they get involved with and gain hands on 

experience of working with animals, understanding more about nature whilst there. Typically, trips 

linked to learning they were doing within the classroom such as the “safari park and farm” (Elliot) 

and “seeing birds of prey” (David) linking to learning about animals in school.  School trips were very 

important to pupils who all shared that since being at the PRU, “we go on lots of trips” (George). 

Trips are varied and included “going to the Space Centre” (Harry), “meeting the Mayor” (Chris), 

“residentials” (Freddie) and trips out in the local community to places like cafés and “McDonalds” 

(David), which pupils were enthusiastic to share with me. They all had very limited experience of 

going on school trips in their previous schools which Bryan described as a result “of my behaviour. 

They think I will kick off when I won’t”.  
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Participants frequently spoke about physical games that were played throughout the school day 

“after we’ve done some work” (George). Having frequent breaks throughout the day for physical 

activity was very important to the participants. Being outside was very important to participants and 

they frequently spoke about this being their favourite time. David appreciated having a longer break 

time whilst at the PRU in comparison to his previous school, where “we only got 5 minutes outside” 

(David).  

 

A key theme that arose surrounded pupil’s perception of the activities they take part in. Despite 

describing physical games that were played each day, Chris felt that whilst at the PRU, they “don’t do 

PE here…. we play games but don’t do PE”. Participants also discussed playing Uno and “Hangman 

every day” (Bryan) and saw these as fun activities rather than opportunities for learning. Participants 

also described how they are supported to “get your brain working for the day” (Bryan), with starting 

every day on something called ‘IEP time’. This is where pupils complete activities which include 

“some maths, spelling, handwriting and reading when we get in” (Bryan) to “wake our brain up” 

(David) 

Bryan – “If I’ve had sleep it makes my brain turn off. Then IEP in the mornings makes my brain 

work again” 

 

4.2.1.3 - Value of education 

An important thread throughout the interviews surrounded the importance of education and the 

impact it could have on a person’s life. Freddie described that education was important to him, as it 

was his way of making positive changes to his life and would enable him to not experience some of 

the difficulties members of his family have done: 

Freddie - “My dad can’t read.  Because when he was at school he used to mess about. So, he 
didn’t do much reading or work. I don’t want to be like that.” 

 
Throughout the interview, Alex shared his perceptions of school and how important it was. He 

explained that if he was to return to a mainstream, he would: “take the best education that was 

offered” and would “get the top levels”. To Alex, school was a major part of his life and something he 

valued highly. He placed emphasis on school having an impact on the rest of his life: 

Alex– “It’s a place where you are meant to be able to…. have a good time. School is not just 
somewhere you go to learn, it’s something that creates a big, big bond in your life.  With 
teachers, not only the teachers but the students as well.” 
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Alex felt that school is a place where you “should look forward to”, where you can “go and learn” but 

also somewhere “you can see people that you like and haven’t seen in maybe a while”. He placed 

emphasis on school being a place to build friendships. 

Chris recognised the impact the PRU had had on his enjoyment of school, explaining that in “in my 

old school I used to always get angry” but “the schools changed and I’m happier”. 

 

 

4.2.2 – Treatment of pupils 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Treatment of pupils and sub-themes 

A key theme highlighted throughout pupil’s semi-structured interviews surrounded how pupils were 

treated. This key theme was separated into six main subthemes which have been described under 

the headings of ‘Adults in Power’, ‘Feeling Understood’, ‘Being Included’, ‘Feeling Supported 

Emotionally’, ‘Stigma and impact on identity’ and ‘Clear Expectations’.  

In their previous settings, pupils generally described feeling as though they had been treated unfairly 

and had not been supported to know what is expected of them or how to cope with emotions that 

they had found overwhelming. Within the PRU, pupils highlighted where staff had supported them 

to learn how to recognise and regulate how they were feeling, as well as supporting them to 

problem solve in more appropriate ways. They described feeling included and trusted to take part in 

activities which they previously had been left out of in previous settings ‘because of their behaviour’. 

Pupils felt as though adults within the PRU understood them and whereas during their previous 

experiences of school, they commonly felt that their actions were misinterpreted, and staff had not 

understood their humour or where actions had been accidental. Pupils also described a power-

imbalance where adults were in control of decisions surrounding their education. This was perceived 

negatively within the pupil’s previous settings as they had felt restricted by these decisions whereas, 
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even though pupils shared that adults within the PRU were in charge of decision around 

reintegration, they did not view this as negatively.  

An interesting sub-theme that was prominent throughout the data was the impact that 

stigmatisation had on individual’s sense of identity. Pupils frequently described their concerns 

around how others would view them as a result of their ‘excluded’ label and highlighted 

apprehension at how adults would perceive them in the future.  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with direct quotes from the pupils to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 

4.2.2.1 – Adults in power  

Participants felt they had little control over what happened to them in the context of their 

educational experiences. Participants spoke frequently about adults making decisions about the 

pupils with there being very little they could do. Participants also described their perceptions of how 

reintegration back into school would work. Most felt this was based on behaviour and some 

described this being an adult led decision and described feeling as though pupils were not always 

part of the decision-making process. The process of reintegration was something felt to be led by 

adults and pupils had no control over: 

Alex – “[Pupils] don’t have a say in where they go.  The only thing they have a say in is if they 

don’t want to go there.  They don’t have a say in what school they want to go to…teachers 

think of the schools and say yes or no.” 

 

Many participants described having been excluded after what they felt was a single incident and 

found it difficult to understand why they were not given another chance for things they felt were 

mistakes. 

Freddie – “I started rowing and I got told off” 

R – “Did you get into a fight or something?” 

Freddie – “Yes. Just once then I couldn’t go back” 
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Other participants shifted the blame onto adults and felt that they had been wrongly and unfairly 

punished.  

Bryan – “My main headteacher was going to have a baby, there was a supply headteacher and 

she did not like me. And she permanently excluded me.  That’s not allowed because the proper 

headteacher should have had the say”  

 

A common theme highlighted by participants surrounded the difference between the treatment of 

pupils across different settings. Bryan explained that staff at the PRU would “calm us down by 

talking to us” whereas he felt that adults “didn’t talk to us” in his previous school. Alex spoke about 

the different ways he was supported to manage his anger across different settings which ranged 

from being restrained and pinned down in previous settings, to being suggested to go to “the chill 

out room”. At the PRU, participants shared that pupils were treated fairly: “not only do they treat 

you as a person, they treat you like a friend as well” (Alex), which differed from previous experiences 

of school. Harry felt that his reduced timetable had meant he missed opportunities at school such as 

“playing with my friends on the playground” and only getting “little parts” in the school plays, which 

he felt was “not fair”. He also felt that there had been a lack of justice after a member of staff called 

him “a baby” and felt this had not been dealt with by the staff. Harry felt “that teacher should be 

really badly told off, maybe sacked” as this was something that had really upset him. Bryan shared 

that he had not been given the opportunity to explain his perspective in incidents: 

Bryan – “In my old school they always believe the other person’s side.  They don’t believe my 
side... They don’t let you speak.” 

 
Having the opportunity to be listened to after incidents was something the pupils generally felt was 

done fairly within the PRU. Bryan shared that “they always get both sides…. If they saw us having a 

fight, they would believe both sides”.  

 

Participants spoke about adults being in control of attendance on trips: “they wouldn’t let me…I 

wasn’t allowed” (David). Participants generally felt the power imbalance between the staff and 

pupils was greater within their previous settings and described incidents of staff using physical force 

with them and shouting at them: 

Bryan – “The Headteacher dragged me across the field” 

Alex – “he shouted “my staff do not lie” in my face.  He shouted at me.” 
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Most participants described incidents of being physically restrained by members of staff in their 

previous settings for things such as “storming out of a classroom” (Alex), or “tipping over the lego” 

(Chris). Participants all felt that the level of restraint was unjustified: 

Chris – “They restrain them.  Whenever they are in red, they go in a class and restrain them” 

 

Those who had been restrained, described how this had made them feel trapped and even more 

distressed. Alex shared that “my mum tried to tell them, the more they restrain me…it makes it 

worse. They didn’t listen”. He described an incident where two members of staff restrained him 

causing him to have a panic attack and faint. Within the PRU, they “don’t have to restrain us” (Elliot). 

Participants valued that they are treated “as a person” and “a friend as well” (Alex) which has an 

impact on their responses to support given when they are feeling distressed. 

Alex – “My old teachers just treated me crap.  They didn’t treat me like someone. They didn’t 

treat me like… There, they treated me like an object” 

 

Alex highlighted that he can sometimes feel pressured within the PRU, when “interrupted” from 

working or having reward time by the Headteacher showing visitors around the PRU site. Alex felt 

that he was frequently expected to “”show the visitor your book”” and would prefer it if staff 

“photocopied it” as this would allow him to work without disruption. 

 

4.2.2.2 – Feeling understood 

When participants discussed the incidents leading to their exclusion from school, a key theme 

highlighted was that adults in their previous settings had misinterpreted their actions. Participants 

spoke of “pretend fighting” where pupils got injured “by accident” (Bryan) and staff not believing 

that this was accidental. Alex spoke of staff misinterpreting games with a friend, and was angered at 

being accused of something he felt was unjustified: 

Alex - “We were playing, we weren’t even touching each other, and we were like faking 

headlocks and stuff like that.  One of the teachers came out and said stop it.  Went into the 

headteacher and told him we had been, that I had got someone in a headlock…I tried to say “I 

didn’t, we were only playing” but as soon as I got to pla… he shouted “my staff do not lie”” 
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Alex described having a panic attack whilst being restrained at his previous setting. He shared that 

the adult restraining him said “if you don’t sit still, we will go harder”, which resulted in him fainting. 

Adults had “thought I was going to be dangerous to everyone because I’d stormed out [of the 

classroom]”, which he felt was a misinterpretation of his need to escape. 

Participants, like Bryan, spoke of previous teachers bullying them or not liking them. Harry spoke 

about staff deliberately giving him “baby bits” as roles in plays. He felt that “they put the play on the 

day I was on holiday, so they done it on purpose because they didn’t trust me”. This upset Harry, as 

taking part in school plays was something he really enjoyed and felt he was good at.  

A key theme throughout Alex’s interview surrounded his desire to reintegrate back into a 

mainstream setting as he felt ready for this. Throughout his interview he described how he felt 

adults within the PRU did not believe he could cope with this. As discussed previously, he was 

concerned about the impact of the PRU label, feeling this would cause adults to misinterpret him. He 

perceived adults “would say “you’re not going to be able to hold your temper in””. Throughout his 

interview Alex was desperate to bring the headteacher into the room to talk about this to “tell him 

that I know I can go there…my mum even thinks I’m good enough to go there now”.  

He felt that if he could not return to a mainstream setting just yet, that this would make him feel as 

though he had not “done enough to please anyone”. 

Adults understanding pupils was something participants felt had supported their time within the 

PRU. They felt that adults “know that everybody can react in different ways” (Bryan) whereas in 

previous settings they had felt the pressure to conform. There was a sense of freedom that came 

from adults recognising that people responded to things differently and supported them to calm 

down in ways that were best for them. Harry explained that at his previous setting “we just would 

get shouted at which made it worse”, rather than being given “the time to calm down” like pupils do 

at the PRU: 

Bryan – “When I’m finding things hard, I put my head on the desk and they say do you want a 

bit of quiet time and I say yes or no or don’t know. They help you decide” 

As mentioned previously, participants valued adults remembering key information about them and 

demonstrating their understanding of their lives outside of school. Bryan felt that the PRU staff “all 

helped me, they can understand” when he was feeling worried about his grandfather being 

hospitalised and both his aunt and cat dying. “If I was at my old school, they wouldn’t understand” 
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(Bryan). Comments being made by staff about pupils returning to the PRU after having previously 

attended as part of the 6-week behaviour course also made participants feel valued and memorable: 

Bryan – “Mr [headteacher] said “Oh I’ve missed you” because I was here 2 years ago. He 

remembered me” 

Participants described being shouted at rather than being listened to or not having the chance to 

explain themselves made them angrier and do things they did not mean to i.e. George – “that’s why 

I ended up breaking the teacher’s wrist”.  Participants felt that adults had not trusted them 

previously which made them feel as though adults had not known them well enough.  

Bryan – “they always believe the other person’s side. It’s a bit “why do you believe their side 

and not mine?”” 

This described how Alex felt towards members of staff at the PRU. He wanted adults to “look at me 

and think “wow, he’s changed”” and recognise his improvements. Alex’s solution for this was to 

ensure that pupils have greater opportunities to meet and discuss their thoughts and feelings in a 

formal way with members of staff who have an impact on changes.  Most participants described 

feeling as though this was already available to them, sharing that they felt they could “talk to 

teachers” (Freddie). 

 

 

4.2.2.3 – Being included 

Participants described the PRU as being like “a family” (Bryan) and commented on the opportunities 

created to allow all pupils to feel included. Participants described getting to do all the activities and 

taking part” (Bryan) and that all pupils are encouraged to take part in games.  

Participants spoke frequently about ‘tea and toast’ time where all pupils and staff sit and have break 

together. As part of this, they play games like hangman where Elliot proudly shared that he had been 

made to feel involved when he “guessed the letter ‘O’” correctly.  

Numerous participants described being a part of the school council and feeling as though they were 

included in important decision making with regards to the running of the school.  
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Participants highlighted a sense of feeling removed from the decision-making process surrounding 

educational placements. Alex felt that if he was included and made aware of the expectations of 

him, he would have felt more involved with decisions being made about him:  

Alex – “if they just said, “we expect this off you… I would say if I could do it” 

Participants discussed adults in previous settings not trusting them to take part in things. Adults 

would not let Bryan go on school trips in his previous school not trusting his behaviour. Chris felt as 

though staff had never trusted him “to go on the big playground at my old school. I weren’t allowed 

anywhere near it” or to be allowed to play on the i-pads: “Everybody else got to go on them but I 

never got a chance. Not a single chance”. 

Participants spoke about the opportunities for going on school trips whilst at the PRU. The 

participants enjoyed having the chance to go out in society and be trusted. David explained that he 

was going to “McDonalds next Wednesday” and would be ordering his own McFlurry and Chris felt 

pride in being able to “try on his [the Mayors] chest plate”. Participants valued being given 

responsibility such as George who on his first time at the farm “collected the eggs from the 

chickens”. Having a key role within school was highlighted by participants who were on the school 

council (Alex, Chris, David, Elliot) and receiving praise for their efforts both within school and for 

actions outside of school was something the participants really enjoyed. Participants highlighted the 

high levels of adult presence on school trips for example where George told me “there was only me 

and two more people who went with [2 members of staff]”. 

Despite recognising that adults trusted him with things such as being on the school council and going 

on trips, Alex felt that he was not trusted by adults within the PRU when it came to proving he had 

changed and is ready to return to a mainstream setting. Alex felt that adults “don’t trust me” and felt 

“let down”. He wanted others to trust him in recognising his own improvements: 

Alex - I’ve learnt from my mistakes that I’ve improved since those mistakes and I know that if 

people would give me just one chance, one single chance is all I’m asking for, then they would 

be like “Oh wow, he was telling the truth.  He can do it”. 

 

4.2.2.4 – Feeling supported emotionally 

During the interviews, participants took me on a journey of the challenges they have faced 

surrounding controlling and regulating their emotions and subsequent behaviour. All participants 
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described their previous negative behaviour and aggressive actions in their past; physical aggression 

being central to this. Participants described that they would “get into a fight” (Bryan) if someone 

annoyed them, they would “throw things round when I was really mad. Like hulk smash” (Chris). 

Harry “got this kid off his chair and threw him down to the ground in the classroom” in response to 

name calling from peers. Participants spoke of physical aggression towards peers and towards staff: 

David – “he punched me, so I bridged him in the head…and when I came back in, I punched 3 

teachers because they annoyed me” 

Reasons for their behaviours all linked to difficulties in controlling how they felt and their 

subsequent actions. Many described fighting as a physical response to being attacked by someone 

else. For some participants, they would become aggressive as a way of protecting themselves when 

feeling threatened or trying to protect others close to them. When being bullied at his previous 

school, George shared that “I told the teachers, but they didn’t do anything about it”, so he fought 

back himself. Alex described that he now only struggles to control his emotions when someone says 

“stuff about my family. They can say all they want about me, it’s my family that hits me.” 

Participants spoke about getting frustrated and lashing out as a response to being “fudged off” 

(David) by peers or when being “shouted at” (George) by a teacher. Others highlighted incidents 

happening when they felt as though they were trapped. Being restrained made Alex feel 

“claustrophobic” and resulted in him trying to escape from the room. Participants spoke frequently 

about feeling the need to escape by “zooming out of the classroom” (George) or wanting to “jump 

over the gate” (Bryan). 
 

Participants frequently discussed the difficulties they faced with getting angry and feeling unable to 

control this. Participants also described physically feeling tense and stressed during disagreements 

with peers or staff previously. Harry shared “whenever I’m stressed, I go all tense”. Harry explained 

that there were multiple times where he got angry with peers and physically attacked them due to a 

lack of control: 

Harry – “I didn’t want to do it [strangle another pupil] … when you get angry your mind just 

switches off and you don’t know what you’re doing and like you try to stop yourself, but you 

can’t” 

Harry shared that he feels like he tries “to hold everything in” when feeling angry, which he 

recognises makes him more likely to “lash out”.  Bryan explained that he found it most challenging 
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to regulate his emotions at the same time as his grandfather went into hospital and his cat had died; 

“all that happened and I couldn’t take it”. His aggression came out whilst feeling overwhelmed with 

other situations in his personal life.  

Generally, participants were aware of their anger and aggression being the reason for their 

exclusion. They felt a purpose of their PRU placement was to teach them “how to calm down 

quicker” (Harry). A common theme through participants’ interviews surrounded the improvements 

they had made in managing their anger and frustrations. Some felt as though they were able to 

manage this independently now and had been supported to do this through the PRU staff having 

high expectations of them: 

Alex – “I don’t get as angry as I used to…The first time I came here I couldn’t be trusted. The 

teachers wanted me to be trusted up to here. I’ve come up and up and up over the months and 

now I am over the teachers’ expectations” 

Participants also put these improvements down to the change in the school environment and how 

this had impacted on their well-being, which some put down to there being “no bullies” (George). 

Participants felt “more relaxed” at the PRU. Bryan described that staff were able to recognise when 

he was feeling overwhelmed and provide him with options of having “a bit of quiet time”. Having the 

option to be removed and take some space and time to calm down was very important to the 

participants. Being taken to the quiet room within the PRU was something participants wanted, 

whereas being forcibly removed was something that agitated them even more. Participants also 

valued getting the chance to “go outside” (David) and having someone talk through their actions 

with them to help them re-gain control: 

Harry – “People should make you sit down and then talk to you about what you are doing to 

try calm you down”  

Harry felt that this was something that staff at the PRU were skilled at supporting pupils with: 

Harry – “I’d just like to say that this school’s a really good school… if people lash out, the staff 

take them somewhere and let them sit down to calm down. You don’t get that in mainstream 

school ” 
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4.2.2.5 – Stigma and impact on identity 

For some, discussing the past highlighted issues of regret and a desire to turn back time and start 

again. Some took ownership of their previous behaviour and spoke of regretting acting this way: 

Alex – “I was a complete and utter prat in my old school and that’s why I got kicked out of it.  I 
bet I can’t go back to mainstream now... If I could rewind my life, I would go back to my first 
school.” 

Being given the opportunity to prove themselves and not let the difficulties from their past impact 

on their future, was something that participants wanted adults to recognise: 

Alex– “I don’t want them to look at my records and say “oh my god look at this kid.  He’s bad… 
because that’s what’s happened in the past.  They don’t know what’s happening in the 
present.  Right now…  They could look at those records and look at me and think “Wow, he has 
changed”.  They need to not look at those records in a bad way” 

Participants frequently spoke of previous experiences of being bullied and described incidents of 

retaliation which led to their exclusions: 

Chris – “He kept kicking me in the privates, punching me. So I pushed him away, but I got in 
trouble and he didn’t” 

Alex shared that he similarly would have responded in the same way in the past but has now learnt 

to not respond. Despite this, the bullying still has a significant impact on him. 

Alex – “If you don’t retaliate to bullies they don’t… they stop. Because they think they’re not 
getting to you.  But it did get to me.  Once I cried myself to sleep because of stuff they said”  

Others spoke of how they had felt victimised by the adults within their previous schools. Bryan had 

felt “all the teachers used to bully me there. Like say that like they don’t like me”. Alex spoke about 

the emotional distress caused by being moved out of his Year 4 class for misbehaving. This led to 

physical restraint from adults and incidents of name calling from adults and other pupils: 

Alex– “This guy made me come in the class, restraining me, calling me a baby because I was 
crying.  I had to put my head down on the desk because I was crying in front of the whole 
class of Year 6s laughing at me…going “ha, ha look at that baby””. 

 

An important subtheme highlighted throughout the interviews surrounded the participants’ 

perception of their identity. Participants discussed fears of being labelled negatively due to 

attending a PRU: 

Alex - “[other schools] would look at my records and think “oh we can’t have him” but they 

don’t know what I’m like now.  They only see on my record what I was like then.  If they seen 

what I was like now they would see that I’ve changed.” 
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For Alex, it was important that others saw him for his improvements since starting at the PRU rather 

than his past. Alex described himself as “a little prick” when he first started at the PRU but believes 

he has improved: 

Alex – “I know I can do it. I believe in myself. I believe that I can go there [back to mainstream] 

and I can work hard. I can do this.” 

 

Alex described the challenges associated with the PRU label and how it could impact on his future: 

Alex- “If I carry on going here and then go to flipping [Secondary PRU] I’m never going to get 

anywhere.” 

This also describes a key theme highlighted by participants; the fear of being ‘left’ in the PRU. Bryan 

felt that he was waiting for a space at a school before he could leave the PRU and Chris felt he would 

remain at the PRU “because they don’t have a mainstream for me to go back to”. Participants 

described their PRU placements as though they were long-term. Being within the PRU formed a 

strong part of their identity. A strong part of Chris’ identity was being a member of the school 

council, which he felt meant remaining at the PRU “always and forever”. 

 

Remaining at the PRU was not something all pupils wanted as a long-term option: 

Alex - “Sometimes I wake up and think “oh I’m going to [PRU] again, whoopdedo”.  I want to 

wake up and think “Yes I’m going to the school that I always wanted to go to.  I’m going to see 

my friends today”, “I’m going to ask them if I can play with them after school” …. All the things 

I should be able to do.” 

 

Alex wanted the opportunity to return to mainstream “and just be me.” He felt that he was not able 

to truly be himself within the PRU due to it being in a different area to his home and friends. 

Friendships were important to Alex and having the opportunity to be independent in travelling to 

school with his friends was something that he was desperate to do. Alex described this as: 

“just being normal. Doing what normal kids should be able to do. Go from home on their own 

at my age, with their friends. Go and see their friends.” 

The idea of being ‘normal’ was something that participants spoke of throughout the interviews. 

Having the opportunity to ride their bikes and scooters into school and spend time with friends local 

to their homes was something the participants felt they were missing out on through being at the 

PRU.  
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Participants described their desire to be themselves, which most felt they were unable to do whilst 

in their previous settings. The theme of conformity, being expected to be the same and fit the 

expectations of adults, was something the pupils described: 

Chris – “You had to be like robots.  I was never them.  Sometimes I would be them but 

sometimes I weren’t.” 

This was something that participants valued about their PRU placement where they were able to 

“feel free” (Chris).  

 

Alex described wanting to reintegrate at a key transition time “just before it starts Year 7, it will be a 

fresh new year to just carry on. Like everyone else who will be starting new there” (Alex) so that he 

would ‘fit in’ with others. 

 

Participants recognised that they had previously faced difficulties in regulating their emotions and 

saw this as a part of their identity; however, recognised the improvements they had made over time. 

Alex - “Take this tank as an example. It’s safe...no longer able to run.  This tank here is my 

temper.  The batteries are my temper. My temper used to be lasting quite long… Duracell 

batteries.  And then now, the remote control doesn’t even work.” 

 

4.2.2.6 – Clear expectations  

Participants wanted to know what was expected of them in different situations, so they understood 

what to do. In his previous setting, Bryan would have valued being “told what I’d done wrong. They 

could have just given me one last chance or something” as he felt he was never given warnings. 

Within the PRU, participants appreciate when the staff support them in calming down which pupils 

feel this is done in a respectful way, when pupils are finding it hard to do on their own. Pupils are 

encouraged to “sit down and take some time” (Harry) which varied from the way removing had been 

explained in previous settings where pupils were “put in a room” (Alex), suggesting this was 

something done to them without an explanation of the purpose. This occurred with the treatment of 

pupils in previous settings from other peers too, such as prefects. Harry explained that when he was 

told “you’re not allowed to go this way”, he would get angry and deliberately do what he had been 

told not to. Instead, he would have appreciated being directed by being “told which way to go”. 

 



 

82 

 

Relationships

Home Peers Staff

Having friends or adults remind participants of what behaviours are expected was something 

participants found helpful. Friends saying “calm down and just forget about it” helped prompt Harry 

to try and calm.  

Participants positively described how high expectations were set by the staff within the PRU. 

Participants described enjoying being challenged academically and discussed feeling ready to do 

“harder work” (Freddie). Freddie spoke about his father and how he had recognised challenges he 

had faced with not being able to read, sharing he wanted a different future. 

Being able to “follow my friends up to high school and college” was something Alex was aiming 

towards, in order to “have a good life”. At the time of his interview, Alex felt as though he had been 

“let down by life” and as though staff “don’t trust me”. Alex had high aspirations for himself and was 

seeking support to be able to achieve these. 

Aspirations of pupils were described as being raised by the opportunities available to them. 

Participants discussed “the football trainer that comes in, played for Villa” (Bryan), and were 

enthusiastic about the opportunities to do things such as meeting the Mayor. They described 

watching clips from the news or having discussions about current events, giving pupils a wider 

understanding of the world.  

 

 

4.2.3 – Relationships 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Relationships and sub-themes 

Another key theme highlighted in the pupil’s data surrounded the importance of relationships with 

others and how these impacted on their experiences of school. This key theme was separated into 

three main sub-themes which have been grouped under the headings of ‘Home’, ‘Peers’ and ‘Staff’.  

Relationships between home and school were described by pupils of having impacted on their 

experiences of schooling. Participants described wanting to attend schools near to their families. 
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They also highlighted enjoyment of positive home-school communication, where praise was shared 

with parents since attending the PRU and described a reciprocal relationship with their parents and 

the staff at the PRU where information could be shared easily.  

Relationships with peers were also highlighted as important by the pupils. Difficulties were described 

about the practicalities of maintaining friendships with peers attending the PRU due to most pupils 

living in different catchment areas. Pupils described feeling excluded from things due to attending 

the PRU, as this resulted in them missing opportunities in their local area such as friends organising 

to spend time together after school and highlighted there being a challenge to overcome this sense 

of isolation from friendship groups. 

Relationships with staff form the final sub-theme. Pupils described the staff within the PRU as feeling 

like ‘friends’ and ‘family’, demonstrating the close relationships that had been formed during their 

time here. Pupils highlighted the positive impact that staff could have on them in helping them to 

feel supported and enjoy education, which differed from how their previous experiences had been  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with direct quotes from the pupils to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 

4.2.3.1 - Home  

Participants frequently discussed younger siblings and how they would like to go to schools nearby 

to them. Participants articulated that they wanted to go to schools nearby to their family. For Bryan 

doing this would mean he could have more opportunities to “pop into grandad’s every day” who was 

an important role model in his life. 

Participants discussed difficulties that occurred when there had been poor communication between 

school and home. Bryan spoke of occasions where his “mum was shouting at the headteacher” after 

Bryan had been accused of deliberately hurting another pupil. Bryan was clear that his “mum didn’t 

like her either” which is likely to have impacted on the communication between the two. Within the 

PRU, the communication between home and school was reported to be significantly better than 

participants’ previous experiences. Parents are invited on tours around the PRU before the pupils 

start and participants described the positive use of contact within the PRU. Bryan explained that 

“when my grandad was going for his operation, my mum emailed”, which he felt helped staff to 
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understand his situation and support him throughout this traumatic time. Participants commented 

that positive information about the pupil in school was shared with home frequently: 

David – “Every time I’m in gold and I do good work, I get a headteacher’s award…and I get my 
PS4 at home then” 

 

4.2.3.2 – Peers 

Friendships were extremely important to participants and these had a significant impact upon their 

enjoyment of school. Participants enjoyed going to their previous schools to “spend time with 

friends” (Freddie). Alex articulated the difficulties of attending a school in a different area to where 

he lives and the impact this could have on maintaining friendships. Even though he felt he had 

friends within the PRU, he commented that they “all live somewhere else” and that this has meant 

he does not know them as well as the friends he has grown up with and live locally, who he 

described as “family”.  

Participants described having made friends since starting at the PRU. Harry commented that he “was 

a little bit nervous and scared” when he started at the PRU as he was concerned whether “people 

would like me”. He appreciated pupils being encouraged to talk about their interests as this helped 

him on his tour of the school, to start forming friendships. 

Harry – “we both like Star Wars. He printed out two Jedi’s, so we could do them in different 
colours” 

The use of peer buddying was described by Bryan as something he valued when his grandfather was 

hospitalised as he had someone to talk to who understood what he was going through: 

Bryan – “It’s different here. [Child]’s grandad had and operation and he could understand what 
I was going through so he asked if I was alright and if I wanted to talk to him.” 

Within the PRU, participants described regular opportunities for building friendships and for 

socialising during the day: 

Elliot – “we all go outside together and we have tea and toast together” 

 

Bryan explained that “some of them [PRU friends] have already gone to different schools” since he 

began at the PRU, which demonstrated the sometimes-short-term nature of friendships. Participants 

spoke about methods of keeping in contact, but most recognised the impracticalities of maintaining 
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friendships with other PRU pupils. Location was key to this for participants, where living in different 

areas to the PRU peers limited their opportunities to be friends anywhere other than at school: 

Alex – “I don’t live in [City].  I can’t say “I’ll come and call for you after school” or “go and have 
tea at yours tonight”” 

 

Chris shared that he does not have “as many friends as I had at my old school” and said that he 

misses them. Pupils missed having the opportunity to spend time with peers from the same local 

area and therefore have opportunities to socialise outside of school. Alex describes it as “boring” 

only being able to see his “true” friends when it’s not school time. Participants spoke about feeling 

isolated with friends in their local area and described being “left out of everything” (Alex) as 

activities are planned and organised at school. Alex was desperate to return to a mainstream setting 

within his local area so he could have the opportunity to do what he described as “normal” in being 

able to do things such as “stop at my friends on week days and not have to worry about the taxi 

picking me up or whatever”. Participants felt an important thing for maintaining friendships was to 

“travel into school together” (Bryan). Friendships were an important part of the school experience 

for participants and having that consistency and familiarity is something they valued.  

In relation to peers within school, participants commented that sometimes, other pupils can be 

distracting when they are trying to concentrate on work or that they found they were easily 

distracted by their peers. Freddie explained that he preferred to work on his own in lessons as he 

would previously “get into trouble” for his peers making him laugh in lessons. Participants 

recognised the impact that peers could have in supporting them to feel “more relaxed” (Harry) and 

more generally on their morals and behaviour: 

Alex – “If you hang around with bad sort of kids then you are going to be a not very good kid” 

 

4.2.3.3 – Staff 

Relationships with staff within the PRU were described as positive by the participants where they 

were described as being their “friends” (Alex, Bryan, Freddie). Participants valued that staff treated 

them with respect and discussed their experiences of feeling as though this was not the case in their 

previous settings.  

Participants discussed key members of staff which included their class teachers and teaching 

assistants and adults who came in to do extra-curricular activities with them such as the music 
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teacher and the football trainer who “used to play for Aston Villa” (George). Participants described 

these staff with great passion and alluded to having positive role models which had helped to raise 

their aspirations.  For participants to build relationships with staff, they described trust, warmth and 

the use of humour as being important to them.  

Participants knew information about the hobbies and interests of the staff at the PRU, such as that 

the deputy headteacher enjoy “boxing” (David) and “bowling” (Chris) and were keen to share 

information with me about trophies he had won. Participants described staff as understanding their 

lives and to take an interest in them. 

Participants described the PRU staff as being experienced in supporting pupils. Freddie felt that he 

was “getting better and better at learning because of [PRU staff]” and Bryan felt they knew how to 

“control my anger”. He described how staff in the PRU support pupils with skills of reconciliating 

their differences and to move on with their day by encouraging pupils to shake hands.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

The chapter aims to explore the findings presented in the previous chapter. The chapter will begin 

by discussing the findings in relation to the research questions. Following this, the three key themes 

which cover these of ‘Educational Experience’, ‘Treatment of Pupils’ and ‘Relationships’ identified 

within the previous section will be discussed in further detail with relation to the existing literature, 

as identified in Chapter 2. 

 

The chapter will conclude with highlighting issues that should be considered and will discuss 

implications the research has for the practice of Educational Psychology.  

 

5.2 Discussion of findings in relation to the research questions 

The aim of the current study was to explore school exclusion and specifically, what support was 

valued by those involved in exclusions. The focus was to explore primary school children’s 

experiences of education and identify support they valued or felt could have improved their school 

experience.  

 

To meet these aims, the study aimed to answer the following three research questions:  

1. How do excluded children describe their previous experience of school?  

2. What support do excluded children feel was helpful?  

3. What additional things do children believe could have been done to support them 

further or reduce the risk of exclusion? 

 

A summary of responses to these research questions are summarised in the Table 5.1 overleaf and 

the key findings will be discussed in relation to the existing literature, as identified in Chapter 2.  
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Table 5.1 – Summary of findings in relation to the research questions  

Question Summary of Findings 

1) How do 

excluded 

children 

describe 

their 

previous 

experience 

of school?  

• Mostly negative 

• Feeling as though they missed out on learning and social opportunities due to time out of 

school or reduced timetables 

• Feeling as though they were treated unfairly and misinterpreted by adults in their 

mainstream settings 

• Feeling unwanted and as though they had been ‘kicked out’  

• An over-reliance on testing and working on core-subjects. Perception of the classwork being 

challenging. 

• Experiences of victimisation from pupils and teachers. Feeling that teachers did not like them. 

• Feeling that they were excluded after one single incident which they usually felt were 

accidents. Pupils they felt they were not given any other chances and felt that adults did not 

trust them. 

2) What 

support do 

excluded 

children 

feel was 

helpful?  

Pupils described numerous ways that they had felt supported whilst being at the PRU. These 

included: 

• Help to feel prepared for starting at the PRU with an induction tour which included meeting 

staff and pupils. Knowing what was going to happen when they started at the PRU. 

• Feeling as though staff genuinely care about them, by taking an interest in the pupil’s lives and 

making them feel welcomed and wanted. Pupils describe the PRU as a family environment, 

where they were cared for and respected. Pupil’s find it helpful that staff listen to them and 

seem to genuinely care about them. 

• Staff helping pupils to recognise when they were becoming stressed or angry and helping 

them to make positive choices and offering them the chance to remove themselves or talk 

through their feelings in a supportive way. 

• Staff supporting pupils to learn how to recognise and control their emotions. Giving them time 

to develop these skills. 

• Feeling trusted by adults 

• Feeling that staff valued their efforts by giving high levels of praise and displaying their work 

on the PRU walls 

• Clear classroom and school rules, with reward systems where pupils knew what was expected 

of them and how to reach targets. This also helped pupils to feel there was fairness within the 
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PRU. 

• Clear and consistent routines within the PRU. Each day having a set structure, so they knew 

what they would be doing. 

• The physical building of the PRU which is small enough that they do not get lost. Pupils 

preferred the structure of the PRU compared to high levels of movement around their 

previous settings.  

• Small class sizes and individual desks within the classroom. Higher levels of adult support and 

support that was non-judgemental.  

• The curriculum feeling relevant, with high levels of practical tasks and being aware of the 

purpose to tasks 

• Being able to take part in non-academic subjects and experiencing fun within school. Pupils 

enjoyed going on school trips and how they were trusted by adults to do so. They liked how 

the trips complimented classroom learning. 

• Frequent breaks in between working at the PRU where they can engage in physical activity 

with peers and staff.  

3) What 

additional 

things do 

children 

believe 

could have 

been done 

to support 

them 

further or 

reduce the 

risk of 

exclusion? 

Additional PRU support: 

• One pupil wanted further opportunities to talk to staff about feeling ready to return to 

mainstream schools. They felt that they could be listened to more about decisions involving 

their future and to discuss when they felt ready to leave the PRU. 

 

Additional support in mainstreams: 

• Positive relationships with home in previous settings 

• Mainstream staff having a greater recognition of incidents at home and the impact they could 

have on the pupil 

• Recognition of individual needs and understanding the pupil. To know how to reduce 

escalation of behaviour by supporting them appropriately, rather than aggravating them 

through things such as physically restraining them which made pupils feel trapped and 

resulted in them panicking.  

• A reduction in power dynamics between staff and pupils. Pupils felt their experiences of 

school would have been improved if they had felt as though adults had listened to them and 

treated them fairly by giving them chances and letting them tell their perspectives when 

incidents occurred. Pupils perceived a power imbalance by adults being able to physically 

restrain them, even when they felt this was unjustified.  



 

90 

 

 

5.2.1 How do excluded children describe their previous experience of school?  

Overall, pupils described their previous experiences of school as negative. They described a sense of 

being ‘kicked out’ and as though adults had not wanted them to remain at their schools. Staff in 

previous settings were felt to have treated the pupils unfairly. Pupils experienced victimisation and 

bullying in previous settings from both pupils and also staff. Many pupils had felt that their teachers 

had not liked them, which had impacted on their willingness to engage with them. It was clear that 

the pupils felt their previous teachers had not trusted them or valued them, which was explicitly 

compared to the significantly more positive experiences of staff within the PRU.  

 

Rather than taking the time to get to know pupils and recognise their needs and challenges they 

were facing, adults in previous settings were described as being quick to judge the pupils and give 

them limited chances to right any wrongs that had been made. The pupils commonly felt that their 

behaviour had been misinterpreted or where they had been involved in play with another peer 

which had ended in accidents where a friend had gotten hurt. It was frequently described by the 

pupils that adults had not trusted them, especially in relation to these accidents or single incidents 

that were felt to be the reason for their exclusions. Pupils had described feeling as though they had 

missed out on both learning and social opportunities within their previous settings due to either 

being excluded on a fixed-term basis or by being encouraged to stay off school, or from being placed 

on reduced timetables. This sense of being isolated and restricted previously was key throughout the 

pupil’s descriptions. 

 

Pupils had felt there had been high pressure placed on them within the classroom and perceived 

work as challenging, adding to their negative recollections of previous settings. An over-reliance on 

testing and high volumes of work resulted in a negative recollection of their settings.  

 

5.2.2 What support do excluded children feel was helpful?  

All pupils described having felt supported since starting at the PRU, which differed significantly from 

their previous experiences. Reasons for this surrounded the strength of relationships built with PRU 

staff, how they felt that PRU staff truly understood their needs and how to support these and the 

engaging curriculum.  
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Relationships played a significant part in these pupils beginning to feel as though adults genuinely 

cared for and respected them. Staff were described as always listening to them and were felt to trust 

the pupils, which differed drastically to the majority of pupil’s prior experience. Staff were described 

as ‘friends’ who respected the pupils and like ‘family’ which demonstrated the strong and caring 

relationships that had been formed. Through these trusting relationships, built on respect and 

nurture, pupils described feeling supported appropriately, especially in relation to having their 

emotional needs met. Pupils described how PRU staff were skilled at helping them to recognise 

when they were starting to feel stressed or angry, to make positive choices through offering them 

chances to remove themselves or talk through their feelings in a calm and supported way. The pupils 

valued how PRU staff gave them time to develop skills of recognising and controlling emotions, 

rather than expecting them to be able to do this immediately.  

 

Pupils valued knowing what was expected of them through clear classroom and school rules, reward 

systems and clarity on how to reach targets. The routine within the PRU was described as clear and 

consistent, where pupils were able to describe what their day would look like. The pupils also 

described having felt prepared when they began at the PRU as a result of the induction tour they, 

and their family, had received. Pupils felt that helped them to meet staff and pupils prior to starting 

at the PRU and resulted in them feeling positive about starting at the PRU.  

 

The way the curriculum was presented within the PRU was something the pupils found extremely 

valuable as they all described enjoyment of learning activities within the PRU. Pupils felt that the 

tasks they completed were relevant and could recognise the purpose to activities they were 

expected to take part in. Learning was also described as being frequently punctuated by regular 

breaks where pupils take part in physical activity with both peers and staff. Pupils found that 

practical tasks and being given opportunities to take part in non-academic subjects had supported 

them to enjoy learning.  They spoke extremely positively about attending frequent school trips as 

they not only enjoyed how these complimented classroom learning, but also demonstrated to them, 

that they were trusted by adults.  

 

Other supporting factors included: a small school site and how this reduced the level of movement 

around the school building, small class sizes, individual desks and equipment and high levels of 

adult’s ready to support them in non-judgemental ways.   Pupils also felt that high levels of praise 

within the PRU helped them to feel as though their efforts had been valued.  
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5.2.3 What additional things do children believe could have been done to support them further 

or reduce the risk of exclusion? 

All pupils described feeling that their time at the PRU had been extremely helpful, where they had 

felt supported, cared for and treated fairly by staff. There were very limited suggestions for 

improvements within the PRU; with one pupil wanting further opportunities to talk to staff about 

returning to a mainstream school. He felt that pupils could have greater involvement in decision 

making with regard to their future and would benefit from the opportunity to discuss and be heard 

when they felt ready to return to school. 

Pupils had suggestions for how to improve other pupil’s experiences within mainstream settings and 

reduce the risk of exclusion, as a result of their previous poor experiences of primary settings. Pupils 

felt it would have been valuable for the following adaptions to occur: 

• More emphasis on positive relationships between home and school 

• Staff having a greater understanding of how home life and key life experiences such as family 

illness could impact on pupils 

• Greater recognition of individual needs and understanding the pupil. Pupils felt it would be 

valuable for staff to have a greater awareness of how to reduce behaviours from escalating, 

through supporting them appropriately. Pupils were aggravated by adults doing things such as 

physically restraining them as this made them feel trapped and resulted in them panicking.  

• A reduction in power dynamics between staff and pupils. Pupils felt their experiences of school 

would have been improved if they had felt as though adults had listened to them and treated 

them fairly by giving them chances and letting them tell their perspectives when incidents 

occurred. Pupils perceived a power imbalance by adults being able to physically restrain them, 

even when they felt this was unjustified.  

 

 

 

5.3 Discussion of findings and key themes 



 

93 

 

The key themes highlighted within the data and described in Chapter 4, will now be 

discussed in relation to the existing literature surrounding the topic of school exclusion.  

 

5.3.1 Theme One:  Educational Experience 

The theme of ‘Educational experience’ was identified within the data and included three significant 

sub-themes which included ‘educational setting’, ‘curriculum and opportunities’ and ‘value of 

education’. These will now be discussed further in relation to the literature described in Chapter 2. 

 

5.3.1.1 Educational setting 

Pupil’s educational settings prior to exclusion were described as places where the children 

experienced little enjoyment and frequent feelings of anger and frustration. Experiences at the PRU 

were described positively and highlighted that pupils felt supported. The topic of reintegration was 

described by pupils and some highlighted difficulties within the LA with finding suitable placements 

to return to. 

 

Within the existing literature, a well-established way of supporting pupils with SEMH needs, which 

are commonly found in excluded pupils and those AROE, is through the use of small groups such as 

nurture groups (Ofsted, 2011). Small class sizes were also viewed as a key to pupils within the PRU 

for helping them to enjoy schooling. Small groups have been found to support the development of 

confidence, self-esteem, communication skills, skills in relationship-building and can provide 

opportunities for social learning through play with higher levels of adult support (Cole, 2015). The 

small school site of the school was described positively as pupils found it easier to navigate than in 

previous, larger settings where there were concerns about getting easily lost. Limited movement 

around the site and consistent routines result in pupils knowing what is expected of them and where 

they need to be, which differs from the experiences within mainstream settings, particularly 

secondary schools (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016).  

 

Within the data, pupil’s experiences of their previous educational settings focused on the 

relationships and challenges which occurred with these. This will be discussed in greater detail 

within section 5.3.2 ‘Treatment of pupils’; however, it is important to note the impact this has on 

educational experience. The curriculum and the way in which learning was presented to pupils also 
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had a significant impact on pupil’s experiences of education and will now be discussed in the 

following section.  

 

 

5.3.1.2 Curriculum and opportunities 

Another key sub-theme the arose from the analysis surrounded the pupil’s perceptions of the 

curriculum and opportunities across their previous settings and the PRU. Within the PRU, pupils felt 

there were opportunities for engaging in practical learning and positively described some of the 

recent projects they had engaged in. Pupils appeared to appreciate opportunities for breaks in 

between working and perceived the learning activities as less challenging than they had been in their 

previous settings. Pupils described pressure being placed on them in their mainstream settings and a 

sense of over-reliance on testing, which they found overwhelming as this was felt to be a daily 

experience during their time within previous settings. The curriculum within the PRU was described 

by pupils as being based on practical activities and learning through extra-curricular activities, which 

is something they viewed as missing from their previous settings.  

 

Whereas research by Pomeroy (2000) found that pupil’s perceptions of the curriculum within PRUs 

and APs can often be restricted, resulting in many pupils feelings disadvantaged, the pupils in this 

study shared extremely positive views of the curriculum within the PRU. Pupils described core 

subjects and high amounts of practical sessions including cooking, music, sports etc, which may be as 

a result of participants being younger than those in Pomery’s (2000) study and therefore less aware 

of the future impact of qualifications in later life. Pupils perceived their learning within the PRU as 

engaging and spoke positively about the way learning was presented, how staff supported them and 

the enjoyment they got from taking part in learning opportunities. This view typically contrasted 

pupil’s perceptions of their previous settings, which some described as boring or where there was an 

overreliance on testing. Pupil’s described the impact of pressure to perform within the classroom 

and tests in their previous settings which is likely to have filtered down from senior leadership within 

schools as a result of the high pressure placed on schools to meet performance indicators (Hayden, 

1997).  

 

As was found in previous studies, practical and ‘hands on’ learning was viewed as engaging by pupils 

in alternative provisions (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016; Cole, 2015). Within the PRU in this case 

study, activities and trips were an important part of the curriculum as substantial learning was felt 
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possible during these. Opportunities for trips are argued to provide pupils with opportunities where 

they are able to prove they are responsible and that adults trust them (Frankham et al., 2007). This is 

particularly valuable for excluded pupils as typically these are the pupils who have not been given 

these opportunities before.  

 

For pupils to value learning and have greater engagement, this study along with findings by Cefai 

(2008) emphasise the importance of pupils seeing the purpose to activities. Pupils in the study 

shared how previous experiences of education had left them questioning ‘what is the point’ with 

particular topics, whereas in the PRU there is an emphasis placed on demonstrating the relevance of 

tasks through linking theory to practical learning experiences. It can be particularly challenging for 

pupils to imagine things like being a knight, but by basing written tasks on practical activities such as 

role-playing situations, this makes it less challenging for pupils and more enjoyable.  

 

Pupils in this study perceived work at the PRU as ‘easier’ and ‘more fun’, compared to their previous 

settings. Staff within the PRU shared that the level work is pitched at is typically higher than they 

would have been exposed to in previous settings, but the way it is presented is different. Tasks are 

presented with practical elements wherever possible, with an emphasis on demonstrating the 

relevance to pupils. Staff also describe high levels of differentiation and a greater flexibility than is 

available within mainstream schools as the pace of the lesson can be adjusted easily with smaller 

group sizes and greater adult presence, which supports Cole (2015). PRU staff try to ensure pupils 

are given opportunities for success, which is done through presenting them with manageable tasks 

(Hart, 2013). Work is pitched at level appropriate to the individual, with awareness that slight 

challenge is needed to support the pupils to develop, linking closely with Vygotsky’s (1986) zone of 

proximal development. Within the PRU, there also appears to be an emphasis placed on incidental 

learning opportunities for the pupils, where interactions between staff and between the work in 

class are designed to allow for opportunities for development of social skills and provide positive 

memories for pupils to refer back to at later point. An emphasis is also placed on ensuring pupils 

have frequent opportunities to reflect on their learning in order for this to be reinforced (Solomon & 

Thomas, 2013; Kolb, 1984). 

 

5.3.1.3 Value of education 

Within the theme of educational experience, the final sub-theme surrounded the pupil’s value of 

education and their description of how education can have a positive impact on their lives. Some 
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pupils were explicit in wanting to return to mainstream in order to gain the most from education 

that they possibly could, suggesting that there may be difficulties in doing this within a PRU.  

 

The discussion of ‘purpose of education’ was highlighted by pupils in this study, who were keen to 

share their internal values of education. For some, they recognised the impact education could have 

on their lives, commenting about not wanting to be like their parents (Freddie) or wanting to “get 

the top levels” (Alex). This adds to previous research such as Pomoeroy’s (2000) study as it highlights 

that even younger pupils had some awareness of the purpose of education and how it was likely to 

impact on their futures.  

 

5.3.4 Concluding points 

Throughout the literature surrounding school exclusion, the physical school environment and ways a 

school is organised have been shown to have a significant impact on pupil’s engagement within 

school and their subsequent behaviours. A school’s ethos is extremely important in shaping how 

pupils feel within the setting, whether they feel valued, wanted and supported. When children 

experience school as somewhere they do not feel a sense of belonging or as being welcomed, 

problems can arise. Engagement within school can also be significantly influenced by the way the 

curriculum is shaped and presented to the pupils. It is felt to be important that the relevance and 

purpose of tasks are shared, that work is pitched at appropriate levels and provide challenge with 

the safety net of support and scaffolding to ensure pupils learning is gradually developed. It was 

clear from the findings presented in this study, that pupils felt there was a reduction on the amount 

of pressure placed on them, which they found extremely valuable. With pupils feeling safe, nurtured 

and relaxed from residential trips, their perceptions of schooling since starting at the PRU had been 

significantly improved. Pupils described feeling supported and as though adults believe in them, 

which are helpful in promotive a positive attitude towards learning and self-belief. Considering this, 

the next section will now discuss the importance of how pupils are treated and the impact this can 

have on pupils. 

 

 

5.3.2 Theme Two: Treatment of pupils 

Treatment of pupils covers numerous sub-themes identified within the data. In their previous 

settings, pupils generally described feeling as though they had been treated unfairly and had not 

been supported to know what is expected of them or how to cope with emotions that they had 
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found overwhelming. Within the PRU, pupils highlighted where staff had supported them to learn 

how to recognise and regulate how they were feeling, as well as supporting them to problem solve 

in more appropriate ways. They described feeling included and trusted to take part in activities 

which they previously had been left out of in previous settings ‘because of their behaviour’ and 

adults having been in control of decision making. Pupils felt as though adults within the PRU 

understood them and whereas during their previous experiences of school, they commonly felt that 

their actions were misinterpreted, and staff had not understood their humour or where actions had 

been accidental. A prominent sub-theme throughout the data was the impact that the associated 

stigma of being excluded or being labelled as ‘naughty’, had on individual’s sense of identity. Pupils 

frequently described their concerns around how others would view them as a result of their 

‘excluded’ label and highlighted apprehension at how adults would perceive them in the future.  

 

Three of the most significant sub-themes were ‘adults in power’, ‘feeling understood’ and ‘stigma 

and impact on identity’ and will now be discussed further in relation to the literature described in 

Chapter 2. 

 

5.3.2.1 Adults in power 

As highlighted in research by Lumby & Morrison (2009), excluded pupils often perceived a power 

imbalance between staff and students.  This is supported within the current research where pupils 

felt decisions were made by adults in relation to situations such as attendance on trips in their 

previous schools or the decision to reintegrate pupils into another school from the PRU. Pupils were 

unaware of how decisions were made about them, which resonates with Rose’s (2005) research 

where pupils are frequently left out of decisions surrounding their education, despite this being their 

right (Robinson, 2014). Roffey (2013) argued that educational practices typically focus on ‘telling’ 

rather than promoting choice for pupils, which interesting was demonstrated within this research. 

This power imbalance was perceived as much greater in previous settings, where staff were 

described as shouting at pupils or using physical force against them. Pupils described staff in 

previous settings as treating them “like an object” (Alex), whereas in the PRU, they valued how 

adults genuinely cared about them and treated them “as a person” and “a friend” (Alex).  

Pupils recalled unnecessary negative incidents of physical restraint. For some, these incidents had 

deeply distressed them and caused fainting and panic attacks. Pupils described the positive 

treatment of pupils within the PRU, where pupils felt respected and valued, resulted in staff never 

needing to restrain pupils (as described by Elliot in Section 4.2.2.1).   
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Many pupils perceived the incidents leading to their exclusion as being a result of adults 

misinterpreting their actions and not having the opportunity to explain their perspective in relation 

to these incidents. Disruptive behaviour has been linked to pupil’s frustration at their perceived 

fairness of discipline (McCluskey, 2012) which would account for incidents described by pupils such 

as running out of the classroom when being told off for something they had not done. Pupils felt 

that adults had treated them unfairly by not listening to them, which mirrors the findings by Gersch 

& Nolan (1994). Similarly, pupils wanted to be given opportunities to talk through situations and 

share their perspective, but felt they were not allowed to and felt that adults did not believe them. 

Within the PRU, pupils valued how adults listened to them and would listen to all sides of 

arguments.  Some pupils shared that they had been excluded for a single incident or 

misunderstanding. In these cases, rather than mainstream settings supporting them, children are 

excluded and moved elsewhere. Participants saw these as unfair exclusions and it is likely that the 

child is viewed as the problem, rather than consideration being given to the environment around 

them to consider other causes (Pomeroy, 2000). Findings from this study may support the notion 

that ‘unofficial’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions continue to be a challenge (Blyth & Miller, 1996; Massey, 

2011), as pupils described their exclusion and treatment within previous settings as unfair. This gave 

pupils the sense of schools ‘getting rid’ or ‘forcing out’ pupils to remove pupils who present as 

challenging to a school. 

 

Whilst some recognised events that led to their exclusions, other pupils were not aware of the 

reasons for PEx, suggesting they had not been involved in the process or information had not be 

shared with them, similarly to findings by Gersch & Nolan (1994). This further highlights the power 

imbalance between pupils and staff and lack of focus in practice on pupil’s rights to be involved and 

aware of what is happening to them (Robinson, 2014). Pupils viewed PRU staff as being in charge of 

the process of reintegration, with adults deciding when their behaviour was ‘good enough’ and in 

organising the schools for them to start at. Most pupils shared that decisions were based on 

behaviour and how much they had improved, but also shared limited involvement in the process 

such as not having “a say in where they go” (Alex).This lack of involvement within the exclusion 

process supports findings be Rose (2005) where individuals are frequently left out of decisions 

regarding their education Some discussed how adults in new schools also had power in decisions 

being made about the pupils, in refusing to take students after their time at the PRU as a result of 

their ‘records’. Alex summarised this sense of injustice by saying “but they don’t know what I’m like 
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now”, demonstrating the importance in being listened to by adults to understand the real child and 

not just their previous incidents. This lack of understanding pupil’s needs will be discussed in the 

following section. 

 

5.3.2.2 Feeling understood 

As stated in the literature review excluded pupils felt that that their needs had not been understood 

within the settings they were excluded from (Pomeroy, 2000). A common theme arising in the data 

involved pupils describing how they had felt misunderstood by adults within their previous settings. 

Some felt that the adults had not understood them or their sense of humour, which resulted in them 

getting in trouble and or had not understood how situations at home would have impacted on their 

actions in school. Pupils shared that they felt as though adults within the PRU genuinely cared for 

them and took time to find out how they were feeling. Pupils felt adults recognised and supported 

individual differences in the pupils; supporting them to calm down in ways most suitable for them 

e.g. giving “time to calm down” (Harry) or offering “a bit of quiet time” (Bryan) out of lessons. The 

importance of giving pupils ‘breathing space’ and opportunities to discuss challenging situations has 

also been highlighted as important in the literature (Frankham et al., 2007) Pupils valued staff not 

shouting at them like previous teachers had done and felt that adults within the PRU were very 

understanding. Similarly, to findings by Leather (2009), pupils shared that being shouted at in 

previous settings made them feel as though they were not being listened to and were not being 

given the chance to share their perspectives, which made them react in anger and aggression. 

Within the PRU, pupils generally felt able to talk to staff about issues and viewed their opinions as 

being valued. Excluded children commonly describe negative perceptions of teachers and negative 

experiences within their previous school (Hart, 2013). Pupils in this study also described incidents of 

bullying from staff and pupils in previous settings, suggesting feelings of victimisation. Staff were 

viewed as taking a dislike to the pupils and viewed them as ‘naughty’, suggesting underlying causes 

of behaviours were not recognised. Pupils described incidents of victimisation from adults in their 

previous settings with regard to the emotional distress they caused. Alex described crying when a 

teacher called him a baby in-front of an older year group, which resulted in disengagement with 

education for him.  

 

Pupils in the current study recognised their previous difficulties in understanding, controlling and 

regulating their emotions and subsequent behaviour, mirroring the findings within Pomeroy’s (2000) 

study. Pupils described lashing out at others or throwing objects around, like Chris who described a 
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complete loss of control “when I was really mad” where he “was like hulk smash”. Aggression was 

frequently described as resulting from becoming frustrated or as a method of protecting themselves 

when feeling trapped or threatened by teachers and bullies. Pupils described incidents where 

previous staff had exacerbated the situation through not recognising pupils were finding things 

challenging.  Pupils viewed their anger and aggression as being the reason for their exclusion and felt 

their attendance at the PRU was to support them in learning “how to calm down quicker” (Harry). 

PRU placements were described as successful in helping pupils to control their emotions and 

reactions, which pupils attributed to reasons including high expectations from staff, which 

highlighted a discourse of belief in pupils and high levels of adult support to help them recognise 

when they needed time and space to calm. Pupils valued when adults took the time to sit down with 

them and talk to them about their actions as this supported them to re-gain control but felt that 

“you don’t get that in mainstream” (Harry). They valued being guided to the quiet room within the 

PRU when this was needed, whereas being forcibly removed (like in their previous settings) was 

something that agitated them further. 

 

A school’s ethos has been a key focus within research around school exclusion. Ofsted (2005) state 

the impact it can have on helping pupils to feel secure, supported, safe from harm and valued. A 

successful and supportive school’s ethos is linked to Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs where if 

pupil’s basic needs of ‘physiological and survival’, ‘safety’, ‘love, affection and belonging’, ‘self-

esteem’ and ‘self-actualisation’ are met, positive emotional health and well-being are supported 

(Solomon & Thomas, 2013). As discussed within section 2, each of these needs can be met in 

particular ways within school, many of these being highlighted within the findings:  

• Physiological needs are supported through the ‘tea and toast’ time, where pupils spent break 

times together ensuring they had all have food within the morning. Where pupils have not had 

breakfast before arriving at school, staff ensure this is sorted on arrival. 

• Safety needs are supported by simple and consistent rules within the PRU and high adult 

supervision of pupils at all times. 

• Affection and belonging is supported through positive relationships with staff and peers. Adults 

are available to intervene where needed, or to be sought by pupils due to there being no 

unsupervised time in the PRU. Pupil’s work and pictures of pupils on trips lined the hallway 

walls to promote the sense of belonging, foster the development of self-esteem and share that 

adults were proud of the pupils. Typically, excluded pupils have low self-belief as a result of 
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previous negative experiences (Pomeroy, 2000), but exposure to positive situations can raise 

self-esteem and confidence for these pupils (Cole, 2015). 

• The development of self-esteem is a key focus for PRU staff when working with excluded pupils 

or those AROE. Focus within the PRU is on praise. Appropriate praise can support the 

development of skills required to promote positive self-esteem (Dweck, 2009). Displaying 

pupil’s work and regularly updating the displays demonstrates to pupils the consistent 

message that adults value their efforts which can support engagement and motivation of 

pupils (Cole, 2015). Sharing positive praise with parents is also used to develop pupil’s self-

esteem, which will be discussed further in Section 5.3.3.1 with regards to relationship building. 

• Self-actualisation is supported by providing relevant and engaging lessons, which will be 

discussed in the following section, and through positive modelling by all adults within the PRU.  

The findings of the study also suggest that pupils find when schools are person-centred and caring, 

they can foster development within children (Farouk, 2017). Numerous positive descriptors were 

used by pupils when discussing the ethos of the PRU. These include welcoming, caring, nurturing, 

calm, respectful, which all appear within the literature when looking at ways to support pupils with 

challenging pupils. The calm nature within the PRU is the result of consistent routines being in place 

is similar to the findings of Thomson & Pennacchia’s (2016) study looking into the successful aspects 

of an AP. Pupils who know what is expected of them and what is going to occur next often respond 

with improved behaviour as this fosters a sense of security and belonging (Cole, 2015). Consistent 

routines and clear expectations of pupils were also highlighted as important by pupils where they 

valued the high expectations set by adults as this helped them to feel that adults believe in them.   

 

Within the PRU, pupils described feeling “freer”, able to be themselves and not “like robots” as Chris 

described his previous setting had been. As Farouk (2017) states, schools can often be impersonal 

and institutional, which is supported by the pupil’s data within this study. There was a sense of 

fairness in the way staff within the PRU treated pupils, where pupils were supported when they 

faced challenges, rather than being punished as they had done previously. Pupils felt they had been 

treated unfairly in previous settings, through refusal to let them participate in certain trips or even a 

full-time timetable. Exclusion has been shown to result in pupils missing learning and social 

opportunities during their time out of school (Munn et al., 2000; Sheffield & Morgan, 2016) which 

was similarly shared by pupils in this study. Harry viewed his part-time timetable as unfair as it 

meant he missed out on significant amounts of learning and opportunities for socialisation. It was 

clear that in previous settings pupils felt as though they were not listened to or their opinions 
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valued. This impacted on how trusted they felt by adults, where in previous settings pupils felt 

restricted and limited by adults not trusting them.  

 

As argued by Abdelnoor (1999), the focus of inclusion should apply to pupils with behavioural 

difficulties, rather than focusing on within-child factors and placing the focus on the pupils. In the 

current study, a greater rigidity in schools was described with the perception that schools refuse to 

make adaptions or deviate from behaviour policies, which results in the necessary support not being 

prioritised for these pupils. Research by Parker et al. (2016) supported that exclusions of primary 

pupils were felt to be as a result of behaviours linking to unrecognised SEMH needs, where 

appropriate support had not been given despite being an ongoing issue. None of the pupils within 

this study had a recognised SEND; however, meeting and listening to these pupils share their stories 

and experiences, there was evidence for pupils having unsupported needs surrounding emotional 

regulation. 

 

Pupils highlighted that PRU staff had been supportive in meeting their emotional needs, and they 

recognised their own improvements. Despite these improvements, pupils recognised that there can 

be challenges in finding placements for pupils as a result of the ‘excluded’ label, which will now be 

discussed in the following section.  

 

5.3.2.4 Stigma and impact on identity 

Pupils recognised that they have experienced difficulties in the past but feel that they are judged by 

their previous actions rather than “what’s happening in the present” (Alex). There was a key sense of 

pupils feeling that their records followed them and impacted on the way adults in other settings 

judge them. Pupils described how they had felt untrusted by staff in previous settings and previous 

incidents resulted in a label of ‘naughty’ being attached to them, which held them back from things 

such as attending school trips or taking part in school plays. Pupils felt that this label continued 

further once they had been excluded and the ‘PRU label’ resulted in adults prejudging how they 

would behave, despite not knowing the pupil, e.g. not being able to control their temper. Pupils 

want adults to look at them and recognise the improvements they had made, not just focusing on 

the negatives from their past. It was important to pupils that they were given a chance to prove 

themselves. Feeling trapped in this negative version of themselves was also described within 

Frankham et al’s (2007) study of pupils within APs, which suggests that stigma is still something that 

greatly impacts on pupil’s perceptions of themselves.  
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5.3.2.4 Concluding points 

Adults being perceived in charge describes how pupils felt they had little control or say in events 

surrounding their exclusion and the process of reintegration. It may be that reintegration is 

something that is not yet felt appropriate for these individuals, but this highlights a lack of 

involvement for these pupils in processes regarding them and provides further support for research 

demonstrating how pupils often feel unclear about how decisions are made regarding their 

education (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Through lack of pupil involvement, it would suggest that there is 

a lack of understanding of the pupil’s perceptions of their needs and difficulties, as there was 

evidence that pupils in previous settings felt unable to control their emotions and were excluded for 

incidents relating to these events. Without including the pupils, a narrative surrounding being a 

‘naughty’ child appeared to develop in these pupils and impacted on their self-perceptions. There 

was a sense that the associated stigma attached to the ‘excluded’ label involved adults outside of 

the PRU placing an emphasis on the past actions of the pupils, and not accounting for how their 

needs could be supported appropriately. This suggests that if there was more emphasis placed on 

involvement of pupils, pupil’s needs could be recognised and supported more efficiently and there 

could be a reduction of negative connotations linked to being excluded. 

 

 

5.3.3 Theme Three: Relationships 

As mirrored in the literature, pupils highlighted the value of relationships in providing support for 

pupils who were AROE or who had been excluded. Many parents have been felt their child’s 

exclusion has been undeserved in incidents where relationships have broken down between staff 

and pupils or their families (Hodge & Wolstenholme, 2016). Close relationships between home and 

school staff, relationships between peers and relationships of pupils with staff will be described 

further. 

 

 5.3.3.1 Home-school links 

The majority of pupils discussed important family members and the impact they have had. Some 

pupils described turbulent home lives where they did not always see both parents. Some described 
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role models in the form of grandparents and placed an importance on being able to spend time with 

them. For many pupils, it was clear that there had been challenging relationships between their 

previous settings and parents, where pupils discussed incidents of arguments between the two. The 

positive impact home-school relationships can have on reducing the of risk of exclusion has been 

highlighted by previous literature (Frankham et al., 2007; Gazeley, 2012), and participants in this 

study support this notion. Pupils felt their parents liked the PRU as they had been made to feel 

welcome and invited on a tour as part of the induction process. Pupils described frequent liaison 

between school and home where staff contact parents to share positive experiences. Having the 

pupils present for this is a way of developing the pupil’s self-esteem and is used to reinforce positive 

experiences. This is viewed as important as typically these parents have only been contacted in the 

past for negative events. Pupils described how these phonecalls often led to further rewards at 

home and in turn, had a positive impact on the pupils in a wider context than just at the PRU. 

Whereas Hayden & Ward’s (1994) study found that communication with home was a motivator for 

improving behaviour, this study suggests that the use of positive communication with home may be 

equally valuable. In previous settings, pupils shared that their parents had difficulties with members 

of staff and were open about their dislike of them. In these instances, pupils saw parents shouting 

and arguing with staff and this way of communicating was reinforced for them. Within the PRU, in 

having positive conversations with parents with the child present, positive communication is being 

modelled and reinforcement of the positive behaviours is occurring. 

 

Bryan described how his mum was able to contact the PRU headteacher regarding distressing family 

situations which helped him feel supported whilst at school. In having a positive relationship 

between school and parents, information sharing and understanding of situations occurred, and the 

pupils can be supported most appropriately. Building positive relationships was viewed as crucial 

within APs in Frankham et al.’s (2007) study as it enabled consistency between approaches at home 

and school, and also helped pupils feel they were able to share information about their home lives 

as it was clear to pupils that the staff wanted to support the child and their family.  

 

 5.3.3.2 Relationships with peers 

Friendships were valued by pupils, as highlighted by Hayden & Ward (1994) also and were described 

as impacting on pupil’s enjoyment of school. In previous settings, one of the only positive aspects 

highlighted by pupils was the opportunity to see friends. It was recognised that attending the PRU 

had limitations on ability to have strong friendships with peers, for multiple reasons. Previous 
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research has highlighted that exclusion can have a negative impact on pupils relationships with peers 

due to limited opportunities to socialise (Hayden & Ward, 1994), which was supported within the 

findings from this study. The PRU population is much smaller, meaning there are less students to 

form friendships with, but the main barrier to pupils was the home locations. Pupils in the PRU travel 

from all across the LA, which pupils recognised meant there were limited opportunities to spend 

time together outside of school.  Another issue with maintaining friendships came from the PRU 

being designed to be a ‘short-stay’ school, meaning pupils could move on from the PRU at any time. 

For pupils, friendships developed through having the chance to socialise outside of school through 

engaging in activities of shared interest. This was described as something missing from the PRU as 

pupils could not just “call for you after school” or “come for tea” (Alex) as pupils lived far away from 

each other. Proximity of friends was important, for pupils to feel ‘normal’ in being able to do typical 

things such as walking to school with their friends. In attending the PRU, miles away from their 

home, pupils described often feeling isolated from their friendship groups at home as they missed 

out on things in school and felt “left out of everything” (Alex) with activities being planned within 

school.  

 

Similarly to Hayden & Ward (1994), pupils described influences peers can have on them. Most 

shared that they were easily distracted by what peers were doing in lessons in their previous settings 

and would get into trouble as a result of this. Others shared how peer support can have a positive 

impact on them, for example, in helping them to feel relaxed and supported.  

 

  5.3.3.3 Staff relationships 

Relationships between staff and pupils was important at the PRU. Pupils highlighted the positive 

impact that staff could have on them in helping them to feel supported and enjoy education, which 

differed from how their previous experiences had been. Pupils described PRU staff as ‘friends’ as 

they described feeling respected, wanted and treated fairly. Pupils described feeling supported 

whilst at the PRU as a result of the relationships that had been fostered. Without strong 

relationships, the pupils would feel unable to trust adults as they do (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). 

Through building trust, adults are able to support children to change their internal narratives and 

perceptions of themselves as ‘naughty children’, as adults within the PRU purposefully focus on the 

positive actions of young people. The focus of relationships has been key within the literature, with 

schools that place an emphasis on pastoral support having improved relationships between staff and 

pupils (Tucker, 2015). 
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A key theme that arose from pupils surrounded how the PRU felt like a family. Pupils described how 

adults and pupils spent the entire day together, including having ‘tea and toast’ at break time, 

playing games during breaks and eating their lunches together. Thomson & Pennacchia (2016) 

describe this as being vital in ensuring adults could intervene quickly when there are challenges and 

can support pupils in coping with these difficulties. Adults can support in developing appropriate 

social skills, which is improved by the strength in relationships. Staff being present enables 

continuous modelling of positive relationship between adults to expose pupils to positive social 

interactions (Solomon & Thomas, 2013).  

 

5.3.3.4 Concluding points 

The data within this study suggests similar findings to previous research. Relationships are 

highlighted as a key factor in supporting pupils AROE or who have been excluded as they offer 

opportunities for teaching of appropriate skills, development of trust between students and adults 

and help pupils to adapt their perceptions of adults as typically, their previous experiences have 

been challenging. Consistency of relationships across family, peers and staff is important for these 

relationships to be influential. Involvement of parents is significant as it supports the promotion of 

consistency across home and school for the pupil. As described previously, positive home-school 

relationships for excluded pupils typically have not occurred (Hodge & Wolstenholme, 2016), so 

where successes are shared, this changes both the pupil and parents’ perceptions of schools 

(Gazeley, 2012). Highlighting positives can support the development of self-esteem and help pupils 

to recognise appropriate ways of responding. The close relationships within the PRU as described 

above, are key to supporting these pupils. Peer relationships are important to pupils, and difficulties 

can occur with the way PRUs typically support pupils from wide geographical areas. Pupils enjoy the 

personal nature of the PRU, with a small population and high presence of adults to intervene and 

support throughout the day. The organisation of the PRU encourages development of strong, 

positive and trusting relationship between staff and pupils, and also between peers. Without these 

relationships, there can be difficulties in supportive the development of strategies to control 

emotions (Tucker, 2013), building trust (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016) and with engaging pupils in 

learning (Macleod, 2007). 

 

 

5.4 Issues to consider 



 

107 

 

As part of this research, the willingness of pupils to talk about their experiences of being excluded 

and incidents building up to this, was something that surprised me. Some pupils still felt angry and 

upset about their experiences, perceiving injustice in how they were treated, and this was 

something they had not overcome despite positive experiences and emotional support provided 

within the PRU. Whilst pupils clearly value the emotional support they receive within the PRU, some 

may benefit from further opportunities to talk to someone in a more objective position. It is likely 

that participants responded positively to my position as the researcher, of being someone separate 

from the PRU who could listen without judgement. This suggested the need for some pupils to have 

opportunities to make sense of their experiences with someone removed from the PRU such as a 

counsellor or an EP.  

 

The data from pupil’s interviews highlighted key factors for supporting children AROE or who have 

experienced exclusion. These factors largely overlap with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs where 

if pupil’s basic needs are met, their emotional health and well-being are supported (Solomon & 

Thomas, 2013). As a result of this, a tool for use within schools has been created with key questions 

that could be considered when staff are working with pupils who are at risk of being or have been 

excluded, to look at the systems around the child and consider the impact these may be having on 

the pupil and whether any environmental factors could be adapted to support these pupils further. 

This can be found in appendix fifteen. This checklist is influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

ecological systems theory and Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs to account for the interacting 

systems around children and young people, alongside consideration of how their needs can be met. 

It provides areas to consider and questions that school staff or professionals supporting pupils AROE 

or who have been excluded can use to assess whether there are any gaps where additional 

adaptions can be made to support meeting the basic needs of all individuals. It also includes specific 

suggestions for further adaptions that can be made within the classroom to support these pupils 

further.  

 

This tool is something that could be used by schools either as a preventative measure to reduce the 

risk of exclusion or as a way of assessing the environment when children are presenting these 

challenging behaviours, based on what pupils who have experienced exclusion have shared as 

valuable. This is something that schools could do independently, and then seek the support of 

Educational Psychologists (EPs) for additional support. The implications of this study in relation to 

the EP profession will now be discussed.  
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5.5 Implications for Educational Psychology    

EPs have a key role in supporting a wide range of schools and are well placed within LAs to assist 

schools and pupils where pupils are AROE, who have been excluded or where reintegration is 

occurring. EPs typically work at many levels including the individual, group and systemic level where 

they apply psychological skills and understanding to support the development of CYP between 0-25 

years of age (DfE, 2015). 

 

At an individual level, through skills of consultation EPs can contain the emotions of staff and 

parents in what are often challenging situations but also raise awareness of the pupil’s needs 

(Hartnell, 2010). It is suggested that EPs are in a unique position through being able create an 

environment where people feel comfortable in expressing their views and also being able to provide 

new perspectives in situations where those directly involved feel as though nothing else can be 

done (Bradbury, 2004). EPs are typically impartial, which can be valuable in mediating 

communication between home and school where relationships may have broken down. This is 

important for work with excluded pupils as the research suggests relationship breakdown is 

common. Using Rogerian principles of empathy and unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1957), 

EPs can work in a person-centred way to foster environments where individuals feel respected and 

listened to. Through this, EPs can support shifts in the way others think regarding situations, by 

investigating how factors interact and may be impacting on a child or young person. EPs can also 

work with individual pupils with direct assessment or intervention which could investigate a range 

of things such as the individuals’ construction of their identity, uncovering reasons for disaffection 

or assessing underlying SEND needs that might be impacting on their behaviour within school. 

 

A disproportional amount of excluded CYP have a recognised SEND according to official statistics for 

school exclusions, with those with SEMH needs being the most likely to be excluded. Despite the 

pupils in this study having no official SEND, many of them displayed traits which would fall into the 

SEMH category within the SEND CoP (DfE, 2015). When supporting pupils with these complex 

emotional and behavioural needs it is important that professionals understand the psychological 

and emotional needs of pupils and how they can best be supported. Exclusion can be linked to 

negative self-image for pupils and negative perceptions of schooling and adults. Developing an 
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understanding these and the motivations behind challenging behaviour could be useful to support 

CYP in reframing their behaviours and developing more socially accepted responses is something 

EPs can do, or can support school staff to do, through working at the individual level. EPs also play 

an important role in the delivery of therapeutic interventions with CYP, as in my experience as a 

Trainee EP CYP can often find it challenging to engage with ‘clinic-based’ services such as CAMHS. 

Whereas engagement with EPs in therapeutic interventions can be extremely successful as 

interventions can be tailored specifically to take into account the environmental factors of sessions, 

for example being completed within environments where the pupils feel safe. By engaging in these 

types of interventions, EPs can work to support the challenges CAMHS face with responding to the 

high levels of need.  EPs can also support with fostering positive mental health and well-being 

through group work. At a group level, EPs can support groups of CYP through providing group 

interventions or supporting class teachers with whole class support for things such as behaviour 

management. EPs also play a role in multi-agency working, again consultative and person-centred 

skills to encourage supportive conversations around supporting these CYP. It is not unusual for some 

families to be supported by multiple professional teams at the same time and a key role for EPs is to 

work with other agencies and share knowledge about how to support the exclusion and 

reintegration processes further such as considering the physical environment, highlighting the 

importance of involving the pupil so they are able to participate in the process, considering 

relationships and ensuring that all involved are aware of the CYPs needs and whether they are being 

supported appropriately.  

 

At the systemic level EPs are able to contribute towards both policy and practice. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, despite guidance surrounding reintegration suggesting strategies should be in place after 

a FTE to support pupils, these pupils typically go on to receive further exclusions (Gazeley et. al, 

2015). There is minimal official guidance on how to reduce the rates of exclusion, despite this being 

a government agenda. In response to this, EPs could be directly involved in implementing existing 

policy into practice, through systemic working. Clarke & Jenner (2006) have suggested EPs can be 

positively involved in supporting schools to implement more inclusive practices for CYP with SEMH 

needs through using an ecological perspective and placing an emphasis on early intervention and 

prevention. EPs are also well placed to offer training to schools to develop skills of staff in 

supporting pupils AROE or who have been excluded. This could include working to improve skills of 

eliciting the pupil voice, for example, using creative methods and person-centred planning activities 

to truly begin the understand the motivating factors and needs of these pupils. It could involve way 
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of working in a more ecological way, how to promote resiliency or how to develop their school 

ethos. Through working within a range of educational settings, with different families, CYP and 

professional agencies, EPs have a strong understanding of how to meet the needs of CYP. They are 

well placed to share successful best practices. EPs could impact at both LA and government level 

through contributing towards policy both locally and nationally through promoting ideas discussed 

within this chapter and the findings in a way that considers how changes would realistically look 

within schools and whether they are feasible.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction  

The final chapter will evaluate the strengths and limitations of the current study and provide some 

suggestions for further research. The chapter will end on a reflexive account of the research 

experience and with offer some final concluding comments.  

 

6.2 Strengths and limitations of the study 

In this section I will critique the research through reflecting on what I consider to be the main 

strengths and limitations. It will also highlight possible areas for future research. 

 

6.2.1 Positive Features of the study 

A significant strength of the current has to be the qualitative design which has allowed the voices 

and experiences of excluded pupils or those AROE to be captured and promoted. There is little 

existing research eliciting the views of primary aged pupils and this research has demonstrated how 

children are able to provide useful insights into their experiences which could be valuable for making 

changes to the way exclusions and support for these pupils occurs. Adopting a case study approach 

has enabled a detailed exploration into the support available for pupils in an ‘outstanding’ PRU and 

can offer a ‘what works’ approach that aims to add to the research base on PRUs and supporting 

pupils within the field of school exclusions. It has also provided information from the valuable 

perspectives into the strengths and challenges present in exclusion within the particular context of 

the LA and offers suggestions for policy and practice from the perspectives of children, which is rare. 

A distinctive feature of this study, which differs qualitatively from previous literature, surrounds the 

finding that many of these pupils had felt let down by their previous settings. The pupils were able to 

share details of their experiences which enabled myself as the researcher, to gather a true reflection 

of their educational experiences, both negative and positive.  

 

Another strength of this study comes from the data collection methods. The use of semi-structured 

interviews with children allowed for them to shape the discussion and highlight key areas of 

importance to them, rather than following a rigid set of questions. All participants were asked all 

questions from the interview schedule, but there was flexibility in allowing pupils to discuss issues 

significant to them where follow up and clarifying questions could be used to ensure I gained a true 

understanding of the participants experiences. In following a Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-phase 
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model for thematic analysis of the data, the analysis can be considered as credible and trustworthy. 

This was increased further by the use of inter-coder validation through comparing and discussing 

samples of coded data with a colleague familiar with thematic analysis, which is another strength to 

this research. Taking an inductive approach with analysis enabled the voices of the participants to 

determine the important themes within the data, giving a true representation of what was 

significant to the participants. The research was approached with the view that experience is 

subjective, and individual experiences would not be generalisable to all children excluded from 

school. This study has highlighted certain psychological theories and their implication in the 

experiences of these children, for example identity construction and reasons for disengagement in 

learning. Despite not begin generalisable, this is useful for those supporting pupils to be aware of. 

 

A final strength of the current study surrounds the creation of a practical tool for staff to use in 

school to consider the factors surrounding a pupil who is felt to be AROE, which is based on findings 

from the current study and the literature. This would be a working document but demonstrates a 

unique and practical contribute to attempting to work in a preventative way to reduce school 

exclusion. 

 

6.2.2 Limitations and suggestions for further research  

With this research being carried out as part of the Educational Psychology Doctorate, there was a 

time limit on research, which impacted on the scope of the research. This limited the possibility of 

carrying out longitudinal research which could have followed the journeys of pupils within the PRU, 

including their reintegration to uncover further perspectives about what pupils valued as supportive. 

Only one interview with each participant occurred due to the time constraints, which meant the 

research only provides a ‘snapshot’ at the particular time of interviewing. Time restrictions also 

resulted in there being no opportunity to return to the participants during the analysis stage to 

gather their feedback on the interpretations that had been made from their data. This was not felt 

possible as any amendments would have been during the final stages of writing this thesis and 

would have not been feasible within the timescale allowed. The findings will be shared with the 

pupils and staff participants towards the end of September 2018, which unfortunately falls after the 

thesis submission date. As feedback from participants was not possible, ‘trustworthiness’ of the 

findings was enhanced by the use of quotes and explanations to support my interpretations.  
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Some participants were forthcoming with their experiences; however, others presented as a little 

more reluctant. Considering the young age of these participants, it may have been likely that these 

pupils may have benefited from further discussions, once they had become more familiar with me. 

On reflection, more could have been done during the data gathering stage with these young pupils 

and further research would benefit from the use of creative methods to support discussions with 

pupils. For some pupils, there was a difficulty in recalling their previous school experiences and/or 

exclusions, and the use of tools such as vignettes, hypothetical scenarios or drawings may have 

supported pupils in recalling their experiences. 

 

Further limitations of the study surround the sample of pupil participants. Official statistics show 

that certain ethnic minorities are over-represented in exclusion statistics (DfE, 2018c) however, the 

current study included eight which-British pupils. The PRU involved in this case study was 

predominantly white-British children, which differs to the national statistics. The pupils within the 

study also had no recognised SEND label or EHCP in place, varying from statistics that suggest high 

proportions of students excluded have some form of SEND. Discussions with these participants 

would, however, suggest that many of these pupils had undiagnosed or unrecognised SEND, which 

would be interesting to have investigated further had time allowed. Further research could also 

explore the experiences of females who had been excluded, as this is a significant gap within the 

literature. The experiences of exclusion is felt to be different for males and females, where females 

are more likely to ‘self-exclude’ from school through missing lessons or truanting to cope with their 

difficulties (Smith & McVie, 2003). The differences in their experiences would be useful to 

investigate further.  

 

Further research could focus on the use of the practical tool generated from this research, regarding 

how schools interpret this and use it in their practice to support pupils AROE.  

 

 

6.3 Reflexive Account 

Carrying out this research was extremely enjoyable and interesting to carry out. I felt in an extremely 

positive position to be supporting children to have the chance to share their stories and discuss what 

they found valuable in terms of support. In giving pupils the power to share what would have 

improved their experiences of education and demonstrating that this was something their PRU 

setting wanted to hear, this felt like an extremely positive piece of research to be undertaking, 
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despite this being about a particularly sensitive subject. Initially I was concerned about how to 

report anything that pupils had felt were negative experiences of their time at the PRU; however, 

from discussions with staff and the headteacher when negotiating this piece of work, it became clear 

that they were keen to hear ideas for ways they could improve the experiences for their pupils. This 

was extremely reassuring and highlighted the extremely supportive and child-centred ethos of the 

PRU. 

 

In having such enthusiasm from the PRU to be involved in research which could support 

improvements for pupils, the recruitment process was extremely problem-free compared to what I 

had expected. The headteacher, who was the gatekeeper to this research, was extremely supportive 

and allowed me to take charge in initiating conversations with pupils about taking part, so they did 

not feel this was something they had to do, which is how it could have occurred if the headteacher 

had initiated these conversations.  

 

Throughout the data collection stage, I was aware of my own researcher subjectivity and the impact 

this could have on the research. As a result, I kept a note of reflections made throughout the 

process, which can be found in appendix ten. Key points from this arose with the sometimes 

challenging and emotional situations the pupils explained about their previous experiences of 

education, how they had felt they were treated and the impact this had on their identities and self-

esteem. It was challenging to not allow my emotions to impact on my questioning, and I was 

extremely cautious to ensure I remained understanding but impartial and allowed the pupils to give 

their stories uninterrupted. As a result of this, I have felt a challenge has been to ensure these 

stories have come across effectively in the write up of the study. Despite being significantly more 

time consuming than I had initially expected, I enjoyed the process of analysing the data and shaping 

this into the key themes. For me, the richest interview was with Alex, who was keen to share his 

experiences and to feel heard by others. I found it challenging to ensure that the vast amounts of 

information given by the pupils could all be shared concisely within the findings section. However, I 

feel I have managed to prioritise the information provided by pupils effectively.  

 

Completing this research has been extremely rewarding and I have enjoyed having the opportunity 

to try and give a voice to a vulnerable group of children whose voices often go unheard. I feel 

especially privileged to have been able to elicit the experiences of pupils where their previous 

experiences of education have been challenging and distressing for them, but who now, on the 
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whole, are feeling supported and valued as a result of staff who are extremely passionate in 

supporting these young people.  

 

 

6.4 Concluding Reflections 

This small-scale qualitative research has addressed gaps within the topic of school exclusion through 

the use of a case study approach of a PRU and its pupils. The experiences of eight children and the 

value they place on support has been shared. A distinctive feature of this study, which differs 

qualitatively from previous literature, surrounds the finding that many of these pupils had felt let 

down by their previous settings. It was eye opening to hear the perspectives of these pupils which 

highlighted that they had been failed by their previous educational settings before attending the 

PRU. Pupils recognised that they had difficulties in managing their emotions and controlling their 

angry or aggressive responses, but shared valuable insight into how they felt staff could have 

supported them further.  

 

Participants accounts of their previous educational experiences have highlighted key areas where 

improvements could be made to support pupils further and possibly reduce the risk of exclusion.  

Through uncovering what pupils and staff feel constitutes positive support for pupils, this has 

enabled the development of a tool for use within schools to consider the areas where the findings 

from this research, combined with previous literature, have highlighted as important. CYP are able to 

offer valuable insight into the topic of school exclusion, and it is essential that these should be 

considered when considering how best to support these pupils.  
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Appendix One: Systematic literature Search Results  

A systematic literature search was carried out using a variety of different electronic databases which 

included: Psychinfo, British Education Index, Web of Science, JSTOR, Scopus, International 

Bibliography of the Social Sciences and EBSCO Host. To find key literature relating to this study, 

several key terms were searched in each of these databases. To ensure no key literature had been 

missed, key journals including ‘Educational Psychology in Practice’, ‘Educational and Child 

Psychology’ and the ‘British Journal of Educational Psychology’ were also searched. A set of 

inclusion/ exclusion criteria were also used to ensure the literature was relevant to this study. Only 

studies written in English were selected and initially only literature published within the previous 18 

years was searched (from 2000 onwards) as this was deemed to be most recent. However, during 

the literature search, it became apparent that much of the literature surrounding school exclusion 

was published during the 1990’s, due to a rise in exclusions during this time. The inclusion criteria 

was adjusted to allow for the inclusion of these texts. Initially only studies from the UK were going to 

be included as it was felt many processes around exclusion might only be specific to the UK; 

however, it was decided to include global research as the experiences of exclusion for children and 

young people (CYP) were felt to be similar and relevant to this study. Websites, seminal texts and 

other doctoral research that might not yet have been published were also used if relevant to this 

study. Other relevant texts were also identified through ‘snowballing’, which refers to when 

references are cited in other texts and are deemed as being relevant. Further references may also be 

contained in these texts (Jalali & Wohlin, 2012). The searches were repeated regularly throughout 

the course of the research and alerts were set up on some databases, to ensure the results were as 

up to date as possible.  
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Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

Psycinfo  Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

479791 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term 

OR permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

552461 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

5617 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

808973 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

1501 By combining 

terms 

7 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR 

student perspective OR child 

perspective OR pupil voice OR child 

voice OR student voice OR pupil 

experience OR student experience OR 

child experience 

1948 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

10 By combining 

terms 

Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

1 

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

British  

Education 
Index  

(Including  

Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person 

OR adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil 

OR student* OR young people 

42624 By abstract  

English language 
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‘Teacher  

Reference  

Center’, BEI,  

ERIC, Child  

Development 
& Adolescent 

Studies,  
Education  

Absracts,  

Ecuational  

Administratio

n  

Abstracts, 
ebook  

collection   

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term 

OR permanent OR suspend* OR 

expel* 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

667 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil 

referral unit OR PRU OR alternative 

education OR alternative provis* OR 

short stay school OR short-stay 

school 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

177 By combining 

terms 

 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR 

child views OR pupil perspective OR 

student perspective OR child 

perspective OR pupil voice OR child 

voice OR student voice OR pupil 

experience OR student experience 

OR child experience 

 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

37 By combining 

terms 

Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

4 (+ 1 replica) 

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

Web of  

Science   

Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

2483190 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term OR 

permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

 By abstract 

English language 
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Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

53897 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

2323 By combining 

terms 

 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR student 

perspective OR child perspective OR 

pupil voice OR child voice OR student 

voice OR pupil experience OR student 

experience OR child experience 

 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

37 By combining 

terms 

 

 Filtered by:  

education educational research  

OR psychology developmental  

OR psychology educational  

OR education special  

491 Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

18 (+3 

replicas) 

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

JSTOR   Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

1389 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term OR 

permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

667 By combining 

terms  
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Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

177 By combining 

terms 

 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR student 

perspective OR child perspective OR 

pupil voice OR child voice OR student 

voice OR pupil experience OR student 

experience OR child experience 

 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

12 By combining 

terms 

Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

6  

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

Scopus Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

137282 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term OR 

permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

2562 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

12 By combining 

terms 
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Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR student 

perspective OR child perspective OR 

pupil voice OR child voice OR student 

voice OR pupil experience OR student 

experience OR child experience 

 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

12 By combining 

terms 

Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

1 (+1 replica) 

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

Internatio

nal 

Bibliograp

hy of the 

Social 

Sciences 

(IBSS) 

Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

183095 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term 

OR permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

289026 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

4509 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

801369 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

1016 By combining 

terms 

 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR 

student perspective OR child 

perspective OR pupil voice OR child 

voice OR student voice OR pupil 

experience OR student experience OR 

263926 By abstract 

English language 
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child experience 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

268 By combining 

terms 

Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 

2 (+1 replica) 

Database 

searched  

Search Terms  Results found  Refinement Relevant 

number 

EBSCO 

Host 

Search term 1   

child* OR youth OR young person OR 

adolescen* OR teen* OR pupil OR 

student* OR young people 

 By abstract  

English language 

 

Search term 2  

exclusion OR school exclusion OR 

exclud* OR fixed term OR fixed-term 

OR permanent OR suspend* OR expel* 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 3  

Search terms 1 AND 2 

 By combining 

terms  

  

Search term 4  

support* OR strateg* OR pupil referral 

unit OR PRU OR alternative education 

OR alternative provis* OR short stay 

school OR short-stay school 

 By abstract 

English language 

  

Search term 5  

Search terms 3 AND 4  

 By combining 

terms 

 

Search term 6 

Pupil views OR student views OR child 

views OR pupil perspective OR 

student perspective OR child 

perspective OR pupil voice OR child 

voice OR student voice OR pupil 

experience OR student experience OR 

child experience 

 By abstract 

English language 

 

Search term 7  

Search terms 5 AND 6 

61 By combining 

terms 

13 (+7 

replicas) 
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Refinement based 

on Inclusion 

criteria 
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Appendix Two: Examples of summary and critical evaluation for the 

Literature Review 

Literature used within the study was examined critically using a variety of appraisal tools to consider 

the worthiness of the research, its rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significance, ethicality, 

and coherence. These included Tracy (2010), Leonidaki’s (2015) ‘Appraisal Tool for Interview 

Studies’, Kuper, Lingard & Levinson’s (2008) key questions to help assess of qualitative research, and 

the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) (2013) tool involving ten questions designed to help a 

reader think about issues with qualitative research in a systematic way.  

Examples of the critical evaluation of some studies used within Chapter 2 are provided below.  

 

Study Summary Strengths Limitations 
Gersch, I. S. & 
Nolan, A. (1994) 
‘Exclusions: What 
the children 
think’, 
Educational 
Psychology in 
Practice, Vol 10, 
No. 1, pp. 35-45. 

gathered the views of 
children who have 
experienced exclusion from 
school and attended a 
specialist unit for excluded 
children within an area of 
London, where both 
authors worked as EPs. 
gathered the views of 
children who have 
experienced exclusion from 
school and attended a 
specialist unit for excluded 
children within an area of 
London, where both 
authors worked as EPs. This 
small-scale study aimed to 
examine the views of 
excluded pupils using 
interviews which aimed to 
gain their views about 
being excluded, previous 
school experiences, 
experiences within the unit 
and their reintegration. 
These first-hand accounts 
at the time differed to the 
majority of research within 
this field as it was one of 
only a small number that 
looked at exclusion from 

Context and Purpose 
Includes relevant literature and 
set a clear context for the 
purpose of their research. 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) include 
examples of empirical studies 
alongside highlighting 
government policies and 
legislation (for example the 
1993 Education Act (Her 
Majesty’s Stationery Office 
(HMSO) 1993) and OFSTED 
reports) which provide a clear 
context for why the research is 
needed. Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
explicitly state their aim “to 
gain an insight into excluded 
pupils’ views about being 
excluded, their previous school 
experiences, attending a unit 
and reintegration” (pp. 38). 
They also provide a clear 
rationale for conducting the 
study in wanting to make 
“recommendations to the 
borough about procedures and 
provision” (pp.38). The context 
of why they would be focusing 
on the pupils’ voice was shared 
and supported by research. 
They also make clear that the 

Recruitment  
In Gersch & Nolan’s 
(1994) study, all 
participants had been 
attendees at the 
specialist provision after 
an exclusion however, 
there is no discussion 
around the selection 
criteria. Despite 
discussion in setting the 
context about there 
being “an 
overrepresentation of 
black and ethnic minority 
communities in the 
population of excluded 
pupils” (pp.35), there 
was no mention of 
whether ethnicity was a 
part of the selection 
criteria. It was also not 
clear whether they 
aimed for a sample who 
had experienced 
successful and 
unsuccessful 
reintegration as had 
been discussed in the 
introduction. There is the 
possibility that the was 
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the child’s perspective. 
Findings revealed insights 
that led to the 
development of tools to 
use with children who had 
been excluded and an 
information leaflet for 
parents about their rights 
surrounding school 
exclusion and information 
about the next steps. 

research was carried out as part 
of a masters course in 
Educational Psychology and 
justified that there being a need 
for this type of research both 
within the local area and 
nationally. At the time there 
was “an increasing concern 
about the number of pupils 
being excluded from school, the 
process of exclusion itself and 
the effects of exclusion upon the 
educational careers of young 
people” (pp. 35).  
 
Recruitment  
A clear background of the LA 
was given in the study by 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) in 
describing the provision 
available at the time in the area. 
This gave justification for the 
choices made in planning the 
study and deciding where 
participants would be recruited 
from. The research being 
conducted in only one provision 
would normally be a limitation 
to a study however, in this 
example it is justified as this 
was the only option. There is no 
detail regarding the methods 
for approaching the 
participants, just that “six pupils 
were chosen for the sample” 
who all attended the specialist 
provision mentioned.  
 
Situating the Sample 
Information about the 
participants was shared in both 
studies. Six participants were 
included in Gersch & Nolan’s 
(1994) study; four males and 
two females. Ethnicity was 
included in the description five 
being from the UK and one 
African-Caribbean/UK. In this 
study there was no description 

only a limited population 
for Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) to choose from 
within the LA, but there 
is no explicit mention of 
this.  
Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
had a limited sample size 
who would be able to 
share their personal and 
individual experiences as 
wanted but could be 
criticised for being too 
small to measure the 
aims. Did not clearly 
stated their sample 
criteria. Or mention any 
difficulties that were 
faced in gaining 
participants or any 
deviations in the sample, 
which may be due to the 
studies being limited in 
their description of 
sampling methods.  
 
 
Data collection 
An interview schedule 
was mentioned by 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
that was designed to 
elicit attitudes and 
experiences about the 
pupils primary and 
secondary school, their 
exclusions, experiences 
of the specialist provision 
and also in reintegration, 
but this was not included 
within an appendix or 
discussed further. 
Interviews were 
described as being 
balanced in acquiring 
detailed information 
without overwhelming 
the children with 
questions on a sensitive 
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of ages or even whether they 
were primary or secondary 
level. Throughout the paper, 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
recognise that there are 
limitations with only having a 
small sample.  
Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
described the specialist setting 
where participants were 
recruited from and gave detail 
about the provision offered.  
 
Data collection 
Interviews were appropriate 
data collection methods to test 
the study aims.  
they collected data about their 
participants through examining 
the childrens’ files at both the 
Psychology Service and at the 
educational unit. They claimed 
to quality check their 
interpretations of these through 
verifying them with the pupils 
and their teachers however, 
there is no mention of talking to 
staff within this research.  
studies were interested in 
hearing the first-hand 
experience of the children and 
therefore needed to speak to 
them directly.  
 
Analysis/ Findings 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) report 
findings under four headings 
which detailed the childrens’ 
experiences in primary and 
secondary school, feelings 
about being excluded, feelings 
about special provision and 
feelings about reintegration. 
These linked to the research 
aims presented earlier.  Direct 
quotes were used to justify 
comments made by the 
authors. 
 

issue. Open ended 
questions were justified 
as allowing opportunities 
for children to give 
detailed responses and 
the interviews were 
reported to last around 
two hours. 
There is no discussion of 
whether interviews were 
transcribed and 
anonymised and there 
was no discussion about 
the level of experience of 
the person collecting the 
data in either study. It 
was made clear that the 
research Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) described was for 
Masters level research, 
but it was not made 
explicitly clear that they 
were the ones collecting 
the data or what 
experience they had in 
interviewing young 
people. 
They did not discuss 
methods for refining the 
method for data 
collection such as 
through the use of a pilot 
study; however, describe 
an evaluation period for 
a tool that was created 
out of the research 
conducted which they 
are encouraging 
feedback for. The study 
does not mention the 
time frames involved in 
collection data, the 
setting it was collected in 
or length of time since 
exclusions which could 
have all impacted on the 
findings. There is no 
mention of how long the 
pupils had attended the 
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Impact and value 
The findings in Gersch & Nolan’s 
(1994) study are clearly linked 
back to the aims and the 
surrounding literature. The 
findings give an insight into the 
childrens own experiences of 
exclusion and the support they 
felt was valuable, alongside 
ways that children felt the 
process could be improved. At 
the time this research was 
conducted, there was very little 
information from the 
perspective of children on the 
process of exclusion and 
attendance at specialist 
provisions. Despite being ‘small 
scale’, it gave a first-hand 
account of six different children, 
who shared common thoughts 
around what had helped them 
and what they would have 
found more useful. Throughout 
the discussion of the findings, 
the authors discuss where 
improvements could be made 
within the LA, within individual 
schools, with the involvement 
of parents and with the need 
for early support to be put in 
place, all with involving the 
child themselves as all reported 
they did not understand 
reasons for why they moved 
schools. The research led to the 
creation of two supporting 
documents which were being 
used within the LA; a booklet 
for pupils who have been 
excluded from school to work 
through as a tool for reflecting 
and planning their next steps 
and an information leaflet for 
parents of excluded children 
which gave details about their 
rights and support in the next 
steps. Suggested uses for these 
are shared, and it is made clear 

specialist provision for 
within Gersch & Nolan’s 
(1994) study or how 
many times they had 
been excluded. 
 
Analysis/ Findings 
The method of analysis 
for Gersch & Nolan’s 
(1994) study was stated 
to be cluster analysis and 
Miles and Huberman 
(1984) were referenced 
within the article, but no 
reference was provided. 
No further detail was 
given which makes it 
difficult to understand 
the stages of data 
analysis unless the 
reader is already aware 
of this method. There is 
no discussion about 
different stages of data 
analysis in either studies. 
Both studies have a 
results section where 
data is presented.  
 
Findings were often 
reported using words like 
‘most’ or ‘some’ rather 
than specific details. 
With Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) only using a small 
sample of six, the 
information presented 
could have been clearer. 
Gersch & Nolan (1994) 
did report when data 
contradicted itself 
through the use of direct 
quotes from children’s 
interviews. 
 
Auditability/ Credibility  
There is no discussion 
around the auditability 
or credibility of the 
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that they could be used in a 
variety of ways to meet 
different needs. This study also 
provides a separate section for 
implications, which summarises 
the areas that this research 
could have an impact for 
schools, teachers, parents, the 
LA and for EPs. Limitations of 
the research are acknowledged 
and discussed, for example, the 
study not exploring in more 
detail how reintegration should 
be managed, or what children 
felt would help avoid 
exclusions. This is encouraged 
within future research which 
includes research on a larger 
and longer-term scale. 
 
Reflexivity  
The background of Gersch & 
Nolan was shared to be within 
Educational Psychology and 
throughout there are comments 
such as “our experience” (pp. 
37) and “the authors 
experience” (pp.43) when 
discussing finding or justifying 
points made. However, their 
exact experience or reasoning 
for making these points was not 
explicit. 
 
Ethical considerations  
Information had generally been 
presented in a way that ensured 
the participants remained 
anonymous. Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) discuss ethical 
considerations explicitly, such 
as ensuring that participants 
knew their responses would 
remain anonymous and 
ensuring that any reservations 
about participating were 
discussed. Interviews were 
described as being conducted in 
a non-discriminatory manner 

research. Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) were clear that 
the research was 
conducted as part of a 
Masters in Educational 
Psychology which would 
lead to the belief that 
ethical checks were 
considered. However, 
this is not explicitly 
stated.   
The study does not 
discuss who conducted 
the interviews, whether 
there were multiple 
interviewers or whether 
there were any 
background checks on 
them had been 
conducted. 
 
Reflexivity  
As a reader, we are made 
aware that both authors 
are EPs; one being a 
Principal EP and the 
other an EP completing 
her masters. The 
research was 
commissioned by the LA 
they worked in, but no 
detail was given about 
where their experience 
comes from (e.g. 
previous working with 
children and families or 
within units or in 
previous roles). The 
authors are aware of 
their standpoint and are 
explicit in stating this to 
the readers however, not 
enough detail is shared 
regarding their 
relationship to 
participants, their 
background and reasons 
for an interest in this 
topic. 
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and the interview schedule was 
designed to ensure that children 
were not asked an 
overwhelming amount of 
questions surrounding a topic 
that required sharing of 
sensitive information. The 
created parental leaflet and 
student booklets were written 
in clear language and aimed to 
be user-friendly. Feedback on 
these was also being gathered 
to make improvements where 
this was not the case. 

Ethical considerations  
shared the area name for 
where their research had 
been conducted which 
could result in the 
findings being 
identifiable. This would 
be an especial concern 
for Gersch & Nolan 
(1994) due to their 
limited sample size and 
that all participants had 
been recruited through 
the only specialist unit 
within the named area.  

• Gaining consent was 
not commented upon 
within this article. 

Tucker, S. (2013) 
‘Pupil 
vulnerability and 
school exclusion: 
developing 
responsive 
policies and 
practices in 
secondary 
education in the 
UK’, Pastoral Care 
in Education, Vol 
31, No. 4, pp. 
279-291. 

Tucker (2013) looked at 
how best to support pupils 
at risk of exclusion in 
secondary school through 
interviewing secondary 
pupils, school mangers and 
behaviour support staff 
across a group of 
secondary schools within 
one Local Authority He 
aimed to use the findings 
to uncover what pastoral 
policies and practices 
would best help support 
these students. 
 

Context and Purpose 
there is a clear rationale for the 
study which again includes 
relevant literature and provides 
information about the political 
climate which justifies the 
research being conducted. 
 
Recruitment  
Tucker (2013) stated that part 
of the selection criteria needed 
to be pupils in Year 9 at school 
(as not to interfere with exams) 
who were at risk of being 
excluded after schools were 
selected through random 
sampling.  The sample was 
suitable for investigating the 
aims stated. Tucker (2013) had 
a large sample for conducting 
individual interviews. 
 
Situating the Sample 
Information about the 
participants was shared  
Tucker (2013) described the 
ages and genders of all forty-
nine children, sharing whether 
they had been temporarily or 
permanently excluded.  
Data Collection  

Context and Purpose 
The aims for the study, 
however, appear quite 
vague and are hidden 
within a paragraph 
discussing the 
methodology rather than 
being clearly stated.  
 
Recruitment  
Did not clearly stated 
their sample criteria. Or 
mention any difficulties 
that were faced in 
gaining participants or 
any deviations in the 
sample, which may be 
due to the studies being 
limited in their 
description of sampling 
methods.  
 
Situating the Sample 
The sample of adults 
used in his study was 
smaller; eight behaviour 
co-ordinators and three 
school mangers, which 
could be criticised for 
being limited especially 
compared to the large 
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Interviews were appropriate 
data collection methods to test 
the study aims 
It does describe that interviews 
were conducted in “naturally 
occurring settings” (pp. 281) in 
order to take an ethnographic 
approach. Interviews were 
transcribed and anonymised in 
Tucker’s (2013) study. 
 
Analysis/ Findings 
Direct quotes were used to 
justify comments made by the 
authors in both studies and the 
themes that arose in Tucker’s 
(2013) study appeared to be 
grounded in data.  
 
Impact and value 
The research did highlight key 
factors which young people and 
setting staff found to be 
supportive and raised issues 
around these being possible 
which adds to the wider 
literature and could be useful to 
policy makers and practitioners 
to be aware of.  
 
 
Ethical considerations  
Gaining consent was  
explicit within Tucker’s (2013) 
study. Ethical consideration 
such as anonymity and ensuring 
the participants were aware of 
their rights were described 
clearly within Tucker’s (2013) 
study 
 

sample of children 
Tucker (2013) did not 
provide detail about the 
settings his participants 
were attending.  
 
Data Collection  
study does not describe 
the process of collecting 
data or provide 
information about the 
types of questions that 
were asked. The study 
does not mention the 
time frames involved in 
collection data, the 
setting it was collected in 
or length of time since 
exclusions which could 
have all impacted on the 
findings. 
 
Analysis/ Findings 
Tucker (2013) presented 
themes that arose within 
the interviews however, 
the data presented did 
not answer the research 
questions or explain 
where gaps had been. It 
could be argued that 
findings were too vague. 
Findings were often 
reported using words like 
‘most’ or ‘some’ rather 
than specific details. 
 
Auditability/ Credibility  
This does not discuss 
who conducted the 
interviews, whether 
there were multiple 
interviewers or whether 
there were any 
background checks on 
them had been 
conducted. 
 
Impact and value 
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The research conducted 
by Tucker (2013) 
provided a summary of 
the findings and provided 
implications within the 
wider field of research 
however, it was unclear 
as to whether the aims of 
the current research 
were answered. There 
was no clear section 
around this, and no 
explicit discussion. 
 
Tucker (2013) did not 
discuss limitations of his 
research of providing any 
suggestions for future 
research. In reading the 
article, there were clear 
gaps that could have 
been investigated 
further, and more 
research would be 
needed to test the aims 
originally suggested for 
this research. 
 
 
Reflexivity  
Throughout Tucker’s 
(2013) study, the 
relationship with 
participants’ is not 
discussed, nor the 
researchers background 
or standpoint. There is 
no mention of a 
reflective journal being 
kept throughout the data 
collection for either 
study and neither 
mention the impact that 
they may have had upon 
the research. 
 
Ethical considerations  
information had 
generally been presented 
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in a way that ensured the 
participants remained 
anonymous however, 
both shared the area 
name for where their 
research had been 
conducted which could 
result in the findings 
being identifiable.  
This study did not 
explicitly state that 
approval from the 
appropriate ethical 
committees had been 
granted. 

Leather, M. F. 
(2009) ‘An 
exploratory case 
study of a 
successful PRU’, 
University of 
Exeter, thesis for 
the degree of 
Doctor of 
Education 

Exploratory case study 
investigating a ‘successful’ 
PRU to illuminate the 
processes and practices 
inherent within its 
operation and attempts to 
unpick some of the stories 
of the pupils and staff and 
their daily educational 
interactions.  

• Justifications for research 
design. 

• Data gathered through 
multiple methods – 
Leadership interviews with 
key staff, focus groups with a 
cross section of PRU staff, 
field observations and data 
from a computer based 
educational profiling tool 
used within schools.  

• Consideration for ethical 
dilemmas – gained ethical 
approval through the 
university.  

• Small scale and time 
limitations for data 
collection. Despite 
these being limitations, 
the study recognised 
and shared these 
limitations.  

Chu, E. M. & 
Ready, D. D. 
(2018) ‘Exclusion 
and Urban Public 
High Schools: 
Short and Long 
term 
consequences of 
school 
suspensions’ 
American Journal 
of Education, Vol 
124, pp. 479- 514 

Investigating the 
association between 
suspension and academic 
outcomes through quasi-
experimental methods and 
longitudinal data from New 
York City.  
Negative relationships 
were found. Suspended 
students had poor 
attendance, course 
completion rates, lower 
standardised test scores; 
were more likely to drop 
out; and were less likely to 
graduate within 4, 5, or 6 
years of starting a course. 

• Comparison made between 
students who had been 
suspended and those who 
had not.  

• This focused on the entire 
population of one cohort of a 
high school which eliminated 
unmeasured differences in 
suspension practices and 
policies which can occur. 

• Relatively large sample size 

• Methods of analysis 
separated the social and 
academic characteristics 
associated with suspensions 
to provide a clearer picture of 
which students are most 
often excluded. 

• The study reports to 
use analytic 
approaches that 
accounted for these 
differences; however, 
the clarity of these 
measures are not made 
explicit within the 
research. 

• Based on one high 
school in America 
which may make it 
culturally specific.  

Parker, C., Paget, Semi-structured interviews • Two coders and discussions • Unclear of exact 
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A., Ford, T. & 
Gwernan-Jones, 
R. (2016) ‘‘he was 
excluded for the 
kind of behaviour 
that we thought 
he needed 
support with…’ A 
qualitative 
analysis of the 
experiences and 
perspectives of 
parents whose 
children have 
been excluded 
from school’, 
Emotional and 
Behavioural 
Difficulties, Vol 
21, No.1, pp. 133-
151 

with 35 parents of 37 
children aged 5–12 years 
from the Southwest of 
England.  
Of the 41 families invited 
to participate four parents 
declined and two families 
withdrew.  
2 female, 35 male children, 
mean age = 8.5years. KS1 = 
10 ppts, KS2 = 24 ppts, KS3 
= 3 ppts. 31 FTE, 4 PEx, 2 
AROE. All but 4 were know 
on the SEN register 9 
school action, 13 SA+. 10 
Statemented. 
 
Exclusion was described as 
part of a complex journey 
of difficulties reflected by a 
continuum of coping. The 
child’s place on the 
continuum was 
determined by an 
interaction between the 
child, family, and school 
with communication a key 
determinant. The study 
also highlighted the wider 
implications of exclusion, 
including emotional and 
functional impacts on the 
child and parent and 
highlighted the importance 
of the parent’s voice in the 
identification and support 
of their child’s needs. It 
also presents many 
complexities surrounding 
exclusion from school and 
limited support parents 
felt their child was offered. 

about analysis, refinement of 
themes and codes.  

• Reflexive account kept 
throughout analysis. 

• This study elicited views from 
a reasonably large group of 
both mothers and fathers and 
is clear about these not 
aiming to be generalisable. 
Instead, the researchers share 
that readers may recognise 
findings as “transferable to 
their own situations”.   

• Clarity on how ethical 
approval was granted through 
the University of Exeter 
Medical School Research 
Ethics Committee. 

• Clear description of process of 
gathering data, topic guide for 
interviews included and clear 
description of analysis process 
were included making this 
possible to replicate. 

•  

method of recruitment 
of participants, only 
that “children were 
identified by an 
educational or mental 
health practitioner, 
and all but two 
children had 
experienced at least 
one exclusion”. There 
is no description of any 
criteria for 
participation or the 
type of sampling 
technique. 

• This study was part of 
a larger scale, 
quantitative study and 
researchers recognise 
the constraints put in 
place with this being a 
quantitative study.  

 

Hart, N. (2013) 
What helps 
children in a pupil 
referral unit 
(PRU)? An 
exploration into 
the potential 

Study focused on exploring 
the views of excluded 
pupils and staff within a 
PRU with taking a focus on 
resilience perspective. 
research aimed to explore 
the potential protective 

• Explicit stating of limitations 
with data collection methods 
with pupils. Recognition that 
the children’s scaling 
responses may have been 
affected by leniency error, 
with children making use of 

• Small sample size and 
only looks at one 
provision 

• Does not account for 
potential protective 
factors are based upon 
self-reports from 
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protective factors 
of a PRU as 
identified by 
children and staff, 
Emotional and 
Behavioural 
Difficulties, 18:2, 
196-212 

factors of one PRU through 
the valuable voices of 
children and staff. The 
views of six children aged 
between 9 and 13 years, all 
with varying forms of 
behavioural, emotional and 
social difficulties, and 
partway through a PRU 
placement, were explored 
through semi-structured 
interviews supported by 
the use of tools and 
techniques to facilitate 
discussion. 
Findings reveal the powerful 

perspectives that children 

and young people can bring 

in relation to what might be 

helping them within a 

particular environment. A 

number of potential 

protective factors, both 

within the environment and 

within-child factors that may 

operate as mechanisms in 

fostering positive social and 

academic outcomes, are 

identified. Implications of 

these findings for 

professional practice, and 

for children finding 

themselves in PRU provision, 

are discussed, with a focus 

on reintegration and the 

potential impact of changing 

environments for these 

children. 

extremely positive/negative 
endpoints to reflect their 
views about both settings 
during the scaling activity 

• In focusing on one PRU, this 
reduces the impact of 
difference in practice and 
policy across different 
settings.  

• Use of an ‘outstanding’ PRU 
to allow for investigation of 
positive and potential 
protective factors 

• Gathers data from multiple 
sources (pupils and staff). 

• High levels of detail provided 
about sampling, data 
collection method and 
analysis, making it replicable. 

• Ethical approval sought and 
described.   

• Consideration given to the 
timing of interviews with 
pupils to allow for a period of 
integration into the PRU 
before taking part, to ensure 
the pupils had sufficient time 
(one term) to settle.  

children and staff at a 
given point (and do not 
take into account 
changes in perception 
over time). 

• This study took a 
deductive approach 
where it was heavily 
research-driven. This 
shaped semi-
structured interviews 
and possibly resulted 
in data being framed to 
fit pre-existing themes 
rather than what 
emerged from the 
participants.  
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Appendix Three: ‘Participation not required letters’  

 

Children  

 

Dear …………………………,  

  

I am writing to say thank you very much for expressing an interest in 

taking part in the focus group to talk about your experience of 

exclusion and time at (setting name).   

  

I have had lots of children who have said they want to take part but I 

can sadly, only work with a few. A computer was used to select who 

was going to take part in my study and sadly it did not select your 

name.  

   

I am very sorry that you are unable to take part in the project and 

hope that you are not too disappointed. It was very kind of you to 

offer to take part and I have written a letter to your parents’ 

explaining how helpful it was for you to volunteer.  

   

Thank you again,  

  

Claire Jarvis  

(Trainee Educational Psychologist, University of Bristol)   
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Parents  
 
 

  

  

Dear …………………….  

  

I am writing to say thank you for giving consent for your child to take part 

in my study on supporting children who have been excluded. 

Unfortunately, due to the time frame I have to complete this research, 

there were only a limited number of children I am able to work with. Due 

to the high numbers of children who agreed to take part, I had to 

complete a random sampling technique which chose participants for me 

in a fair way. Sadly, your child’s name was not chosen for participation.  

  

I hope that you and your child are not too disappointed by this and it will 

not put you or them off from wanting to be involved in other research 

projects if you are asked in the future.   

  

Thank you once again for wishing to take part. I apologise for any 

inconvenience this may have caused.    

  

  

Kind Regards,  

  

Claire Jarvis   

(Trainee Educational Psychologist, University of Bristol)  
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Appendix Four: Information sheet - Child  

   

Claire Jarvis  
Norah Fry Research Centre  

8 Priory Road  
Bristol 
BS8 1TX  

Date:                                                                                                                               cj15172@bristol.ac.uk  

Dear …………………  
  

My name is Claire Jarvis and I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist in 

Worcestershire.   

  

What do I do?  

I work with children and young people, parents and schools to try to improve 

situations for young people. One of the ways we do this is by bringing people 

together to talk about things that affect them.   

  

Your [setting name] are taking part in a project about how to help children 

when they start at [setting name] and I would like to know what things you 

liked or did not like about being here and if there is anything that could 

have made it better.   

  

What will happen if you take part in my project?   

I would talk to you about what has happened to you and if there is anything 

you think could have been done to make being at [setting name] easier for 

you. This would happen at [setting name] and will last for about 1 hour.  

  

I will record our conversation so that I can go away and write about 

what you say without making any mistakes. I will not use your name so no-

one will know what you have said.   
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I will use what you say to help me write a report which will be used to help 

other children who have been excluded. I will not put your name in the 

report or use your age so no one will know what you have said. I will keep 

what you tell me very safe.  

  

If you do tell me about anything bad that has happened to you or someone 

else then this is the only time I will have to tell another adult about this.  
   

What to do next?  

o Decide with your parents or carers if you want to take part in the 

project. It is up to you, no one will mind if you say no.   

  

o Fill in the form to say if you want to take part and talk to me in school. 

Give this to your parents or carers. They will have to give their 

permission too but your permission slips can be sent to me in the 

envelopes I have given.  

  

You can change your mind at any time! Just tell us, your parents or 

someone at school.   

  

If you have any questions or want to know a little 

bit more then please speak to (staff name) who will 

be happy to answer any questions you might have 

about the project.   

  

Or you can contact me by email.   

My email address is cj15172@bristol.ac.uk   

   

Thank you and maybe see you soon!  

  

    

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………  

Claire Jarvis (Trainee Educational Psychologist, University of Bristol)   
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Appendix Five: Consent Form - Child 
 

  

 

For office use only ID Number:  
 _____________________________________________________________  

  
Child Consent form  

Supporting excluded children  
                       Please initial boxes  

  

 I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for    

 the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.     

    

I understand that my participation is voluntary and I can change my    

mind about participating until 1st November 2017 without giving any  

reasons.     

    

 I agree for the interview to be digitally recorded.       

    

I understand that the information gathered during this research will 

be included in a report which will be submitted as part of a Doctoral  

 thesis and may be used in future research or journal articles and      

   training with educational professionals. I understand that my                        

personal information will not be identifiable within these.    

  
  

Data Protection Act  
I understand that the information given by me in this study will be stored on the 

University data storage facility for 20 years and that any personal information will be 

made anonymous so that I cannot be identified from the data. I agree to the University of 

Bristol recording and processing the information for this study and possible future 

research within the University. My consent is conditional upon the University complying 

with its duties and obligations under the Data Protection Act.   
 

Name (in block capitals) _____________________  Date _______________  

Signature ___________________________  Contact details (phone or email) _______________ 



 

157 

 

Appendix Six: Information sheet – Parents 
 

  
   Claire Jarvis  

Norah Fry Research 

Centre  

8 Priory Road  
Bristol 
BS8 1TX  

   Date:                                                                                                    cj15172@bristol.ac.uk  

 

Dear (Parents/Carers)  

  

As you may be aware (setting name) has agreed to take part in a study that 

aims at how to support children who have been excluded by listening to the 

children’s voices and experiences. The project aims to find out what has worked 

well and what might be changed in the future to make this even better. The 

overall aims of the research are to find out:  

• How children who have been excluded describe their previous 

experiences of school 

• What support children who have been excluded felt was most helpful   

• What additional things children think could be done to support them 
further or help to reduce the risk of exclusion  

• How adults working within a pupil referral unit support children who have 
been excluded  

  

This will involve them talking with the researcher for about one hour about their 

thoughts and experiences.   

The study is part of a Doctoral thesis at The University of Bristol and the 

researcher is legally and ethically obliged to comply with Data Protection 

legislation. This means that any information your child provides will be kept 

confidentially, anonymously, and securely in a password protected university 

data storage system. The findings from the research will be presented in a 

Doctoral thesis and may later be used for journal articles or conference 

presentations. All data will be presented in such a way that your child will not be 

recognisable from the information given. In line with University guidelines the 

data will be securely stored for 20 years and may be accessed by other 

researchers at the University in future. Again, this data will be kept confidentially, 

and all personal information will be anonymised.  

 

Ethical approval for this project has been given by the School of Policy Studies 

REC at the University of Bristol. The project will be supervised by Dr John 
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Franey who will be the contact person for any complaints. He can be contacted 

at John.Franey@bristol.ac.uk  

 

If you are happy for your child to be involved, please sign the attached parental 

consent form. Please then return both yours and your child’s signed consent 

forms in the preaddressed envelope. If your child later changes their mind and 

no longer wants to be involved in the study they will be able to drop out or 

withdraw their data until 1st November 2017.  

  

If you have any questions about the research you can contact me by email if you 

would like to find out more. (Staff name) at (setting name) is also available to 

answer any questions you may have.  

  

Yours sincerely,  

  

  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………  
Claire Jarvis (Trainee Educational Psychologist, University of Bristol)  

  

 

  

mailto:John.Franey@bristol.ac.uk
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Appendix Seven: Consent Form – Parents/Carers 
 

  

 

 For office use only ID Number:  
 
_________________________________________________________________  

  
Parental Consent form  

Supporting excluded children  
Please initial boxes  

I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for 

the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.   

I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary, and they can  
change their mind about participating until 1st November 2017 

without giving any reasons.    

   

 I agree for my child to take part in a digitally recorded interview.       

    

 I understand that the information gathered during this research will    

be included in a report which will be submitted as part of a Doctoral 

thesis and may be used in future research or journal articles and 

training with educational professionals. I understand that my child’s 

personal information will not be identifiable within these.      

 

Data Protection Act  
I understand that the information given by my child in this study will be stored on the 

University data storage facility for 20 years and that any personal information will be 

made anonymous so that my child cannot be identified from the data. I agree to the 

University of Bristol recording and processing the information for the purpose of this 

study and possible future research within the University. My consent is conditional upon 

the University complying with its duties and obligations under the Data Protection Act.   
  

Name (in block capitals) ______________________    
  

Young person’s name (in block capitals) _____________________________  

Date _______________                 Signature __________________________  

Contact details (phone or email) ___________________________________________  
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Appendix Eight: Semi-structure interview schedule 

 

Introduce start of interview and re-explain procedure.  

 

• What was Primary school like for you when you were younger?  

• How would you describe how you have come to be at (setting name)?  

• How long have you been at (setting name)?  

• Did you go to any other places before here? What were they like?  

• How do you feel about being at (setting name)?   

• How did you find out you would be going to (setting name)?   

• How did you feel about that?  

• What would you have liked to be done differently?  

• Do you feel like you have settled in at (setting name)?  

• How long did that take?  

• What helped you to settle in?  

• Can you remember your first day/week?  

• What things do you remember happening that made you feel welcome here?  

• What do you think would have made the start of your time at (setting name) 

better?  

• Do you feel like anyone supported you in moving from school to (setting 

name)? Who and what did they do?  

• How long before you came did you know that you would be coming here?   

• How do you feel about that length of time?  

• Do you feel like you were part of the decision about where to go? How? If not - 

Would you have liked to have been?   

• When new students join is there anything you do to help them settle in? Why 

do you think that helps?  

• What do you think your school could have done differently to make the move 

to (setting name) easier for you?  

• What do you think (setting name) could have done differently to make the 

move here easier for you?  

• Do you feel like (setting name) knew enough about you when you first came 

here?  

• Is there anything they didn’t know that you think they should have?  
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Appendix Nine: Braun & Clarke (2006) Criteria Checklist  

 
15-Point Checklist of Criteria for Good Thematic Analysis  

Process  No.  Criteria  

Transcription  1  The data have been transcribed to an appropriate level of detail, and the 
transcripts have been checked against the tapes for „accuracy‟.  

Coding  
  
  
  
  

2  Each data item has been given equal attention in the coding process.  

3  Themes have not been generated from a few vivid examples (an anecdotal 
approach), but instead the coding process has been thorough, inclusive and 
comprehensive.  

4  All relevant extracts for all each theme have been collated.  

5  Themes have been checked against each other and back to the original data set.  

6  Themes are internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive.  

Analysis  
  
  
  

7  Data have been analysed – interpreted, made sense of - rather than just 
paraphrased or described.  

8  Analysis and data match each other – the extracts illustrate the analytic claims.  

9  Analysis tells a convincing and well-organised story about the data and topic.  

10  A good balance between analytic narrative and illustrative extracts is provided.  

Overall  11  Enough time has been allocated to complete all phases of the analysis 
adequately, without rushing a phase or giving it a once-over-lightly.  

Written 
report  
  
  
  

12  The assumptions about, and specific approach to, thematic analysis are clearly 
explicated.  

13  There is a good fit between what you claim you do, and what you show you have 
done – i.e., described method and reported analysis are consistent.  

14  The language and concepts used in the report are consistent with the 
epistemological position of the analysis.  

15  The researcher is positioned as active in the research process; themes do not just 
‘emerge’.  
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Appendix Ten: Reflexive account of data analysis 

 

Key reflections from children interviews: 

• Concerns arose regarding whether the children were willing to share their past experiences, or 

whether they could recall their past experiences after such a significant period out of their 

previous setting. It was interesting that the pupil who was still attending his mainstream 

placement alongside attending the six-week behavioural course was able to provide the most 

detailed comparisons between the two settings.  

• Concerns about the ages of participants. Are they too young to be able to visual a different 

future or recognise what might help them? Some either felt they had no ideas for how to have 

improved their experiences of schooling or could have felt uncomfortable in sharing with this 

with me as an unknown person to them. Are children as young as 7 able to consider the 

complexities of what future support could be beneficial to them?  

• Many of the children interviewed saw the PRU as their school and felt a sense of belonging.  

This was lovely to see how they felt a part of the setting, but this raised questions around 

whether they were aware that the PRU is somewhere that should only be for the short term?  

• Most pupils shared that they did not want to leave the PRU – Even though this highlights their 

enjoyment of the provision and support they receive, what challenges could this cause when 

looking at the reintegration process. How is this done successfully to make pupils willing to 

leave the PRU? 

• For one pupil, there was a misinterpretation about my role. Throughout the interview, he 

asked for help in speaking to the headteacher about the reintegration process for him as he 

felt ready. In listening to his voice, and giving the opportunity to share his thoughts, feelings 

and experiences about exclusion and schooling, he felt that I would be able to have some 

impact on his reintegration. I had to reassure him that I valued his perspectives but was aware 

that talking to him may have caused distress in him feeling I was there to help him in 

reintegrating. I re-explained the purpose of our discussion and shared that I was separate to 

the PRU so had no say on the reintegration, but we agreed that I would speak to the 

headteacher on his behalf to share that he would like time to talk to the Headteacher about 

reintegration. This seemed to help reduce any possible distress for him and reminded him 

what the interviews were for.  
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Appendix Eleven: Example of a coded transcript 

 Transcription of Interview 1 - Alex – Raw Data Initial codes Emerging 
themes 

ALEX Do you know how I picture my brain?   

R Go on, how?   

ALEX So this is my normal brain [clenches left fist], the brain 

that I use to take over my temper. To take control of it, to 

not let it shout out.  This thing here [clenches right fist] is 

my monkey brain which makes me lash out.  So 

sometimes, I keep it over [wraps left hand over right fist]. 

Control Regulating 
emotions 
 
Identity 

R R- So wrapped up?   

ALEX My monkey brain will wrap over my normal brain.  A fist 

which resembles anger.  So, I think that my monkey brain, 

no sorry, my normal brain should hang over the monkey 

brain. 

Control Regulating 
emotions 
 
Identity 

R Yes, so that it protects it.  I get that.  That’s a very good 

way of thinking. 

  

ALEX Because when you’re are angry you make a fist.   

R That’s very true.  I like it.  Have you learnt that here or is 

that something you’ve thought yourself? 

  

ALEX [nodded at thought myself] Strategies to cope Understanding 
emotions 

R Brilliant.  Well done, that’s really good.   

ALEX Because monkeys are very hyper. Like ARGH Analogies to 
support 
explanations 

 

R That’s it, they don’t think they just act, don’t they?   

ALEX Can I have one of these? [pointing to biscuits]   
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R Of course you can, they are there for you.  So, you 

obviously you would quite like to go to the school you… 

  

ALEX The school’s not going to let me.  Adults being in 
control 

Power 
dynamics 

R Why do you think that?   

ALEX Because they want me here. They don’t think like that.  

I’m going to ask them though again today.  

Adults being in 
control 
Perceptions of 
adults 

Power 
dynamics 
 
Relationships 
with staff 

R You’re going to ask again?  Have you seen any other pupils 

while you’ve been here that have gone back to other 

schools or different schools? 

  

ALEX That they wanted to go to?  No. Lack of control for 
pupil 
Adult led 

Power 
dynamics 

R No?  What happens then when people finish at [PRU 

name] and go to different schools, do you know? 

  

ALEX They just go back to the school.  They don’t have a say I 

where they go.  The only thing they have a say in is if they 

don’t want to go there.  They don’t have a say in what 

school they want to go to.  They have a say if they don’t 

want to go but they don’t say “Oh I want to go to this 

school”.  The teachers think of the schools and they say 

yes or no.  

Lack of control for 
pupils 
Focusing on 
negatives 
Perceptions of 
adults 
Perception of 
systems 

Power 
dynamics 
 
Fairness 
 
Impact of 
systems 

R OK.  What do you think the teachers make their decisions 

from then? 

  

ALEX Behaviour.  But I know, I don’t think, I know that if I went 

to that school I would be good.  I would get a good 

Perception of 
systems 
Child feeling 
misunderstood 

Value of 
education  
 
Relationships 
with peers 
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education.  I wouldn’t… I used to just sit with my mates, 

my friends and that in class I would muck about but I 

don’t anymore.  If I was sitting next to my friend in class, 

I’ll just get on with my work. But they won’t think that.  If 

he was being silly I would just get on with it.  Or tell the 

teacher.  And then go back to my own desk. 

 
Feeling 
misunderstood 
 
 
Impact of past 

R So here you have your own separate desks, but you can 

still sometimes work together? 

  

ALEX I’d love to be able to just go to school and have my 

friends from where I live.  My special friends that have 

been with me since I was tiny.  

Value of 
friendships 
Location 
Close to home 

Peer 
relationships 
 
Home  
 
Environment 
 

R That makes sense.  Have you made friends since you’ve 

been here?  Got some good friends?  Obviously, you can’t 

see them outside of school as much, but you’ve made 

some good friends? 

  

ALEX In school yes, but that’s it. Impracticalities of 
friendships 

Peer 
relationships 

R OK   

ALEX But nowhere else. They don’t mean as much to me as my 

normal friends because they haven’t always been there. 

My friends have been there for me for every second of my 

life and been there for them 

Value/importance 
of friendships 
Trust 
History 
Support for 
friends 
Support from 
friends 
Understanding 

Peer 
relationships 
 
Impact of past 
 
Feeling 
understood 

R That’s good.  That’s what friends are aren’t they?   

ALEX My friends, if they were upset, I’d help them and if I was Support for 
friends 
Support from 

Peer 
relationships 
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upset my friends would help me.  A bunch of friends.  I 

don’t think…. People think that the definition of a gang is 

a bunch of bad people.  There is gangs of bad people, like 

teenagers and that.  What I think is…gang should not 

represent that. Gang should be a little group that you 

name of friends, but you have a name that people can 

join.  Like your own little tribe or a little clan or 

something.   Me and my friends created a club called The 

Scooter-ers, because we all had scooters.  We all went 

around on our scooters together and did tricks and that. 

We still do.  But then those people went off with the 

people who started to bully us.  So, they took control of 

them and said “listen, if you don’t help us bully them then 

we won’t be with you” So they started bullying us as well.  

So now it’s just me and my mate.  

friends 
Adults 
misinterpretations 
Pupils perceptions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Power dynamics 
in friendship 
groups 
Bullying  
Valued friendship 

Feeling 
misunderstood 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Identity 
 
 
Impact of past 

R So it was a small group and now it’s just two   

ALEX But we’ve got a bigger group now, but they go to that 

school 

 Identity 

R So, do you feel like you’re ….   

ALEX Left out?  Yes.  Feeling left out Feeling 
included 
Environment 

R OK   

ALEX I’m left out of everything.  Everything in my town.  I don’t 

get involved in any of my friends in this school or with 

any of my normal friends. 

Feeling left out 
Isolated  

Feeling 
included 
 
Peer 
relationships 
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R So the children in this school, do they come from all over?   

ALEX No-one in this school comes from [own home area] Location Environment 
Peer 
relationships 

R No.   

ALEX Even if they did, it wouldn’t matter because it’s not the 

same because they haven’t been with me since I was this 

big [gestures to short space off the ground].  My friends 

have been with me since I was like ... here…   

History 
Value of 
friendships 

Peer 
relationships 
 
Identity 

R Yes.  So, you lived near to each other?   

ALEX Yes, we’ve always lived near to each other. He is lives 

across the road from the park and I live…. erm 

[demonstrated by tracing a map on the table to be and 

describing it].  If that is the park, he lives…. And you go 

round follow that road. And I live at the top of the estate.   

As I’m older now, my mum trusts me to ride down there.  

To ride down to my town and go and play with my mates.  

And my mums got a car, so she can go and pick him up 

and we can have tea and do this and do that.  After 

school.  We could go to school together, we could have 

fun [shouted and jumped out of seat].  I mean, there’s no 

fun in going to school somewhere you don’t live.  It’s 

boring. 

Locations 
Proximity 
 
 
 
 
 
Trust from adults 
Independence 
Opportunities for 
socialisation (from 
proximity) 
Seeking 
enjoyment 
Desire to enjoy 
life 

Peer 
relationships 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relationships 
with family 
 
Trust 
 
 
Identity 
 
Feeling 
included 
 
 
Educational 
settings 
 
Aiming high 

R Yes.  Well that’s fair enough.   

ALEX I’ve only ever done that.  Apart from [school he got 

excluded from]. 

  



 

168 

 

R Ah.  And that’s good that you are getting a chance to talk 

about that.  So that’s…. 

  

ALEX No-one will ever let me say what I feel.  I feel that this 

school has been right for me for a couple of 

years/months/weeks/days, but I feel now that I don’t 

need anything else. 

Feeling unheard 
Opinions not felt 
valued 
Praise of PRU 

Feeling 
misunderstood 
 
Identity 
 
Recognised 
improvements 

R So you feel ready to go back?   

ALEX I don’t feel it., I know it.  I know that I can be trusted to 

go back there.  I’ve never been there but I’ve been there 

for like summer camps and that.  I know my way around 

the school.  Even if I didn’t my mate said he’d love me to 

go there and he’d show me around.  He said he’d look 

after me. 

Wanting an 
opportunity to be 
trusted 
Familiarity 
Navigation 
Support from 
friends 

Trust 
 
Environment  
 
Expectations 

R Sadly, in some schools it is to do with places isn’t it and 

whether there are any places left. 

  

ALEX Yes, they would look at my records and think “oh we 

can’t have him” but they don’t know what I’m like now.  

They only see on my record what I was like then.  If they 

seen what I was like now they would see that I’ve 

changed. 

Perception of 
systems 
Feeling ‘labelled’ 
Feeling 
misinterpreted  
Wanting to be 
given an 
opportunity 

Impact of past 
 
Feeling 
misunderstood 
 
Identity  
 
Improvements 
 
Opportunity 
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Appendix Twelve: Confidentiality Protocol  

 

All participants will be made aware that whilst I have a duty to uphold the 

confidentiality of our interviews there may be occasions when I also have a duty 

to warn about harm to the participant or others.   
  

Participants will be informed that any information which they give that causes 

me to be concerned for their own safety or the safety of others that I will 

discuss this with my research supervisor at the University as soon as possible 

and they will make the decision about whether confidentiality needs to be 

broken.   
  
If a significant Safeguarding concern is raised during the research, I will follow 

Safeguarding protocols from that setting and inform the Designated 

Safeguarding Officer as appropriate.  
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Educational Experience

Educational settings

Curriculum and opportunities

Value of education

Treatment of pupils

Adults in power

Feeling Understood

Being included

Feeling supported emotionally 

Stigma and impact on identity

Clear expectations

Relationships

Home

Peers

Staff

Appendix Thirteen: Map of themes and sub-themes for pupil participants 
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Appendix Fourteen: Feedback report for PRU 
 

1) Abstract 

Within UK primary schools in the academic year 2016/17 there were 1255 permanent exclusions and 

64,340 fixed-term exclusions (DfE, 2018). The rate of exclusion has been steadily rising over previous 

years and has been an issue of concern since a dramatic rise during the 1990’s (Vulliamy & Webb, 

2000). There is limited research on the experiences of primary aged pupils regarding exclusion, and 

this small-scale study aimed to address a gap within the literature.  

This research uses a case study approach to develop an understanding of the experiences of 

exclusion and valued support from the perspectives of eight male pupils attending a primary Pupil 

Referral Unit (PRU). Seven of these pupils had been permanently excluded from their mainstream 

settings and one pupil was attending the PRU as part of a six-week behaviour course due to being at 

risk of exclusion from his mainstream school. Pupils took part in semi-structured interviews to elicit 

their previous experiences of education and exclusion. Their views on what support they had found 

helpful and what further support they would have valued were discussed. Information was also 

gathered from staff working within the PRU through focus groups and open-ended questionnaires to 

highlight what support they felt was beneficial to pupils who had been excluded or were at risk of 

exclusion. Data from these sources were analysed using Thematic Analysis and findings were 

presented as key themes that arose from hearing the experiences of the children: ‘treatment‘, 

‘school environment’ and ‘relationships’.  The study highlighted that pupils had felt unsupported and 

unfairly treated within the primary settings they had been excluded from or were at risk of exclusion 

from. Findings from this study have influenced the creation of a tool for school staff and 

professionals to use when assessing the support for pupils who are at risk of exclusion, to highlight 

where there are gaps in the current support for these pupils. This is based on the experiences of the 

children within this case study and surrounding literature on school exclusion.   

 

Context 

During the academic year 2016/17, DfE data suggests that 7720 permanent exclusions (PExs) and 

381,865 fixed-term exclusions (FTEs) occurred which have both been steadily increasing over the 

previous four years. This is felt to be an under-estimate due reports of many schools using ‘informal’, 

‘unofficial’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions, where schools work around the exclusion process by doing things 
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such as encouraging parents to take their pupil out of school or sending pupils home but not 

recording it, as not to impact on their school data (Munn, Lloyd & Cullen, 2000; Massey, 2011). The 

highest percentage of exclusion (both FTE and PEx) occur in secondary schools; however, there are 

still significant numbers of younger children being excluded. Research into school exclusion and the 

experiences surrounding this topic are more common within older pupils which may be because of 

concerns of younger pupils having difficulties communicating their thoughts clearly. As a result, the 

current research focuses on primary aged pupils, to give them a voice within these systems and 

focus on making where adaptions can be made in early stages of the education process to work in a 

more preventative way with future pupils and schools. In order to support the needs of pupils who 

have been excluded or are AROE, it is important to seek the views of CYP to gain an understanding of 

what these needs are.   

 

2) Literature Review 

School exclusion 

Current context and prevalence 

Policy and Legislation  

Guidance states that all schools catering for school-age pupils (including academies, free schools, 

APs and pupil referral units) must record exclusions (DfE, 2018a). Exclusions should be used as a 

“last resort” after a range of other strategies have been implemented to support children and young 

people (CYP) (DfES, 2004: p.12). Exclusions typically form the final step of a school’s behaviour 

policy; however, policies between schools differ, resulting in variations in perceptions of behaviour 

and situations where exclusions are used.  

 

Academic literature and statistics 

School exclusion has been a concern for numerous years in England, where exclusions occur more 

frequently than in the rest of the United Kingdom (UK) and other European countries (Parsons, 

2011). The number of FTEs and PExs increased particularly during the 1990s (Vulliamy & Webb, 

2000); believed to be because of changes to the way school performance was measured (Wright, 

Weekes & McGlaughlin, 2000). In the 1980s, league tables were introduced, leading to an increased 

focus on academic performance (Wright et al., 2000) and a reduction in the focus on pastoral 

elements (Vulluamy & Webb, 2000). Parents were given more choice in where to send their children 

and decisions were influenced by league tables (Wright et al., 2000). Schools began to compete for 
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pupils, which could discourage schools from keeping pupils that negatively impacted their results 

and image (Pomeroy, 2000; Vulliamy & Webb, 2000). Subsequently there was an increase in 

exclusions (Blyth & Milner, 1993). 

 

The most recent official exclusions statistics available from the Department for Education (DfE) at 

the time of writing this chapter are for the academic year 2016-17. Between 2015-16 and 2016-17, 

the number of PExs in primary and secondary schools increased but decreased in special schools. 

(DfE, 2018a). During 2016-17, 7,720 PExs occurred across all school types, which increased from 

6,685 the previous year (DfE, 2018a).  Most (83%) of these pupils were excluded from a mainstream 

secondary school (DfE, 2018a). Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) are attended by the majority of 

permanently excluded pupils, to find appropriate next educational settings (Soloman & Thomas, 

2013). In England there are 330 PRUs, attended by 16,732 pupils and a further 22,848 pupils attend 

other APs (DfE, 2018b). This number of PExs increased by 0.02% of pupils on roll in school since the 

previous academic year (2015-16) and 0.04% since 2012-13, demonstrating their rise over time. 

Between 2015-16 and 2016-17, the rate of FTEs increased from 4.29% to 4.76% of pupils on roll; 

rising from 339,360 to 381,865 during these academic years (DfE, 2018a). Figure 1 below details 

statistics from 1997-2017. Whilst there has been an apparent gradual reduction in the number of 

exclusions since they peaked at 12,670 in 1997, exclusion rates begin to grow once again.  

 

Figure 1 – Number of exclusions in England 1997-2017 (DfE, 2018c, DfE, 2013) 
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Official statistics should be treated with caution as data gathered by the DfE is recognised to be 

underestimated (Vulliamy & Webb, 2001). Discrepancies within the same academic year have been 

demonstrated in the data gathered from differing reputable sources (National Pupil Database and 

the DfE) (Smith, 2009). This may be a result of ‘informal’ or ‘unofficial’ exclusions, which are not 

recorded and include things such as pupils being sent home for the remainder of the school day 

after an incident but this not being recorded (Gazely, Marrable, Brown and Boddy, 2015). Also 

referenced are ‘illegal’ exclusions, where schools discourage pupils from returning or encourage 

parents to remove their child (Macrae, Maguire and Milbourne, 2003), often portraying this as 

being ‘helpful’ to the pupil by avoiding an exclusion on their record (Blyth & Milner, 1996). 

Exclusions are also used as a performance measure for schools which suggests an incentive for 

schools to under-record exclusions (Munn et al., 2000). Official statistics do not reflect the number 

of managed moves or unofficial exclusions which are used by headteachers to avoid PExs (Massey, 

2011). When child-centred and organised well, managed moves can be successful (Abdelnoor, 2007; 

Parsons, 2009); allowing pupils a ‘fresh start’ in a new school (DCSF, 2008a). In reality the managed 

move process does not always consider perspectives of CYP, their views or experiences (Craggs & 
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Kelly, 2018) and can be perceived by parents and student as a way of removing a ‘problem child’, 

rather than working with the pupil (Bagley & Hallam, 2016).  

 

A concern regarding school exclusion is not the number of exclusions, but who is being excluded, 

literature and statistics revealing the most disadvantaged and vulnerable youth who are being 

excluded. As mentioned above, 83% of PExs in 2016-17 were of young people in secondary school 

(DfE, 2018) typically between the ages of 14-16 (Berridge, Brodie, Pitts, Porteous and Tarling, 2001). 

Several characteristics have been highlighted as being over-represented in data for both PExs and 

FTEs: Boys are three times more likely than girls to receive a FTE (Clarke, 2011) and the vast majority 

of PExs are male (Smith, 2009). Data suggests that 73% of pupils on roll at PRUs are male (DfE,2010). 

Research suggests that girls may display the same levels of disruption as boys in the classroom, but 

it is perceived as less challenging to teachers (Smith and McVie, 2003) as girls appear to be better 

able to navigate and manipulate school systems (McCluskey, 2008).  Regarding ethnicity; some 

groups are over-represented within exclusion data (Smith, 2009; Wright et. al, 2000). In 2016-17, 

exclusion rates for Travellers of Irish heritage, Gypsy-Roma and those of a Caribbean ethnicity were 

above average for both PEx and FTE (DfE, 2018c).  

 

Socioeconomic status is recognised as impacting on the likelihood of CYP being excluded (Hayden, 

2003). Pupils receiving FSM are more likely than those not to be permanently excluded from school 

(Munn & Lloyd, 2005), and four times more likely to receive a FTE (DfE, 2016). It has been argued 

that ‘middle-class’ parents better understand the education system and subsequently have a 

greater influence on the school-exclusion process (Gillies, 2005). These parents were found to be 

more likely to seek support from professionals than ‘working-class’ parents (Gillies, 2005). School 

catchment area has also been attributed to levels of school exclusion (Abdelnoor, 1999) impacting 

on the attitudes of those living within ‘poorer’ areas, who might believe that nothing can be done to 

change the situation. Social class can impact on the interactions between parents and professionals 

within school, which can have consequences on the provision made for pupils who have been 

excluded (Gazeley, 2012). Not all pupils of low socioeconomic status experience exclusions, 

suggesting that schools are able to overcome social disadvantage (Abdelnoor, 1999).  

 

Many pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) were found to be excluded from 

school. During 2016-17, SEND students accounted for 46.7% of PExs and 44.9% of FTEs (DfE, 2018c). 

The likelihood is that these figures are an underrepresentation as statistics have not considered 
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students who have undiagnosed or unrecognised SEND. Amongst those excluded from school, the 

most frequent category of SEND is social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs (formerly 

known as social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) before the revised SEND Code of 

Practice (SEND CoP) (DfE,2015)) (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). A primary feature of pupils with 

SEBD/SEMH is ‘disruptive behaviour’, which makes the exclusion of these pupils appear unjust (Jull, 

2008). School exclusion is often viewed as a result of ‘within-child’ factors because of the 

disproportionate number of pupils with SEBD/SEMH who are excluded. However, many have 

argued that challenging behaviour is the result of the interaction between within-child and 

environmental factors such as school work being too demanding for a child with learning difficulties 

(Hamill and Boyd, 2002). This is supported by evidence of excluded pupils having speech and 

language difficulties (Games, Curran and Porter, 2012) and learning difficulties (McGregor, Mills, te 

Riele & Hayes, 2015; Wilson & Evans, 1980). Disruptive behaviour has also been linked to pupil’s 

frustration around perceived fairness of discipline (McCluskey, 2012), suggesting the school 

environment can have an impact on behaviour.  

 

The information above highlights inequalities that exist around school exclusion and suggests that 

excluded pupils are typically those who would be described as vulnerable because of factors such as 

SEND and socio-economic situations. Furthermore, exact figures are unknown because of 

‘informal’, ‘unofficial’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions, suggesting exclusion rates are higher than reported. 

Official reasons for exclusions will now be discussed. 

 

Reasons for exclusion  

The Department for Education guidance surrounding exclusions states that the decision to exclude 

is made by a school’s headteacher, only as a disciplinary action against acts such as physical, verbal 

or racial abuse, bullying, theft, damage, sexual misconduct or incidents involving drugs or alcohol 

(DfE, 2018c). Official government statistics from 2016-17 indicate that ‘persistent disruptive 

behaviour’ was the most common reason for exclusions within primary and secondary mainstream 

schools, accounting for 35.8% of PExs and 28.9% of FTEs (DfE, 2018c). In special schools, the most 

common reason was ‘physical assault against an adult’, accounting for 37.8% of PExs and 28.1% of 

FTEs. Figure 2 below displays the reasons provided for school exclusions in England, which highlights 

‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ as the most common reason for exclusion across all state-funded 

schools (35.7% of PExs and 28.4% of FTEs). 
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Figure 2 – School exclusions in England by reason for exclusion, 2016-2017 (DfE, 2018c) 

 

Academic literature highlights justifications for exclusions which involve reducing the impact 

disruptive behaviour of one pupil can have on others (Hayden, 1997). Children have the right to an 

education and to learn in a safe environment, and disruptions from peers can impact this (UNCRC, 

1989). Exclusions are designed to be aversive, aiming to punish students for negative behaviour and 

deter future repetition or peers behaving similarly (Costenbader & Markson, 1998). Typically the 

‘final stage’ after numerous incidents (Blyth & Miller, 1996) and rarely resulting from one-off events 

(Parker, Paget, Ford & Gwernan-Jones, 2016). Excluded pupil’s behaviour is viewed as needing to 

change (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016), with PRUs and APs viewed as appropriate for supporting 

this (Kinder, Halsey, Kendall, Atkinson, Moor, Wilkin, White & Rigby, 2000). Despite importance 

being placed on inclusion of all pupils (Cole, Daniels & Visser, 2003), there are challenges to educate 

some pupils within mainstream settings, especially those with behavioural difficulties (Leather, 

2009). For some, it is suggested that exclusions have been in the pupil’s interests, to support them 

in gaining access to AP that may be more appropriate for them (Zuriff, 1996). This reflects the way 

some provisions are accessed for pupils, despite this not being an ideal technique for accessing 

support.  
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Caution should be given to this way of thinking as it locates problems within the child. The reasons 

for pupils being excluded as described previously, to an extent are subjective to each school and 

their social construction of what constitutes ‘bad behaviour’. In focusing on the child as the 

‘problem’, other possible contributions to exclusion may be missed. It is important to recognise 

exclusion may not simply be due to within-child factors, but a combination of influences of different 

systems around the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) including influences of the individual, their family, 

community and school systems (Parker et al., 2016).  

 

Reintegration  

The term used to describe a pupil’s transition back into school following an exclusion is 

‘reintegration’. Schools are expected to support pupils after an exclusion; however, there is little 

evidence of what this should involve in both government guidance and academic literature, causing 

variation across schools. 

 

In a study looking into the support pupils receive in a ‘successful’ PRU, Hart (2013) focused on the 

views of six excluded children and four members of staff supporting them.  Staff highlighted a 

challenge in successful reintegration of these pupils in ensuring the appropriate support is put in 

place for pupils on their return to school (Hart, 2013). They also shared that often mainstream staff 

take a within-child view and expect pupil’s behaviour to be ‘fixed’ when they reintegrate (Hart, 

2013). Despite a small sample of four staff, these adults have vast amounts of experience in 

reintegrating pupils, with high levels of successful, suggesting they have important understanding of 

criterion for successful reintegration.  A PRUs success is often measured by their rates of 

reintegration (Leather, 2009). However, PRU staff felt a lack of control in ensuring schools put in the 

appropriate provisions for pupils on their return (Leather, 2009), which can result in further 

breakdowns in placements. Despite relationships being key for these pupils, it has been found that 

many pupils who experience breakdowns in reintegration placements had limited access to 

meaningful or trusting relationships with staff (Meo & Parker, 2004).  

 

Gersch & Nolan (1994) found most pupils at a PRU were looking forward to the prospect of 

reintegration. Pupils were keen to go to a new school, rather than return to their previous (Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). Within this case study, the PRU tailor’s reintegration to the needs of the pupil by 

showing them they could be successful within mainstream. Pupils found initial part-time attendance, 

only participating in sessions where they could demonstrate success, extremely supportive. Pupils 
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were included in making decisions about which lessons they would attend and were reported to be 

helpful (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Pupils highlighted that they had not been involved in the decision 

around which school they would reintegrate to, and often felt unclear about how these decisions 

were made (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). In some cases, pupils are not aware that returning to a typical 

school is an option (Hayden & Ward, 1996), suggesting limited understanding of the processes in 

school exclusion.  

 

Despite policy and guidance suggesting strategies should be in place to support pupils, it is often the 

case that pupils who receive a FTE in school go on to receive further FTEs and eventually are 

permanently excluded (Gazeley et. al, 2015). This suggests problems with the strategies in place 

regarding reintegration and requires further investigation. This research will uncover supportive 

factors from the perspectives of pupils and staff within a PRU, to hopefully influence support put in 

place for these at-risk pupils. The following chapter will focus on arguments against the use of 

exclusion and look at what is currently occurring within schools to encourage this reduction.  

 

Reduction of exclusion 

Reasons against exclusion 

As the statistics discussed previously reveal, school exclusion disproportionately affects certain 

groups, typically including the most vulnerable pupils. Those who experience exclusion from school 

frequently face other negative experiences such as family breakdowns, disruption to schooling 

through multiple house moves, violence or abuse, disability, bullying and restricted aspirations or 

opportunities (Parsons, Godfrey, Howlett, Hayden & Martin, 2001). Considering this, many argue 

against the use of school exclusions.  

 

Recently there has been increased focus on inclusion of all pupils within policy, particularly with the 

most recent SEND CoP (DfE, 2015). Definitions offered within the literature, describe inclusion as 

ensuring all CYP with SEND or additional needs have access to appropriate support (Fredickson & 

Baxter, 2009). The focus of inclusion can be viewed as a movement away from the medical model of 

disability towards the social model, shifting from identifying characteristics within the individual to 

adapting the environment around pupils to enable them to thrive (Llewellyn and Hogan, 2000). Chu 

& Ready (2018) argue that exclusions can be counterproductive as they often result from subjective 

offences and are likely to intensify the negative behaviour. Schools are recognised as playing an 

important role in raising both academic and social-emotional development (Sellstrom & Brember, 



 

180 

 

2009). Removing pupils from this environment can be disruptive to these children, especially when 

from primary schools (Parsons et al, 2001). Abdelnoor (1999) proposes that the same focus on 

inclusion should apply to children with behaviour difficulties and that rather than excluding pupils 

based on within-child factors, schools should examine their environments and consider how they 

can adapt to meet pupil’s needs.  

 

As pupils with SEND are disproportionately excluded, perhaps mainstream settings need to consider 

ways of developing inclusivity further. If the needs of children are not met, this can present as poor 

behaviour (Hayden, 1995). Maag (2004) argues that anti-social behaviour is typically displayed by 

pupils whose social norms do not fit perfectly with the school culture; challenging behaviour is the 

pupils attempt to reject these social norms. For pupils who feel overly-challenged or under-

challenged academically, negative behaviours are common (Parker et al., 2016). Cole (2015) 

describes increased within-child anxieties when there is a significant gap between a pupil’s 

knowledge and the level teachers pitch work at. There is wide acceptance of Vygotsky’s (1986) ideas 

around how pupils can be supported to master skills. Within this the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ 

(ZPD) refers to the distance between actual developmental level where pupils can work 

independently and potential developmental level, which is where pupils can reach is supported or 

guided by more capable others. When a pupil is in the ZPD for a task, support through tailored 

scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) can enable pupils to achieve tasks that would have been 

too challenging for them independently.  Frequently children facing difficulties with reading, writing 

and maths find it challenging to communicate their frustrations, with negative behaviour the outlet 

(Cole, 2015). This again highlights the importance of ensuring pupils receive the appropriate support, 

as behaviour can be viewed as a result of environmental factors.  

 

Parker et al. (2016) used semi-structured interviews to explore the experience of exclusion of 35 

parents and 37 children aged between 5 and 12 years old. Using groups of pupils who had been 

excluded or were at risk of exclusion (AROE) and pupils of the same age and gender who were 

‘coping’ within school, enabled comparisons between their experiences. Many parents argued that 

the exclusion of their child had been unjust, as their child may have unrecognised SEMH difficulties. 

Exclusions were felt to be for behaviours linking to this, where appropriate support has not been 

given despite ongoing issues. Parents felt that exclusions moved the ‘burden’ of their child’ s 

behaviour from school to home and reinforced these behaviours as ways of escaping school within 

the child (Parker et al., 2016). Literature surrounding ‘informal’ and ‘illegal’ exclusions highlights 
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situations where schools have excluded pupils, where parents viewed this as being in the best 

interest of the school i.e. when schools were being inspected or there was a whole school carol 

service (Parker et al, 2016). ‘Hidden exclusions’ whilst described to parents as being a way around 

impacting on a pupil’s record, were described by parents as unfair ways of protecting the school’s 

image (Parker et al., 2016). Abdelnoor (1999) argues that “excluded pupils can be moved only from 

one part of the community to another” (Abdelnoor, 1999: p. 65), suggesting that exclusion is not a 

remedy, but simply removing it from school’s responsibility. This fails the pupil as the underlying 

causes of negative behaviour are not addressed (Pomeroy, 2000) and can impact on “their long-term 

prospects” (DfES, 2004, pp.42). Despite this quote referring to outcomes for excluded pupils from 14 

years ago, current research suggests that these pupils are still achieving negative outcomes.  

 

The importance of support surrounding mental health and learning needs has been highlighted 

within changes in the SEND CoP (2015) and within other recent government guidance (Department 

of Health, 2015). Cuts within the voluntary sector and in Children and Adolescent Mental Health 

Service (CAMHS) has impacted on the availability of support for these pupils in need and has 

compromised the support these children require (Parker et al., 2016). In response, the Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers (2015) argue that implementing preventative support can help reduce the 

costs overall as support from an early point can reduce the escalation of difficulties for CYP. The 

Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) (Gill, Quilter-Pinner & Swift, 2017) states that exclusion can 

cost up to £370,000 per young person once costs of “education, benefits, healthcare and criminal 

justice” (pp. 22) are considered, as exclusion is linked to poorer educational outcomes (Chu & Ready, 

2018) which subsequently can impact on a person’s ability to earn. Prevention rather than reaction 

at ‘crisis points’ is supported by many (DfE, 2018a; Parker et al., 2016; Waite, J. M., 2013; Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). Many parents described feeling unsupported and being passed between support 

services or not meeting thresholds for support, which parents felt resulted in difficulties building and 

leading to unfair exclusions (Parker et al., 2016).  

 

Many excluded pupils have been successful within APs and PRUs (McCluskey, Riddell & Weedon, 

2015); arguably a result of having access to support from adults who focus on the best interests of 

the pupils, take their views seriously and are committed to their right to an education (McCluskey et 

al., 2015; Pomeroy, 2000). Within settings where emphasis is placed on pastoral support there is 

evidence for improved relationships between pupils and staff and thus reduced behavioural 

difficulties (Tucker, 2013). The caring aspect of relationship building is viewed as essential to support 
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pupils (Iresom & Hallam, 2005). This demonstrates that ‘challenging’ children can cope within a 

typical learning environment; however, require nurture and additional support to remove barriers, 

suggesting that adaptions could be made within mainstream settings to reduce exclusion.  

 

Within this section, consideration has been given to the argument against the use of exclusions. 

Many argue that exclusions fail to identify underlying causes of disruptive behaviour, which 

frequently result from undiagnosed SEND or additional needs (Pomeroy, 2000), challenges in 

relationships between staff and pupils (Tucker, 2013) and lack of appropriate support (Hayden, 

1995). Exclusion has been found to be closely linked to negative outcomes for pupils (DfES, 2004), 

which will be discussed in the following section.  

 

Impact of exclusion  

School exclusion can impact all involved; the pupils, educational settings and families. Within this 

section, the impact on schools and families will be discussed. Focus will then be given to the short 

and long-term impacts exclusion can have on pupils, as this will be a focus of this study. 

 

Cuts in funding for services such as CAMHS has been argued to place pressure on schools to support 

pupils with complex needs (ATL, 2015) and results in schools trying to redirect their own resources 

to counteract lack of available services (Tucker, 2013). Priorities for pastoral support within schools 

are decided considering wide-scale problems, where support is directed at difficulties such as 

truancy or poor classroom behaviour. This results in a stretching of this limited support to meet 

needs of all pupils (Tucker, 2013). The cost of exclusion to schools is described as high by the Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation (1994), with involvement of different services and investment of resources. 

Schools are feeling pressured to meet CYPs needs despite limited resources, which often results in 

support being prioritised to those perceived most needy. Some teachers report feeling that they lack 

the skills to support increasingly challenging needs surrounding children’s mental health or well-

being (Kokkinos, 2007). Parents of excluded children in Parker et al. (2016), recognised that schools 

needed greater support, options, and advice when managing a challenging pupil exceeded their 

capacity and resources. Lally (2013) discovered that staff can experience a sense of helplessness, 

feeling that they are only able to have a limited impact on influencing behaviour.  

 

Home-school relationships are highlighted throughout the literature; where close and positive 

relationships can support the reduction of pupils being AROE (Frankham et al., 2007). Research by 
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Gazeley (2012) focused on the relationships professionals and school staff had with the parents of 

excluded children and the negative impact that reduced parental engagement can have on the 

process of exclusion. Despite parental involvement being key, some parents describe feeling they 

are not always included (Frankham et al., 2007). Parents felt that their voices were not always 

valued by the school and thus often felt they had failed their child by not being able to advocate 

more for them to prevent exclusion (Parker et al., 2016). In taking perspectives of parents whose 

children had been excluded from school, Frankham et al. (2007) found that all 19 parents 

interviewed described the difficulties their child and family had encountered whilst the pupil was in 

mainstream. Challenges included feeling as though school staff had not involved them quickly 

enough when challenges were occurring and feeling that when they were finally involved, there was 

a sense of blame and criticism of the parents. This perceived power-imbalance between staff and 

parents did not support the development of positive home-school relationships. Further challenges 

parents described surrounded gaining access to appropriate support for their children. This was 

described as a ‘battle’ to get started (Frankham et al., 2007). Where support did occur, the processes 

involved were perceived to be frustrating and drawn-out (Parker et al., 2016). Parker et al. noted a 

limitation of their study in only seeking the views of parents and excluding staff and children’s views 

as this could have enabled a more detailed exploration of these exclusions. Regardless, this research 

is valuable in giving parents the opportunity to share their unique experiences of their child’s school 

exclusion and highlights important challenges that could be supported to improve the process.  

 

Parents reported feeling the stigma associated with having a child who had been excluded from 

school led to them isolating themselves (Parker et al., 2016). Parents described exclusions of their 

children leading to loss of jobs because of having to either leave work to collect their child or having 

to be at home with their child (Frankham et al., 2007) whose behaviour can often be challenging to 

manage (Gazeley, 2012). This results in both psychological and financial implications for families 

(Parker et al., 2016). Research conducted by Hodge & Wolstenholme (2016) examined the 

experiences of parents who had been involved in the appeals system for their child’s exclusion. 

Interviews with 21 parents highlighted that parents often felt marginalised within the appeals 

process and that their voice had no power. Parents reported not fully understanding the process or 

that Independent Review Panel (IPR) decisions did not have to be followed by the schools. This lack 

of understanding of rights, responsibilities and options following a permanent exclusion has also 

been supported by other studies (Gersch & Nolan, 1994) Parents felt the appeals process was “too 

aligned with the schools to be impartial” (Hodge & Wolstenholme, 2016: pp. 1305). Parents 
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described feeling overwhelmed emotionally and financially at the process of appeals, which took 

significant time to prepare for and often costs of legal support were unaffordable. Access to support 

was limited and the Governments’ austerity measures had resulted in cuts and dramatic reductions 

in these services and available personnel (Bhati & Heywood, 2013).  Hodge & Wolstenholme (2016) 

highlighted serious challenges faced by families faced with appeals processes and exclusions. 

Permanent exclusions are described as causing additional stress to families where the likelihood of 

low socioeconomic status and associated challenges occurring are much greater (Munn et al., 2001).  

 

The following sections will focus on the impact exclusion can have on the pupil involved and will 

highlight the detrimental effects exclusion can have. 

 

Impact on pupils 

Exclusion impacts pupils both at the time and in later life (Gazeley et al., 2015). Research involving 

the views of excluded pupils highlights that exclusions are viewed as significant and negative events 

for them, even when these are fixed-term and for short periods of time (Hayden & Ward, 1996). It is 

likely that those who receive PEXs will have experienced numerous FTEs (Gazeley et al., 2015; 

Abdelnoor, 1999). The following sections will now discuss key challenges faced by pupils when 

excluded, as discussed within the literature.  

 

Missed learning opportunities 

Exclusion results in pupils missing learning opportunities during their time out of school (Munn et. 

al, 2000), as well as social opportunities (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Besides the physical time 

missed from school, Parker et al. (2016) argue that exclusion can result in high levels of emotional 

distress for CYP and challenges in coping with the practicalities of being out of education. Once a 

pupil returns to school, it is likely that their class will have moved on. Considering the high 

proportion of children with SEND being excluded, this is extremely significant as these pupils may 

find it more challenging to ‘catch up’ compared to their peers. Schools have a duty to provide pupils 

with work whilst they are away from school (DfE, 2018a); however, studies have revealed that most 

pupils spent all their time indoors, watching television or playing computer games (Hayden &Ward, 

1994). Only a small number of pupils in Hayden & Ward’s (1994) study discussed completing school 

work during their time at home, but 27% of pupils interviewed revealed they were worried about 

falling behind. Even if work is provided, students with SEND may find it challenging to access 
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without the support of teachers or other school staff. Within Parker et al.’s (2016) study, this notion 

was supported as parents claimed exclusion had negatively impacted on their child academically.  

 

Examining educational journeys of 24 young people excluded from a special school or PRU, Pirrie, 

Macleod, Cullen & McClusky (2011) concluded that exclusion had “severely disrupted” these pupil’s 

“educational pathways” (pp 535). Pupils within this study were described as having multiple, 

complex needs including SEBD and moderate learning difficulties and exclusion was argued to 

exacerbate their social and learning difficulties. Parents felt it had impacted on the willingness of 

other settings wanting to take their child. Despite national policy stating that all children are 

entitled to access education, this study highlights how stigma can result in challenges to accessing 

education post-exclusion. The use of ‘illegal’ or ‘unofficial’ exclusions are also highly damaging to 

pupils and their families (Barnardos, 2010) as they frequently result in difficulties finding new 

school placement. Schools are reluctant to enrol pupils with a history of problematic behaviour and 

with an increased number of Academies (DfE, 2012), there is greater flexibility in following the 

School Admissions Code 2014 than in LA maintained schools (Child Law Advice, 2017). Evidence 

places the rate of exclusion in academies as nearly twice than maintained secondary school 

(Barnardos, 2010). 

 

Although a range of negative outcomes are commonly associated with school exclusion, there are 

instances where pupils have achieved more positive outcomes (Hart, 2012). Pirrie et al. (2011) 

found that these were typically attributed to the positive relationships young people made in their 

placement post-exclusion. PRUs have been described as offering children second chances and 

supporting young people to access further and higher education (Quine, 2015). However, 

qualifications gained demonstrate that these pupils are still underperforming in comparison to their 

peers in mainstream settings. In the academic year of 2009/2010, only 1.4% of pupils in AP 

(including PRUs) achieved five or more GCSEs grade A*-C or equivalent, including Mathematics and 

English compared to 53.4% of pupils across all schools (DfE, 2011a). By 2016-2017, only 1% of pupils 

who have been excluded achieved the same results, demonstrating a further decrease over time 

(Gill et al., 2017).  With regards to pupil’s perceptions of the curriculum offered in PRUs and APs, 

some pupils feel disadvantaged by the reduced curriculum available to them (Pomeroy, 2000). 

Pupils in Pomeroy’s (2000) study felt that pupils in mainstream received more qualifications and of 

a perceived higher standard. It has been suggested that some pupils do not perceive PRUs as 
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‘school’s, but as places where attendance is to support anger management or improving behaviour 

(Leather, 2009).  

 

Whilst experiences vary between people, the general picture is that exclusion links to time out of 

education and subsequent poorer academic achievement rates (Gill et al., 2017; Pirrie et al., 2011; 

DfE, 2011a). To improve the educational outcomes of these vulnerable pupils, more needs to be 

done to uncover what factors lead to these challenges and how exclusions can be reduced, which is 

what the current research will attempt. The next section will now discuss the impact exclusion can 

have on pupil’s perceptions of school.  

 

Perceptions of schooling 

Numerous excluded pupils have described their previous school experiences as wasted time 

(McCluskey et al., 2015), where they have experienced failure and a lack of belonging (McGregor et 

al., 2015). Repeated cycles of exclusions can lead to pupils giving up on education completely 

(Smyth & Hattam, 2004). Interviews with pupils and parents have suggested that exclusions can 

result in a loss of faith with the school system. Many parents have felt that exclusions have been 

undeserved as incidents have been believed to be a result of a child’s needs not being understood 

or where relationships have broken down between staff and the pupils or their families (Hodge & 

Wolstenholme, 2016). Thus, some pupils report feeling relieved after an exclusion, as it results in 

them being removed from somewhere where their needs had not been understood (Pomeroy, 

2000). Some pupils in Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) research felt their difficulties with school had started 

in primary school and worsened from there, suggesting mainstream settings face difficulties 

identifying and supporting pupils needs quick enough to reduce longer-term impacts.  

 

Often within research surrounding exclusion, CYP, families and staff supporting these pupils describe 

the importance of building relationships with the child and their family as a way of reducing the risk 

of exclusion (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016; Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Where challenges have 

arisen in forming these relationships, CYP can feel as though they have not been supported by staff 

and begin to perceive this as typical. Pupils have described incidents during their time at school 

where they have been subject to bullying from peers and felt that staff did not intervene (Gersch & 

Nolan, 1994). In some instances, pupils describe teachers having been unfriendly and insensitive to 

their needs (Leather, 2009). Staff were viewed as treating pupils unfairly and frequently shouting at 

pupils, where this was felt inappropriate (Leather, 2009). Children often recalled negative 
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perceptions of and experiences with teachers within previous schools (Hart, 2013). Prior to exclusion, 

CYP often perceived an unequal power relationship between staff and students (Lumby & Morrison, 

2009) which impacted on pupil’s enthusiasm to return to mainstream after their time at a PRU (Hart, 

2013). Children are often concerned with new teachers over-scrutinising their behaviour or not giving 

them a chance to prove themselves because of their history (Hayden & Ward, 1994).  

 

The impact of a school’s ethos can result in adaptions to pupil’s perception of the school system. As 

most of school exclusions occur with secondary age pupil, an argument for this comes from Farouk 

(2017) whose research including the views of CYP demonstrated that transition from primary to 

secondary education was challenging for these pupils. Many find it challenging to move from a more 

‘child-centred’ and nurturing ethos within primary to what Farouk describes as “the institutional and 

impersonal nature of secondary school” (Farouk, 2017: pp. 19). Pomeroy’s (2000) study is supported 

by this; pupils attending a Behavioural Support Centre following exclusion demonstrated an increase 

in motivation through attendance and engagement compared to their secondary provisions. This 

Centre had been able to positively impact on these pupils through building a sense of attachment to 

school, which is something previous settings had lacked. This study will examine what professionals 

within APs do to support this engagement within pupils through examining environmental factors 

children and staff feel contribute to pupil’s engagement with their learning.  

 

CYP who have been excluded are often thought of as ‘disaffected’ (Briggs, 2010; Pomeroy, 2000), 

where individuals are generally passive, lack engagement and participation and have a general 

hostility towards education (Hartas, 2011).  The definition implies pupils are to blame for not 

engaging with learning. However, others believe disaffection can be caused by a range of individual 

and social factors which can sometimes be out of the pupil’s control (Munn et al., 2000). Factors 

include staff-pupil relationships and the skills of teachers in engaging pupils in learning (Macleod, 

2007). By associating disaffection with individual factors, this draws away from the responsibility of 

schools to meet the needs of CYP and to consider the possible systemic barriers that may be resulting 

in lack of engagement (Hartas, 2011). Negative learning experiences described by excluded pupils 

and their families to include things such as unmet learning needs, irrelevance of work and poor self-

efficacy (Lally, 2013). Research from Pomeroy’s (2000) study exploring the educational pathways of 

31 young people excluded from mainstream secondary provisions highlighted that most pupils 

described being disengaged from education for a significant period before their exclusion.  Although 
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Pomeroy (2000) highlights some important points, the study is limited to a small sample size which is 

too small for generalisation, but too large for in-depth analysis of each case.  

 

Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory describes self-efficacy as a person’s belief in their own ability 

to accomplish tasks or to succeed in situations, which can impact on approaches towards challenges. 

If pupils have poor self-efficacy, it can affect how pupils feel within the classroom and their 

willingness to approach tasks perceived as too challenging or unachievable (Bandura, 1977). This is 

supported by more recent research where young people are described as seeking more informal 

methods of participating to seek a sense of reward from school (Hartas, 2011), such as disengaging in 

school when perceiving themselves as unsuccessful and taking part in ‘street cultures’ to gain respect 

(Briggs, 2009).  It is therefore important to try and understand and address the environmental and 

contextual causes of disaffection to reduce the detachment from education that some of these 

pupil’s experience. The following section will discuss the impact exclusion can have on a CYPs’ 

identity.  

 

 

  Challenges to identity  

Disengagement and disaffection can impact on CYPs identity development. When students perceive 

themselves as unsuccessful in school, they are likely to search for other ways of having positive 

experiences (Briggs, 2009). Participants in Farouk’s (2017) study which gained the autobiographical 

memories of adolescents who had been excluded during secondary school, highlighted that many 

pupils felt secondary schooling was impersonal and led them to forming relationships with peer 

groups where it was viewed as being ‘cool’ to be rude or confrontational towards others. As part of 

an Australian study by Smyth, Hattam, Cannon, Edwards, Wilson & Wurst (2004) exploring how 209 

pupils had made sense of early school leaving, young people appeared to reject the suggested 

identities within school, especially where they go against the individuals’ sense of personal identity. 

For examples uniforms being felt to restrict attempts of self-expressions through appearance. 

Despite not directly focusing on school exclusion and being Australian (making it culturally-specific), 

it is valuable as there are many parallels with time out of education and themes of disengagement 

for excluded pupils. Schools are viewed as important in impacting on how CYP see themselves, and 

how they construct their identities (Lannegrand-Willems & Bosma (2006). Considering this, it would 

be valuable to explore how excluded CYP make sense of their experiences and how this affects their 

sense of identity.   
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Peer network has been highlighted as extremely important to CYP. Exclusion can have a dramatic 

impact on the opportunities for spending time with friends (Hayden & Ward, 1994). When discussing 

return to school after an exclusion (both FTE or PEx), most wanted to attend a new school, to have a 

‘fresh start’ or to avoid their old peer group who had previously influenced their behaviour (Hayden 

& Ward, 1994). This suggests that they sought the opportunity to form new and more positive 

identities for themselves. Those wanting to return to their previous setting, had based this on 

wanting to return to their friends (Hayden & Ward, 1994), irrespective of their negative previous 

experiences, such as challenges with staff or lack of engagement with teaching styles. Being with 

friends was the most important factor for some. Within much of the research, many describe a sense 

of ‘not belonging’ in their previous setting (Lally, 2013). For CYP social acceptance was something 

they desired, but often faced difficulties with (Lally, 2013), suggesting a key area for support for 

excluded pupils is to help them gain social acceptance for positive reasons and enable them to 

develop positive self-identities.  

 

Throughout the literature strong threads arise of excluded pupils feeling labelled, misunderstood 

and restricted by their perceived identity. Research by Frankham, Edwards-Kerr, Humphrey & 

Roberts (2007) created six case studies involving pupil, parents and AP staff from two different 

institutions for excluded pupils and those AROE. All parents in these cases reported their child 

being labelled as ‘trouble’ in mainstream school, and how they have found it difficult to escape this 

label. The stigma associated with exclusion can impact on pupil’s relationships with peers and has 

been argued to impact on the emotional wellbeing and mental health of pupils (Parker et al., 2016). 

Through interviewing pupils aged 13-16 years with a recognised SEND of SEBD, Sheffield & Morgan 

(2016) highlighted pupils often evaluate themselves negatively because of being labelled. 

Frequently, pupils described boredom as a contributor to challenging behaviour, typically when 

work was pitched at an inappropriate level (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Perceiving work as too easy 

or challenging can result in students believe this is the ability they are perceived at, which can 

impact on their identity within a classroom. In always finding work too challenging, there is risk of 

negative comparisons against their peers which could detrimentally impact on their self-esteem 

(Frankham et al., 2007). When work is perceived as too easy, this can lead to disengagement as 

there appears to be no point in completing work (Pomeroy, 2000). Frequently, pupils can be placed 

in lower sets than their ability level due to their behaviour which pupils feel is unjust (Pomeroy, 

2000). Children offered reasons for their disruptive behaviour which included to gain attention 
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from peers and adults (Gersch & Nolan, 1994), or to remove attention away from finding work not 

being appropriately pitched (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016; Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils attending PRUs 

typically have reduced opportunities to complete the same quantity of qualifications as their peers 

within mainstream, which can lead to excluded pupils feeling different to their peers in mainstream 

(Pomeroy, 2000). 

 

Challenges arise when adults use labels with attached negative connotations (such as SEBD) to 

describe groups of pupils as though this is their main trait (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). This is 

highly likely to influence the way pupils view themselves. Some young people reject and resent these 

labels (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Research including CYPs’ views surrounding their exclusions 

have highlighted how many feel that attending PRUs or APs has enabled them to have a ‘fresh start’ 

and make improvements to themselves (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Whilst this appears to be 

positive it can reinforce the ‘within-child’ attributes and focuses the blame on the child. In CYP 

highlighting this, many societal and situational factors must be down-played which is likely to 

reinforce to pupils that they are innately ‘naughty’ and ‘disruptive’. For many, they have a long 

history of getting into trouble and often have experienced reprimand and physical threats of 

exclusion in front of their peers which can link to stigmatisation and isolation (Parker et al., 2016). 

Pupils can feel trapped in this version of themselves and feel powerless to make changes (Frankham 

et al., 2007) There has been evidence to suggest that pupils who experience multiple exclusions 

begin to accept exclusions (Hayden & Ward, 1994), suggesting a shift in their identity to where pupils 

may feel that there is nothing that can be done to change. This is exacerbated when adults around 

the pupils reinforce these messages. Hendickx, Mainhard, Boor-Klip, Cillessen & Brekelmans (2016) 

argue that if teachers demonstrate negative attitudes towards pupils, this can influence how their 

peers respond to them. For pupils with SEBD/SEMH, the perceived negative behaviours are typically 

a response to discomfort and uncertainty. By teachers responding negatively to the disruptive 

behaviour of a student with SEBD/SEMH, their typically developing peers may make negative 

interpretations of that student (de Leeuw, de Boer & Minnaert, 2018).   

 
Where the previous sections have focused on the immediate and short-term effects of exclusion, 

the following section will now summarise some of the long-term impacts exclusion can have on 

CYP. 

 

  Long term impacts 
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School exclusion has been the subject of controversy due to links with crime, low educational 

achievement (Pirrie et al., 2011; Gazeley, 2010) and long-term unemployment (Munn et al., 2000). A 

strong link has been made between exclusion from school and offending behaviour later in life 

(Vulliamy & Webb, 2000; Pomeroy, 2000). Previous exclusions are a strong predictor of further 

exclusions, antisocial behaviour (Costenbader & Markson, 1994) and link to juvenile court referrals 

(Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier & Valentine., 2009). A survey of 15-18-year olds in custody found 86% 

of these males and 82% of these females had been excluded from school at some point in their 

educational history (Summerfield, 2010). This pattern continues through to the adult prison system. 

Data from the IPPR (Gill et al., 2017) reported findings from the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), 2012) that 

during 2012, 63% of the prison population had been excluded from school, with 42% having been 

permanently excluded and being most likely to reoffend. Care should be given to statistics and 

apparent correlation. There are a number of risk factors associated with involvement in crime, not 

just school exclusion; however, there are commonalities between risk factors for exclusion as 

described previously which include socioeconomic status, SEND and vulnerability (Berridge, et al., 

2001).Whilst opportunities to commit crime may be increased following exclusion, such as reduced 

supervision when out of education and absence of guardians (Hodgson & Webb, 2005), there are 

other factors involved. This was demonstrated by Martin, Hayden, Turner & Ramsell (1999) who 

found that in a study of 24 excluded young people, 70.8% admitted that they had offended prior to 

their exclusion.  

 

School exclusion had pupils doubting what would happen in their future (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). 

Chu & Ready (2018) highlight that excluded pupils in an American High school typically had lower 

attendance rates and were more likely than peers to drop out of education. Whilst this may be 

culturally-specific, it highlights the challenges faced when ensuring pupils who have been excluded 

remain in education. There is a strong correlation between PEx and the likelihood of young people 

not being in employment, education or training (NEET) aged 16-19 years (DfE, 2011b), resulting in 

“long-term costs for society” (Cole, 2015, pp. 43). Underachievement, which is typically associated 

with excluded pupils, can reduce employment prospects (Hayden, 1997) and involvement with 

petty crime (Parsons et al., 2001). As discussed previously, only 1% of excluded pupils achieved 

‘good’ GCSE results and without the qualifications needed to enrol on further and higher education 

courses, apprenticeships or the workplace, many young people struggle to access work or maintain 

jobs (Gill et al., 2017).  
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 Focus on reducing exclusions 

Exclusions within school are firmly rooted within LA processes and despite many arguments 

describing the detrimental effects exclusion can have on CYP, their families and schools, its use 

within policy does not appear to have been questioned (Wright et.al, 2000). Different and 

conflicting policies guide schools but at the same time schools are under high pressure to meet 

performance indicators (Hayden, 1997). Vulliamy & Webb (2000) argued that placing such an 

emphasis on academia meant the pastoral side was overlooked. Combining this with austerity cuts 

and services evolving from being embedded within LAs to increased ‘trading’ or ‘privatisation’ 

where services are charged directly to schools, makes appropriately supporting all individuals a 

challenge for schools.  

 

Despite government focus recently on reducing rates of exclusion, there is minimal official guidance 

on how this can be achieved. Previous attempts have involved removing school’s power to exclude; 

however, this was ineffective as it failed to address underlying reasons for exclusion (Pomeroy, 

2000). Instead, it is important to focus on making exclusions that do happen, effective (DfE, 2017). 

It would appear vital to evaluate what happens in the build up to the exclusion and afterwards, 

especially from the child’s perspective to understand their experience. Research has tended to 

approach school exclusion with reference to factors such as socioeconomic status or SEND as a way 

of understanding why CYP with these factors are at a greater risk of exclusion. Whilst identifying 

causal factors is important for providing support, it is important to understand the significance of 

exclusion. To reduce exclusions, we need to understand them from perspectives of those who 

know them best. The following section will now discuss the importance of listening to the views of 

CYP regarding situations they are involved in, to gain a deeper understanding of the causes and 

impact of exclusion, how individuals make sense of exclusion and how positive changes can be 

made through recognising what pupil’s value.  

  

Pupil Involvement 

Inclusive practices underpin a commitment to children’s rights, which are increasingly being 

integrated into national policy and legislation (McClusky et al., 2015). Pupil’s views being considered 

is highlighted in the Children Act (HMSO, 1989), the Education Act (HMSO, 1993) and the SEND CoP 

(2015). Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) states that CYP have the right to express their views about 

things affecting them (Robinson, 2014). Despite this emphasis, academic literature suggests that 

individuals are often left out of decisions surrounding their education (Rose, 2005). Educational 
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practices frequently focus on ‘telling’ pupils rather than promoting choice and independence 

(Roffey, 2013). The majority of excluded CYP are capable of recognising what is happening to them, 

therefore involvement of pupils is moral (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Individuals have the right to know 

and be involved in decision making regarding what is happening to them, to hear evidence 

presented against them and to have their views taken seriously (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Listening to 

pupils shifts the traditional power dynamic of adults being in charge and promotes a sense of mutual 

respect, which can impact positively on their motivation towards learning and can reduce behaviour 

problems (Leather, 2009).  

 

Substantial insight can be gained from looking at individuals’ behaviour and understanding of 

situations, which is a strength of seeking autobiographical memories (Farouk, 2017). Exclusions 

theoretically should occur as a final resort, suggesting difficulties will have been experienced for 

prolonged periods of time. The perspectives of those involved is likely to demonstrate what has 

happened, and should be investigated (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). Qualitative methods can make a 

considerable contribution to the understanding of individuals constructs and allows those from 

marginalised groups to have a voice (Ungar, 2003). Qualitative research does not always aim for 

generalisability but allows for valuable perspective of how improvements could be made for their 

individual lives (Hayes, 2004). It is important that adults try to understand the experiences of CYP 

when facing difficulties to ensure appropriate interventions are put in place (Sheffield & Morgan, 

2016). 

 

In Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) study, listening to the views of excluded pupils highlighted that they had 

perceived themselves to have difficulties in building relationships with peers and staff; for some 

because of frequent school moves. Most perceived their teachers taking an immediate dislike to 

them and felt that all their actions were interpreted negatively. This was particularly the case once 

pupils reintegrated to a new school with the label of ‘excluded’. Interestingly, pupils did not always 

know the reasons for their exclusions and felt they had not always been told. Pupils described not 

always expecting exclusions as they felt there had been few warnings. Exclusions were described as 

unfair, especially as they had not had the opportunity to share their perspectives. Pupils were able 

to provide ideas around what support they would have found helpful e.g. having the opportunity to 

talk through situations with a key adult in school and who could support them in controlling their 

temper and understanding their feelings. Whilst this study had a limited sample size of six 

participants from one provision, the information gathered was valuable in uncovering difficulties the 
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pupils faced. These included difficulties in building and managing relationships, the impact of life 

experiences such as frequent moves, a sense of lack of control, lack of understanding about the 

exclusions process, feeling there had been lack of pupil involvement or that their views had not been 

heard. The pupils were able to share their perspectives on what they feel would have helped them in 

the build up to being excluded (having someone to talk to), which is also supported by many other 

pupils in similar research (Robinson, 2014; Tucker, 2013; Hayden & Ward, 1994). Students in 

Tucker’s (2013) study also contributed that they would have found it valuable to have spaces within 

school where pupils could talk to adults without feeling judged. Pupils felt having non-teaching staff 

in pastoral roles was valuable as some pupils found it challenging to talk to teachers about personal 

situations.  Similarly, Hayden & Ward (1994) gave insight into challenges excluded pupils had faced, 

highlighting the limited impact of certain rewards and sanctions used within school on motivating 

them to change their behaviours. Whilst the findings from both studies may not be generalisable, 

both offer insight for each school involved. Structures of pastoral support to ensure pupils feel there 

are non-teaching staff available to talk to, and the adaption of behaviour policies to ensure rewards 

and sanctions were meaningful for the pupils, are positive changes that could come from listening to 

pupil’s perspectives.  

 

As demonstrated in the research above, pupil’s involvement can offer valuable insights which could 

be used by schools and professionals to gain a deeper understanding of the pupil’s constructions and 

lead to adaptions in practice (Fielding & Bragg, 2003). In some cases, pupil voice can be seen as 

tokenistic, as highlighted by pupils in a study by Sellman (2009). Pupils here described feeling 

frustrated where school council meetings were shaped by adult’s agendas and pupils felt their true 

voice was not being heard. Change is clearly needed to move to ways of effectively gaining and using 

pupil’s views, and to support them in being a valuable part of processes. Previous research has 

suggested that pupil involvement should be viewed as a ‘continuum’, rather than an ‘all or nothing’ 

principle (Gersch, 1992). This links to Hart’s (1992) ‘ladder of participation’ which highlights the 

different steps that can be involved in pupil participation. The initial rungs on the ladder include 

manipulation, decoration and tokenism which Hart (1992) argues are stages of non-participation for 

children as it may appear their voice is being heard, but there is no real understanding about what is 

being asked of them. As the rungs continue, they represent increased levels of participation where 

pupils take increasing roles within decision making processes, ending at the stage where adults and 

children work together as equal partners. Hart (1992) recognises that pupils may be at different 
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stages on this ladder, depending on their capacity and the context of situations, but it is important 

for children to be involved within matters affecting them.  

 

Exclusions guidance states that pupils should be supported and encouraged to participate in all 

stages of the exclusion process (DfE, 2017); however, attending AP has been suggested within the 

literature that this decision is rarely made by pupils (Gazeley, 2010). Typically, CYP are described as 

being referred by others or because of PEx and have little choice in whether they attend or not 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). Little of the current research regarding exclusion uses the pupil’s 

voice to inform or develop policy and practices (Pomeroy, 2000). The academic literature 

demonstrates that current government policy does not reflect the views of many researchers that 

the views of CYP should be a key source for this (Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils also are expressing a desire 

to be included within this process, as demonstrated by a group of pupils starting to campaign for 

#EducationNotExclusion after the most recent GCSE results to try raise the profile of the impact of 

exclusion. These pupils recognise the negative link of exclusion and prison and have depicted this 

visually in the style of London tube maps (ITV, 2018) and are trying to be heard.  

 

The following section will now discuss further where research involving pupil voice has highlighted 

what pupil’s value as supportive to reduce their risk of exclusion. 

 

Support  

Numerous studies have highlighted key factors felt to support pupils AROE or who have been 

excluded. To meet the social-emotional needs of these pupils, Ofsted (2005) offer guidance for 

schools. They recommend a positive classroom ethos where classrooms are organised, there are 

high expectations and appropriate tasks set; staff show interest in pupils and respect them 

regardless of their challenging behaviour; there is strong teamwork between staff and lessons are 

planned to account for different abilities, interests and learning styles of all pupils. This section will 

outline key factors highlighted within the literature for supporting these pupils. 

 

 Ethos 

Schools described as person-centred and caring have been suggested by pupils to support them to 

develop (Farouk, 2017). Having a calm and predictable environment where there is consistency of 

teaching staff, was described as a positive aspect of an AP in Thomson & Pennacchia’s (2016) study. 

Students in this study felt this was especially true in comparison between their secondary schools 
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where frequent changes of lessons and teachers resulted in unpredictability. The comparison 

between primary and secondary ethos is highlighted in research; secondary schools are often 

described as institutional and focusing on conformity, whereas pupils tend to describe a sense of 

freedom and emphasis on creativity in primary settings (Farouk, 2017).   

 

The development of a school’s ethos is the responsibility of the senior management team, but 

maintaining and developing this requires the involvement and commitment of all staff (Cole, 2015; 

Ofsted, 2011). Teamwork, where staff share information, support each other and listen to the views 

of CYP are central to a supportive ethos (Munn et al., 2010, Leather, 2009). Solomon & Thomas 

(2013) discuss the relevance of Maslow’s (1943) ‘Theory of Motivation’ in fostering well-being and 

positive emotional health of pupils within schools. Maslow (1943) theorises that individuals have a 

range of needs, including ‘physiological and survival’, ‘safety’, ‘love, affection and belonging’, ‘self-

esteem’ and ‘self-actualisation’. Solomon & Thomas (2013) discuss how adaptions within school can 

meet these needs in various ways: 

• Physiological and survival needs: providing comfortable classrooms, areas of play, access to 

healthy foods and drinking water and things such as breakfast club 

• Safety needs: clear policies and explicit, simple rules and consistent and caring supervision 

• Affection and belonging: positive relationships with peers and staff, celebration of diversity, 

clear adults who can be sought for support, displaying pupils work and pupil involvement 

with rule and expectation setting 

• Self-esteem: use of praise, appropriate and supportive language to correct undesirable 

behaviours, clear rewards systems, events that focus on positive attention (e.g. star of the 

day) and opportunities for pupils to have special responsibilities 

• Self-actualisation: stimulating lessons, opportunities for reflections, positive modelling by all 

staff and a curriculum that enables communication of feelings and experiences. 

Parental engagement with a child’s education can have a positive impact on achievements and 

behaviour (DfE, 2017) and is a vital part of a school’s ethos. Parents report open and honest 

communication is key to ensuring the appropriate support is given to their child (Parker et al. 2016). 

For APs within Frankham et al.’s (2007) study building positive relationships with parents was crucial 

as it not only enabled consistency between approaches at home and school, but it also helped the 

pupils feel they were able to share information about their home lives as it was clear to pupils that 

the staff wanted to support the child and their family.  
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 Treatment of pupils 

PRU Staff interviewed as part of Farouk’s (2017) study viewed building a more person-centred 

relationship with pupils, was key to their success with excluded pupils. This was apparent in other 

studies of APs also, where staff focused on developing the social skills of pupils through modelling 

(Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016). The quality of teacher-pupil relationships can have a significant 

impact on strengths and struggles within school (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016). Children often 

incorporate positive comments made by others into descriptions of themselves, highlighting the 

importance relationships can have on identity development. Poor relationships can result in 

deterioration of pupil’s behaviour (Cole, 2015; Sellman, 2009). Positive relationships have been 

considered to support children cope in class despite facing difficulties (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016).  

Staff who had the most impact were described as supportive, understanding and demonstrating 

belief in the pupils, enabling them to feel relaxed and willing to learn (Sheffield & Morgan, 2016).  

 

Staff working within PRUs share that their students usually need “time, effort, commitment and 

expertise of dedicated professionals working in well-organised, well-resourced and responsive 

systems” (Taylor, 2012: pp. 4). Routines within school can often act as a counter-balance to the 

chaotic home lives of these pupils (Taylor, 2012). Pupils who know what is expected of them and 

what is going to occur next often respond with improved behaviour as this fosters a sense of security 

and belonging (Cole, 2015). When there are high expectations of the pupils, awareness of the 

reward systems and how to work towards these, it helps promote a sense of ownership for pupils 

(Hart, 2013; Leather, 2009). When pupils felt forced into something (e.g. attending anger 

management sessions) this support was ineffective as CYP were resistant to participate as they felt 

they had no control over what was being done to them (Tucker, 2013).  Pupils were more willing to 

be directed when they viewed relationships with adults as safe and built on trust (Thomson & 

Pennacchia, 2016). Relationships affect the willingness of pupils to try and understand their 

behaviour, as pupils could only openly discuss difficult situations when they felt safe with adults 

(Frankham et al., 2007). AP providers argued it was important to support the pupils to move from 

needing external discipline to being able to take responsibility for their actions and cope when in less 

structured environments (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016).  

 

Where positive examples of behaviour, effort or achievement occurred, parents and pupils 

appreciated where AP staff shared this with home as this helped reinforce that there were reasons 

for positive praise rather than only misbehaviour being discussed (McCluskey et al., 2015).  
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When undesirable behaviours are displayed, it was key that the action was condemned rather than 

the individual carrying this out and staff clearly forgave pupils once incidents had been discussed 

(Frankham et al., 2007). Thomson & Pennacchia, (2016) found a key to success for alternative 

provisions surrounded staff always being present and visible to pupils. Having a high staff to student 

ratio allows for problems being dealt with quickly and support always being available for pupils. High 

levels of communication between staff was also viewed as important, so that the individual needs of 

pupils could continually be met by any member of staff who comes into contact with them. 

 

Activities and trips are an important part of the curriculum within PRUs and APs, as they provide 

pupils with opportunities to prove that they are responsible individuals and that adults trust them 

(Frankham et al., 2007). They also enable opportunities for teaching important social skills through 

incidental learning and foster positive memories that can be re-referred to. Frequently pupils who 

have been excluded have low aspirations and beliefs in themselves, due to previous experiences 

(Pomeroy, 2000). Through exposure to positive situations and nurturing relationships, staff can 

support these pupils to develop confidence and self-esteem to raise their aspirations (Cole, 2015).  

The use of frequent and appropriate praise and encouragement, where praise reflects a genuine 

effort from the child, can support engagement and motivation of pupils (Cole, 2015). Where praise is 

over-used or unearned, it can have the opposite effect (Dweck, 2009). Dweck (2006) argues that 

self-esteem is not something given to someone through praise, but something others can equip 

individuals with to develop for themselves through supporting them to value learning, enjoy 

challenge and recognise that mistakes can support mastery of subjects. Individuals can be placed on 

a continuum depending on whether they believe their abilities are innate or as a result of external 

factors (Dweck, 2006). Those who believe successes are based on innate abilities are described as 

having a ‘fixed’ theory of intelligence and fear failure as this is viewed as a negative statement 

against their ability. Whereas those who relate success to hard work are described as having an 

‘incremental’ or ‘growth’ theory of intelligence and are less phased by failure as they feel they can 

improve. Dweck (2006) argues that self-esteem can be adapted through the use of language and 

appropriate support.  

 

 Engagement in schooling 

Excluded individuals are likely to “reject the system and institution that rejected them” (Pomeroy, 

2000: pp. 24), so it is important that time and effort is given to these pupils to try and redevelop 

their perceptions of schools. Providing a more personal and supportive learning environment where 
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there were clear boundaries resulted in increased engagement of pupils is highlighted as important 

by staff working within alternative provisions (Farouk, 2017). There are challenges with getting an 

appropriate balance between the pupils feeling supported and trying to make them independent 

learners as the staff felt the key way to engage excluded pupils was to provide high levels of support 

(Farouk, 2017). Young people interviewed in McCluskey et al.’s (2015) research, described how 

within APs they had felt there was significantly more flexibility in the teaching style and pace of 

lessons which were viewed as the teaching staff giving more time to explain things in more detail. 

This was also supportive to pupils in mainstream settings (Cole, 2015). Pupils need to be given 

opportunity for success which comes from providing manageable tasks (Hart, 2013). Pupils in 

Sheffield & Morgan’s (2016) study described the important role support within school had on their 

engagement with learning. Whilst they described adult support to help make academic 

improvements, students also saw this individual support as something that made them stand out 

from their peers (Parker et al., 2016). If a negative stigma is attached to support, the way this is 

employed needs to be sensitive to the child’s needs. 

 

Students respond positively to experiential learning where there are opportunities to reflect on what 

pupils are doing (Kolb, 1984). Practical and ‘hands-on’ learning was viewed as engaging by pupils 

within APs (Thomson & Pennacchia, 2016; Cole, 2015). Despite this, much of learning is presented in 

textbook and worksheet style tasks. Pupils from a large-scale study of 180 junior school pupils 

emphasised their enjoyment of being active learners who were appropriately challenged (Hopkins, 

2008). They described becoming demotivated when teachers spoke for prolonged periods and this 

reduced the amount of time they had to complete work (Hopkins, 2008). Making learning relevant is 

important for engaging these pupils by showing them there is a purpose to activities (Cefai, 2008). 

Research has highlighted that there are inconsistencies between pupils understanding of the 

purpose of education and the impact on their future (Pomeroy, 2000). Pupils vaguely link school to 

getting a job but are unclear as to how qualifications can translate to college or work placements. 

Engagement can be developed by pupils having a clear understanding of the purpose of tasks and 

how this can impact on them directly (Pomeroy, 2000). Within one provision in Thomson & 

Pennacchia’s (2016) study, there was an emphasis placed on pupils being encouraged to read 

newspapers and to debate current affairs, as these were thought to be pertinent to pupils in APs 

(such as discussions about poverty and deviance).  

 

Understanding the pupil 
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Many pupils in exclusion studies feel that their behaviour is out of their control and they cannot 

regulate their emotional responses or resist succumbing to peer pressure in situations (Pomeroy, 

2000).  It was recognised that attending a PRU had helped most pupils, and children shared that they 

would have found it beneficial to have attended earlier, on a part-time basis alongside their 

mainstream school (Gersch & Nolan, 1994). For some pupils, attending PRUs helped them to 

recognise that there were other pupils like them, which was something pupils valued (Tucker, 2013). 

The main supporting factor described by pupils in exclusions studies is the significance of 

relationships with staff and how these can make a dramatic difference. These relationships were key 

for supporting pupils to develop strategies to control their anger and emotions and understand the 

behaviours of others (Tucker, 2013). CYP respond positively to staff whom they have positive 

relationships with encouraging them to take ‘breathing space’ when they are finding something a 

struggle or to have the chance to talk to someone about how they are feeling (Frankham et al. 

2007). Pupils within Gersch & Nolan’s (1994) study shared how pupils felt it would have been helpful 

having someone in their mainstream schools to talk to about their feelings or for school staff to have 

been more understanding of their home lives around the times of exclusion incidents.  Literature 

surrounding excluded pupils highlights an importance for adults to be aware of their life experiences 

(Waite, 2013; Frankham et al., 2007) and there is a strong census of these pupils being viewed as 

“victims of their life’s experience and the education system so far” (Leather, 2009: pp. 120). This does 

not result in pity but is viewed as these pupils typically needing help to cope within the education 

system (Leather, 2009).  

 

School organisation can be used to support the individual needs of pupils. Having the opportunity to 

discuss and make sense of behaviours is important to developing pupil’s skills. The use of ‘feelings 

cards’, toy figures and social stories have been described as ways to encourage and support these 

discussions and help pupils to see emotions as separate from the person experiencing them, so they 

do not feel attacked (Frankham et al., 2007; Macready, 2009). The use of Nurture Groups is heighted 

as supportive for pupils to prevent exclusions (Ofsted, 2011) and to address the needs of pupils with 

SEMH/BESD (DSCF, 2009) within mainstream primary settings. Small class sizes (typically up to 12 

students) in nurture groups can enable the development of confidence, self-esteem, communication 

skills, skills in relationship-building and can provide opportunities for social learning through play 

with higher levels of adult support (Cole, 2015). The use of nurture groups in secondary settings 

exists but appears to be limited to small scale studies. Leather (2009) argues that older excluded 

pupils typically have undeveloped social development and would benefit from a nurturing approach. 
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The underlying principles of nurture groups is to enable the development of caring and supportive 

relationships between pupils and staff, where children can begin to value themselves as a result of 

being valued by others, which is something even older excluded pupils respond positively to 

(Leather, 2009). 

 

The appropriateness of curriculum needs to be considered for pupils (Cole, 2015). The National 

Curriculum is recognised by the DCSF (2008b) as not always being the most appropriate for all pupils, 

especially for those who have been disengaged previously or have specific learning or behavioural 

difficulties. There needs to be flexibility where learning is tailored to CYPs strengths to develop their 

self-confidence (Cole, 2015), which is something that can only be done when staff know their pupils 

well (Hart, 2013). Some pupils report the dynamics within a classroom can have an impact on them, 

for example the size of a class, availability of teacher or teaching assistants and the general 

classroom management (Parker et al. 2016; Pomeroy, 2000) and these need to be considered to 

each individual pupil. Understanding of the motivators for individuals is important too. For pupils 

within Hayden & Ward’s (1994) study, a main motivator for improving behaviour came from 

communication with home, whereas being sent out of class had no impact. This demonstrates the 

importance of understanding individuals and what motivates and deters them in order to provide 

the most appropriate support.  

 

Justification for current study 

Having considered the available literature surrounding school exclusion, there appears to be 

significant gaps in the research available. Whilst there has been considerable research conducted 

into the experiences of exclusion for young people, this has typically been with secondary aged 

pupils and subsequently, limited direct contact with pupils of primary age. Although most exclusions 

occur in secondary schools, a considerable amount take place in primary settings. Research has 

highlighted the disruption that exclusion can cause for CYP, and this has been argued as most 

disruptive when pupils are excluded from primary schools (Parsons et al, 2001). As prevention is 

advocated by many (DfE, 2018a, ATL, 2015; Parker et al., 2013), it is important to investigate the 

topic of exclusion from the perceptions of younger children to see where things may have gone 

wrong earlier in children’s educational journeys. The importance of involving CYP was discussed fully 

previously and through listening to the first-hand experiences of pupils who have been excluded or 

are AROE, valuable perspectives can be gained.  
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There is little guidance on what forms effective support for pupils who have been excluded. As a 

result, the current study aims to explore the experiences of those who are involved with exclusion. It 

is viewed as important to elicit the views of It is hoped that this will enable discovery of supportive 

factors for CYP by using the perspectives of pupils who have been through the exclusion process. 

This study aims to look at the whole experience of exclusions, not just the reason for exclusion, 

which can be done through listening to the experiences of these pupils and not just adult’s 

perceptions of the exclusion. The current study aims to highlight supportive factors taken from a 

‘successful’ PRU that can contribute to guidance for schools, with the view to support the likelihood 

of pupils experiencing further exclusions.  

 

3) Methodology 

This research was undertaken as part of a three-year Doctorate in Educational Psychology through 

the University of Bristol.  Research was carried out during Years 2 and 3 within the Local Authority 

(LA) I worked as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP).  

 

Aims and Research Questions 

     The study aims to explore the experiences of children who have been excluded from mainstream 

schools and to examine experiences of the support they receive from a pupil referral unit (PRU).   

 

Subsequently, the research questions of this study are:  

1. How do excluded children describe their previous experience of school?  

2. What support do they feel was helpful?  

3. What additional things do children believe could have been done to support them further or 

reduce the risk of exclusion?  

4. How do adults working within a pupil referral unit (PRU) support children who have been 

excluded?   

 

 

Design of the study  

A case study approach is used to develop an understanding of the experiences of education, 

exclusion and valued support from the perspectives of eight children aged between 6 and 11 years 
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attending a primary Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). Seven of the participants had been permanently 

excluded, one was attending the PRU on a part-time basis as part of a behaviour course due to being 

at high risk of exclusion. The experiences of staff supporting pupils within the PRU were also 

gathered to gain an understanding of the impact of support for pupils at risk of exclusion (AROE) or 

pupils post-exclusion.  

 

The research methods adopted were semi-structured interviews with children attending the PRU 

and focus groups (and follow up open-ended questionnaires) with teaching staff, support staff and 

staff working for the LA behaviour outreach service from the setting. Interviews with children 

explored the children’s experiences of being excluded and their beliefs on what they found 

supportive, and how support could be further improved. The focus groups with staff and an 

individual interview conducted with the headteacher, aimed to uncover what happens before a child 

starts at the PRU, what happens whilst a child is at the PRU and what do staff think is important for 

supporting these children. 

 

PRU pupil participants 

The eight participants who consented to take part were aged 6-11 years and all were male. Seven 

attended the PRU on a full-time basis after PEx. One participant was attending part-time as part of a 

6-week behaviour course, alongside his mainstream placement and was keen to share what he had 

found valuable about the PRU support.  
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PRU staff participants 

PRU staff participants were split into two focus groups to account for different roles. One focus 

group included all four members of the BST staff who provide behaviour outreach support to schools 

across the LA and support in the PRU classrooms where possible. This is to support children 

attending on a part time basis for the 6-week behaviour course, whom they have worked with in 

mainstream schools during their outreach work. The second focus group included seven members of 

teaching and support staff who work directly with the children within the PRU. It was decided to 

complete an individual interview with the headteacher so that staff would be comfortable sharing 

any negative views of the PRU and how it is organised. This is something the Headteacher wanted to 

occur, so the staff had an opportunity to discuss ideas without there being impact of any possible 

power dynamics.  
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After completing focus groups, a short questionnaire using open-ended questions was adapted from 

the focus group schedule to allow participants to share anything further. Questionnaires gave 

participants a confidential way to share views they had felt uncomfortable in discussing or to give 

further explanations if they felt there was not the opportunity during the focus group. Four 

participants contributed additional information which was transcribed and analysed alongside the 

transcriptions from the interviews and focus groups.  

 

Analysis 

The data was analysed using Braun & Clarke’s (2006) Thematic Analysis to identify key ideas and 

themes. This includes six phases of analysis which are summarised in the table below. 
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Findings from 
pupils 

Educational 
experience

Treatment of 
pupils

Relationships

 

4) Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

Data is presented in key themes and sub-themes which will be described using quotes from the data 

to illustrate to the reader what each represents. Braun & Clarke (2006) argue that reporting the 

number of participants in attempt to make findings more meaningful would fall within a 

quantitative psychological paradigm. For this reason, I have decided not to report the number of 

participants who spoke about each specific sub-theme. High quality qualitative research involved 

the researcher recognising the value of what is said with regards to answering the research 

questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which is what I have done within this chapter. The terms 

‘important’ or ‘very important’ are used to describe themes that were spoken about by the 

participants frequently throughout the interviews, focus groups or questionnaires, or where 

participants specifically mentioned that something was important to them. The term ‘key’ is used to 

describe themes and findings that were considered dominant by the researcher, which were 

identified through data analysis.   

4.2 Findings from pupils 

Three key overarching themes were generated from the data from the eight pupil interviews, a map 

of these can be found in appendix thirteen. These were: 

• Educational Experiences 

• Treatment of pupils 

• Importance of relationships 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Themes identified from pupils 
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Educational 
experience

Educational setting Curriculum and 
opportunities

Value of education

Each theme will be described to give the reader an understanding of what is represented alongside 

quotes from the pupils to illustrate further. In transcript excerpts, the letter ‘R’ indicated the 

researcher speaking. The participants have all been given a pseudonym and will be referred as this 

throughout the remainder of the text. 

4.2.1 – Educational experience 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2 Educational Experience and sub-themes 

Pupils described their experiences of education during the semi-structured interviews, both prior to 

their exclusions and since attending the PRU. This key theme of educational experience included 

three main subthemes which have been grouped together under the descriptors of ‘Educational 

Setting’, ‘Curriculum and Opportunities’ and ‘Value of Education’. Pupils revealed that their previous 

experiences of education had not been the most positive.  

Their educational settings prior to exclusion were described as places where the pupil’s experienced 

little enjoyment and frequent feelings of anger and frustration. Experiences at the PRU were 

described positively and highlighted that pupils felt supported. The topic of reintegration was 

described by pupils and some highlighted difficulties within the LA with finding suitable placements 

to return to. 

Another key sub-theme the arose from the analysis surrounded the pupil’s perceptions of the 

curriculum and opportunities across their previous settings and the PRU. Within the PRU, pupils felt 

there were opportunities for engaging in practical learning and positively described some of the 

recent projects they had engaged in. Pupil’s appeared to appreciate opportunities for breaks in 

between working and perceived the learning activities as less challenging than they had been in their 

previous settings. Pupils described pressure being placed on them in their mainstream settings and a 

sense of over-reliance on testing, which they found overwhelming as this was felt to be a daily 

experience during their time within previous settings. The curriculum within the PRU was described 
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by pupils as being based on practical activities and learning through extra-curricular activities, which 

is something they viewed as missing from their previous settings.  

Within the theme of educational experience, the final sub-theme surrounded the pupil’s value of 

education and their description of how education can have a positive impact on their lives. Some 

pupils were explicit in wanting to return to mainstream in order to gain the most from education 

that they possibly could, suggesting that there may be difficulties in doing this within a PRU.  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with quotes from the interviews to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 

4.2.1.1 – Educational setting 

Discussions with the participants revealed that many had negative experiences of the education 

system and schooling prior to their attendance at the PRU.  

George - “I wouldn’t go back… I didn’t like it there…. I always got angry.” 

 

Most participants described frequently getting into trouble and felt this was why they were 

excluded. Not all pupils felt that their exclusion had been justified and described a sense of being 

“kicked out”: 

David - “The reason I got kicked out is because a kid fudged me off. The teacher grabbed me 

and then grabbed the other kid and I got kicked out.” 

 

Some felt that they had been held back and were “always sent home for nothing” (Chris), which 

meant lessons were missed. Reduced timetables were described by participants in different ways. 

For some, they enjoyed having a shorted day as it meant they could “go home and play on the 

computer” (Bryan), whereas others recognised that this impacted on their friendships and ability to 

access the curriculum:  

Harry - “I was only doing like 2 hours a day. I would like to do more because I miss out on 

playing with my friends on the playground.  And it’s not fair on me. Only 1 lesson. I missed a 

lot” 

 

Experiences at the PRU were described more positively, where many described feeling “happy” 

(Alex, Bryan, Chris, Elliot, Freddie) when describing how they felt about starting at the PRU. 
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Participants felt prepared for starting after an induction visit and valued this opportunity to meet 

staff and ask questions. Participants described the induction process at the PRU, where pupils are 

given a tour by the headteacher and members of the school council, as important as this was felt to 

help them get to know the layout of the PRU. Participants felt this helped to settle them and reduce 

concerns about getting lost in an unknown place.  Pupils reported that they felt welcomed when 

they started and that both staff and other pupils helped with this. Many spoke of key staff who 

made them feel a part of the what Bryan described as a “family” within the PRU. The environment of 

the PRU was described as a place where adults care and respect the pupils and support them to feel 

calm: 

Harry – “Mr [teachers name at PRU], he’s funny and that’s my teacher.  And like it’s not 

making me so stressed.” 

 

Participants spoke highly about the staff, stating that “they are really nice people” (Alex). 

Participants felt that they would keep everything at the PRU “the same” (Freddie) as they “enjoy 

everything about it” (Harry). Participants spoke positively about the reward systems, particularly the 

use of a “zone board” (Bryan) and “reward time at the end of every week” (George). David mostly 

enjoys the headteacher’s award and how this linked to praise at home also: 

David - “every time I’m in gold and I do good work, I get a headteacher’s award…a 

certificate….and I get my PS4 (at home)” 

 

The school environment was something participants felt had an impact on their experiences of 

education. Most participants enjoy having small class sizes and being able to sit on individual desks 

in the PRU, as this reduces the impact of distractions from peers.  Larger school sites in previous 

settings had resulted in pupils getting “lost easily” (George). The smaller size of the PRU was 

something that most valued as “it’s small and easy to get round. At my other school you forgot 

where to go” (Freddie).  However, some felt the PRU site was too small and described how they 

missed the larger sizes of their previous playgrounds and facilities such as the sports hall for PE.  

 

Participants valued their work and pictures of them engaging in activities being on display 

throughout the PRU building and felt a sense of pride at this: 

David - “Have you seen the Titanic thing on the wall? I did that”  

Freddie explained that displays “change every week normally” showing they are updated regularly.  
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When considering the next steps after the PRU, most participants shared that they wanted to 

remain at the PRU because they “like being here” (Elliot) and feel “very happy” (Chris), especially in 

comparison to their previous settings. Others however, hoped to soon return to a mainstream 

provision. Alex appreciated the support at the PRU but felt ready and “just wish I could go to another 

school”. He felt ready for a change: 

Alex – “I feel that this school has been right for me for a couple of years/months/weeks/days, 

but I feel now that I don’t need anything else” 

Freddie stated that he would also “like to go back to a mainstream” as he felt the level of work 

would increase and this was a challenge he wanted.  

 

When discussing their next steps, many pupils spoke about the difficulties in finding placements at 

other settings within the LA. Some shared that they were simply waiting for placement availability 

before leaving the PRU, whilst others mentioned having to wait and be educated at home whilst 

waiting for a place at the PRU once they had been excluded. 

Bryan – “My mum can’t find a space so I might have to stay here until I go to [school name]” 

R – “[after exclusion] did you have to spend some time at home?” 

Freddie– “2 or 3 weeks. There was no space here” 

 

Some participants were aware that the PRU was somewhere where “you can’t stay at forever, 

because it’s not a mainstream school” (Freddie), whereas others were uncertain about the process of 

reintegration. 

Chris – “I am going to always and forever be at [PRU name] because they don’t have a 

mainstream for me to go back to.” 

Participants highlighted the difficulties some parents have navigating the system in applying for 

schools and felt this was something stopping them getting where they wanted to be. 

Bryan– “My mum applied online but she couldn’t do it, so she had to phone up. I’ve got to wait 

for a place now” 

 

4.2.1.2 – Curriculum and opportunities  

Participants spoke positively about the consistent structure to the timetable within the PRU and 

were able to tell me the activities for each day. The curriculum was something that many 

participants perceived as more enjoyable and “easier” (Chris) in the PRU in comparison to their 
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previous settings. Participants spoke about how they felt that all they did at their previous school 

was constantly work on core subjects: 

Chris - “…Maths, Science, English, then a little bit more Maths…It’s easier in this school and 

was harder in my old school.  I had to do so much in my old school [big sigh]”.  

 

In his previous setting, Freddie felt that there was an overreliance on testing, which he found “got a 

bit boring. We always did work and science and tests”. Freddie recognised that he had done 

“questions” since starting at the PRU but had not felt as though he has been explicitly tested.  

 

Participants described feelings pressured by the expectations for working within their previous 

settings. Chris shared that pupils “had to do loads and loads of work”, exclaiming “you wouldn’t 

believe how much I had to do”. He found it “hard…having to do work every single day, every single 

lesson” which is something Freddie agreed with: “it was just lots of work all the time”. Within the 

PRU, participants described their days as being punctuated with a variety of activities: 

Bryan- “When we come back from the farm we go on the computers until lunch time. Then in 
the afternoon we do a bit of work and we got a football trainer in”. 

Participants also spoke about opportunities to have free time, timetabled into the week for reward 

times where pupils get to “play games and … get to go on the i-pads” (George). Participants 

described this time as helping them “relax” (Alex) and an opportunity to socialise with friends.  

Participants discussed their enjoyment of learning whilst at the PRU. Elliot shared that he liked 

“doing work and coming here to learn”. Participants described the curriculum as engaging and spoke 

fondly about the way work was presented to them: 

Freddie – “We write in English – sentences, stories. Then we’re reading about a gladiator. Then 

we did space history. We get to come out [of the classroom] and do projects and drawing” 

Tasks were more engaging to pupils when they were aware of the purpose of them. In his previous 

setting, Alex had struggled to see the purpose to some of the tasks he was asked to do: 

Alex– “We had to make a bug den, I mean what the flipping Jesus?…It was stupid” 

Participants spoke frequently about the creative activities they take part in throughout their week at 

the PRU. Participants valued the opportunities to take part in practical activities such as “making 

medals from the war to stick on the wall” (Elliot), “doing arts and crafts, cooking and repairing 

things” (David) and “drumming, creating and cooking” (Chris). Participants enjoyed coming out of 

the classroom in small groups to work on creative projects that link to their classroom learning:  
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Freddie- “We did a project about space and built a model of space [out in the corridor] …it’s 

much more fun [than being in the classroom]” 

 

A key theme throughout the interviews surrounded the school trips and extra-curricular activities 

that pupils have access to. Participants frequently spoke about their weekly trips to the farm and 

were enthusiastic about the activities they take part in there such as “collecting eggs from the 

chickens” (George). The participants described how they get involved with and gain hands on 

experience of working with animals, understanding more about nature whilst there. Typically, trips 

linked to learning they were doing within the classroom such as the “safari park and farm” (Elliot) 

and “seeing birds of prey” (David) linking to learning about animals in school.  School trips were very 

important to pupils who all shared that since being at the PRU, “we go on lots of trips” (George). 

Trips are varied and included “going to the Space Centre” (Harry), “meeting the Mayor” (Chris), 

“residentials” (Freddie) and trips out in the local community to places like cafés and “McDonalds” 

(David), which pupils were enthusiastic to share with me. They all had very limited experience of 

going on school trips in their previous schools which Bryan described as a result “of my behaviour. 

They think I will kick off when I won’t”.  

 

Participants frequently spoke about physical games that were played throughout the school day 

“after we’ve done some work” (George). Having frequent breaks throughout the day for physical 

activity was very important to the participants. Being outside was very important to participants and 

they frequently spoke about this being their favourite time. David appreciated having a longer break 

time whilst at the PRU in comparison to his previous school, where “we only got 5 minutes outside” 

(David).  

 

A key theme that arose surrounded pupil’s perception of the activities they take part in. Despite 

describing physical games that were played each day, Chris felt that whilst at the PRU, they “don’t do 

PE here…. we play games but don’t do PE”. Participants also discussed playing Uno and “Hangman 

every day” (Bryan) and saw these as fun activities rather than opportunities for learning. Participants 

also described how they are supported to “get your brain working for the day” (Bryan), with starting 

every day on something called ‘IEP time’. This is where pupils complete activities which include 

“some maths, spelling, handwriting and reading when we get in” (Bryan) to “wake our brain up” 

(David) 
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Bryan – “If I’ve had sleep it makes my brain turn off. Then IEP in the mornings makes my brain 

work again” 

 

4.2.1.3 - Value of education 

An important thread throughout the interviews surrounded the importance of education and the 

impact it could have on a person’s life. Freddie described that education was important to him, as it 

was his way of making positive changes to his life and would enable him to not experience some of 

the difficulties members of his family have done: 

Freddie - “My dad can’t read.  Because when he was at school he used to mess about. So he 
didn’t do much reading or work. I don’t want to be like that.” 

 
Throughout the interview, Alex shared his perceptions of school and how important it was. He 

explained that if he was to return to a mainstream, he would: “take the best education that was 

offered” and would “get the top levels”. To Alex, school was a major part of his life and something he 

valued highly. He placed emphasis on school having an impact on the rest of his life: 

Alex– “It’s a place where you are meant to be able to…. have a good time. School is not just 
somewhere you go to learn, it’s something that creates a big, big bond in your life.  With 
teachers, not only the teachers but the students as well.” 

Alex felt that school is a place where you “should look forward to”, where you can “go and learn” but 

also somewhere “you can see people that you like and haven’t seen in maybe a while”. He placed 

emphasis on school being a place to build friendships. 

Chris recognised the impact the PRU had had on his enjoyment of school, explaining that in “in my 

old school I used to always get angry” but “the schools changed and I’m happier”. 
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4.2.2 – Treatment of pupils 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Treatment of pupils and sub-themes 

A key theme highlighted throughout pupil’s semi-structured interviews surrounded how pupils were 

treated. This key theme was separated into six main subthemes which have been described under 

the headings of ‘Adults in Power’, ‘Feeling Understood’, ‘Being Included’, ‘Feeling Supported 

Emotionally’. ‘Stigma and impact on identity’ and ‘Clear Expectations’.  

In their previous settings, pupils generally described feeling as though they had been treated unfairly 

and had not been supported to know what is expected of them or how to cope with emotions that 

they had found overwhelming. Within the PRU, pupils highlighted where staff had supported them 

to learn how to recognise and regulate how they were feeling, as well as supporting them to 

problem solve in more appropriate ways. They described feeling included and trusted to take part in 

activities which they previously had been left out of in previous settings ‘because of their behaviour’. 

Pupils felt as though adults within the PRU understood them and whereas during their previous 

experiences of school, they commonly felt that their actions were misinterpreted, and staff had not 

understood their humour or where actions had been accidental. Pupils also described a power-

imbalance where adults were in control of decisions surrounding their education. This was perceived 

negatively within the pupil’s previous settings as they had felt restricted by these decisions whereas, 

even though pupils shared that adults within the PRU were in charge of decision around 

reintegration, they did not view this as negatively.  

An interesting sub-theme that was prominent throughout the data was the impact that 

stigmatisation had on individual’s sense of identity. Pupils frequently described their concerns 

around how others would view them as a result of their ‘excluded’ label and highlighted 

apprehension at how adults would perceive them in the future.  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with direct quotes from the pupils to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 



 

215 

 

 

4.2.2.1 – Adults in power  

Participants felt they had little control over what happened to them in the context of their 

educational experiences. Participants spoke frequently about adults making decisions about the 

pupils with there being very little they could do. Participants also described their perceptions of how 

reintegration back into school would work. Most felt this was based on behaviour and some 

described this being an adult led decision and described feeling as though pupils were not always 

part of the decision-making process. The process of reintegration was something felt to be led by 

adults and pupils had no control over: 

Alex – “[Pupils] don’t have a say in where they go.  The only thing they have a say in is if they 

don’t want to go there.  They don’t have a say in what school they want to go to…teachers 

think of the schools and say yes or no.” 

 

Many participants described having been excluded after what they felt was a single incident and 

found it difficult to understand why they were not given another chance for things they felt were 

mistakes. 

Freddie – “I started rowing and I got told off” 

R – “Did you get into a fight or something?” 

Freddie – “Yes. Just once then I couldn’t go back” 

 

Other participants shifted the blame onto adults and felt that they had been wrongly and unfairly 

punished.  

Bryan – “My main headteacher was going to have a baby, there was a supply headteacher and 

she did not like me. And she permanently excluded me.  That’s not allowed because the proper 

headteacher should have had the say”  

 

A common theme highlighted by participants surrounded the difference between the treatment of 

pupils across different settings. Bryan explained that staff at the PRU would “calm us down by 

talking to us” whereas he felt that adults “didn’t talk to us” in his previous school. Alex spoke about 

the different ways he was supported to manage his anger across different settings which ranged 

from being restrained and pinned down in previous settings, to being suggested to go to “the chill 
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out room”. At the PRU, participants shared that pupils were treated fairly: “not only do they treat 

you as a person, they treat you like a friend as well” (Alex), which differed from previous experiences 

of school. Harry felt that his reduced timetable had meant he missed opportunities at school such as 

“playing with my friends on the playground” and only getting “little parts” in the school plays, which 

he felt was “not fair”. He also felt that there had been a lack of justice after a member of staff called 

him “a baby” and felt this had not been dealt with by the staff. Harry felt “that teacher should be 

really badly told off, maybe sacked” as this was something that had really upset him. Bryan shared 

that he had not been given the opportunity to explain his perspective in incidents: 

Bryan – “In my old school they always believe the other person’s side.  They don’t believe my 
side... They don’t let you speak.” 

 
Having the opportunity to be listened to after incidents was something the pupils generally felt was 

done fairly within the PRU. Bryan shared that “they always get both sides…. If they saw us having a 

fight they would believe both sides”.  

 

Participants spoke about adults being in control of attendance on trips: “they wouldn’t let me…I 

wasn’t allowed” (David). Participants generally felt the power imbalance between the staff and 

pupils was greater within their previous settings and described incidents of staff using physical force 

with them and shouting at them: 

Bryan – “The Headteacher dragged me across the field” 

Alex – “he shouted “my staff do not lie” in my face.  He shouted at me.” 

 

Most participants described incidents of being physically restrained by members of staff in their 

previous settings for things such as “storming out of a classroom” (Alex), or “tipping over the lego” 

(Chris). Participants all felt that the level of restraint was unjustified: 

Chris – “They restrain them.  Whenever they are in red, they go in a class and restrain them” 

 

Those who had been restrained, described how this had made them feel trapped and even more 

distressed. Alex shared that “my mum tried to tell them, the more they restrain me…it makes it 

worse. They didn’t listen”. He described an incident where two members of staff restrained him 

causing him to have a panic attack and faint. Within the PRU, they “don’t have to restrain us” (Elliot). 
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Participants valued that they are treated “as a person” and “a friend as well” (Alex) which has an 

impact on their responses to support given when they are feeling distressed. 

Alex – “My old teachers just treated me crap.  They didn’t treat me like someone. They didn’t 

treat me like… There, they treated me like an object” 

 

Alex highlighted that he can sometimes feel pressured within the PRU, when “interrupted” from 

working or having reward time by the Headteacher showing visitors around the PRU site. Alex felt 

that he was frequently expected to “”show the visitor your book”” and would prefer it if staff 

“photocopied it” as this would allow him to work without disruption. 

 

4.2.2.2 – Feeling understood 

When participants discussed the incidents leading to their exclusion from school, a key theme 

highlighted was that adults in their previous settings had misinterpreted their actions. Participants 

spoke of “pretend fighting” where pupils got injured “by accident” (Bryan) and staff not believing 

that this was accidental. Alex spoke of staff misinterpreting games with a friend, and was angered at 

being accused of something he felt was unjustified: 

Alex - “We were playing, we weren’t even touching each other, and we were like faking 

headlocks and stuff like that.  One of the teachers came out and said stop it.  Went into the 

headteacher and told him we had been, that I had got someone in a headlock…I tried to say “I 

didn’t, we were only playing” but as soon as I got to pla… he shouted “my staff do not lie”” 

Alex described having a panic attack whilst being restrained at his previous setting. He shared that 

the adult restraining him said “if you don’t sit still, we will go harder”, which resulted in him fainting. 

Adults had “thought I was going to be dangerous to everyone because I’d stormed out [of the 

classroom]”, which he felt was a misinterpretation of his need to escape. 

Participants, like Bryan, spoke of previous teachers bullying them or not liking them. Harry spoke 

about staff deliberately giving him “baby bits” as roles in plays. He felt that “they put the play on the 

day I was on holiday, so they done it on purpose because they didn’t trust me”. This upset Harry, as 

taking part in school plays was something he really enjoyed and felt he was good at.  

A key theme throughout Alex’s interview surrounded his desire to reintegrate back into a 

mainstream setting as he felt ready for this. Throughout his interview he described how he felt 
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adults within the PRU did not believe he could cope with this. As discussed previously, he was 

concerned about the impact of the PRU label, feeling this would cause adults to misinterpret him. He 

perceived adults “would say “you’re not going to be able to hold your temper in””. Throughout his 

interview Alex was desperate to bring the headteacher into the room to talk about this to “tell him 

that I know I can go there…my mum even thinks I’m good enough to go there now”.  

He felt that if he could not return to a mainstream setting just yet, that this would make him feel as 

though he had not “done enough to please anyone”. 

Adults understanding pupils was something participants felt had supported their time within the 

PRU. They felt that adults “know that everybody can react in different ways” (Bryan) whereas in 

previous settings they had felt the pressure to conform. There was a sense of freedom that came 

from adults recognising that people responded to things differently and supported them to calm 

down in ways that were best for them. Harry explained that at his previous setting “we just would 

get shouted at which made it worse”, rather than being given “the time to calm down” like pupils do 

at the PRU: 

Bryan – “When I’m finding things hard, I put my head on the desk and they say do you want a 

bit of quiet time and I say yes or no or don’t know. They help you decide” 

As mentioned previously, participants valued adults remembering key information about them and 

demonstrating their understanding of their lives outside of school. Bryan felt that the PRU staff “all 

helped me, they can understand” when he was feeling worried about his grandfather being 

hospitalised and both his aunt and cat dying. “If I was at my old school, they wouldn’t understand” 

(Bryan). Comments being made by staff about pupils returning to the PRU after having previously 

attended as part of the 6-week behaviour course also made participants feel valued and memorable: 

Bryan – “Mr [headteacher] said “Oh I’ve missed you” because I was here 2 years ago. He 

remembered me” 

Participants described being shouted at rather than being listened to or not having the chance to 

explain themselves made them angrier and do things they did not mean to i.e. George – “that’s why 

I ended up breaking the teacher’s wrist”.  Participants felt that adults had not trusted them 

previously which made them feel as though adults had not known them well enough.  

Bryan – “they always believe the other person’s side. It’s a bit “why do you believe their side 

and not mine?”” 
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This described how Alex felt towards members of staff at the PRU. He wanted adults to “look at me 

and think “wow, he’s changed”” and recognise his improvements. Alex’s solution for this was to 

ensure that pupils have greater opportunities to meet and discuss their thoughts and feelings in a 

formal way with members of staff who have an impact on changes.  Most participants described 

feeling as though this was already available to them, sharing that they felt they could “talk to 

teachers” (Freddie). 

 

 

4.2.2.3 – Being included 

Participants described the PRU as being like “a family” (Bryan) and commented on the opportunities 

created to allow all pupils to feel included. Participants described getting to do all the activities and 

taking part” (Bryan) and that all pupils are encouraged to take part in games.  

Participants spoke frequently about ‘tea and toast’ time where all pupils and staff sit and have break 

together. As part of this, they play games like hangman where Elliot proudly shared that he had been 

made to feel involved when he “guessed the letter ‘O’” correctly.  

Numerous participants described being a part of the school council and feeling as though they were 

included in important decision making with regards to the running of the school.  

Participants highlighted a sense of feeling removed from the decision-making process surrounding 

educational placements. Alex felt that if he was included and made aware of the expectations of 

him, he would have felt more involved with decisions being made about him:  

Alex – “if they just said, “we expect this off you… I would say if I could do it” 

Participants discussed adults in previous settings not trusting them to take part in things. Adults 

would not let Bryan go on school trips in his previous school not trusting his behaviour. Chris felt as 

though staff had never trusted him “to go on the big playground at my old school. I weren’t allowed 

anywhere near it” or to be allowed to play on the i-pads: “Everybody else got to go on them but I 

never got a chance. Not a single chance”. 

Participants spoke about the opportunities for going on school trips whilst at the PRU. The 

participants enjoyed having the chance to go out in society and be trusted. David explained that he 

was going to “McDonalds next Wednesday” and would be ordering his own McFlurry and Chris felt 

pride in being able to “try on his [the Mayors] chest plate”. Participants valued being given 
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responsibility such as George who on his first time at the farm “collected the eggs from the 

chickens”. Having a key role within school was highlighted by participants who were on the school 

council (Alex, Chris, David, Elliot) and receiving praise for their efforts both within school and for 

actions outside of school was something the participants really enjoyed. Participants highlighted the 

high levels of adult presence on school trips for example where George told me “there was only me 

and two more people who went with [2 members of staff]”. 

Despite recognising that adults trusted him with things such as being on the school council and going 

on trips, Alex felt that he was not trusted by adults within the PRU when it came to proving he had 

changed and is ready to return to a mainstream setting. Alex felt that adults “don’t trust me” and felt 

“let down”. He wanted others to trust him in recognising his own improvements: 

Alex - I’ve learnt from my mistakes that I’ve improved since those mistakes and I know that if 

people would give me just one chance, one single chance is all I’m asking for, then they would 

be like “Oh wow, he was telling the truth.  He can do it”. 

 

4.2.2.4 – Feeling supported emotionally 

During the interviews, participants took me on a journey of the challenges they have faced 

surrounding controlling and regulating their emotions and subsequent behaviour. All participants 

described their previous negative behaviour and aggressive actions in their past; physical aggression 

being central to this. Participants described that they would “get into a fight” (Bryan) if someone 

annoyed them, they would “throw things round when I was really mad. Like hulk smash” (Chris). 

Harry “got this kid off his chair and threw him down to the ground in the classroom” in response to 

name calling from peers. Participants spoke of physical aggression towards peers and towards staff: 

David – “he punched me, so I bridged him in the head…and when I came back in, I punched 3 

teachers because they annoyed me” 

Reasons for their behaviours all linked to difficulties in controlling how they felt and their 

subsequent actions. Many described fighting as a physical response to being attacked by someone 

else. For some participants, they would become aggressive as a way of protecting themselves when 

feeling threatened or trying to protect others close to them. When being bullied at his previous 

school, George shared that “I told the teachers, but they didn’t do anything about it”, so he fought 

back himself. Alex described that he now only struggles to control his emotions when someone says 

“stuff about my family. They can say all they want about me, it’s my family that hits me.” 
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Participants spoke about getting frustrated and lashing out as a response to being “fudged off” 

(David) by peers or when being “shouted at” (George) by a teacher. Others highlighted incidents 

happening when they felt as though they were trapped. Being restrained made Alex feel 

“claustrophobic” and resulted in him trying to escape from the room. Participants spoke frequently 

about feeling the need to escape by “zooming out of the classroom” (George) or wanting to “jump 

over the gate” (Bryan). 
 

Participants frequently discussed the difficulties they faced with getting angry and feeling unable to 

control this. Participants also described physically feeling tense and stressed during disagreements 

with peers or staff previously. Harry shared “whenever I’m stressed, I go all tense”. Harry explained 

that there were multiple times where he got angry with peers and physically attacked them due to a 

lack of control: 

Harry – “I didn’t want to do it [strangle another pupil] … when you get angry your mind just 

switches off and you don’t know what you’re doing and like you try to stop yourself, but you 

can’t” 

Harry shared that he feels like he tries “to hold everything in” when feeling angry, which he 

recognises makes him more likely to “lash out”.  Bryan explained that he found it most challenging 

to regulate his emotions at the same time as his grandfather went into hospital and his cat had died; 

“all that happened, and I couldn’t take it”. His aggression came out whilst feeling overwhelmed with 

other situations in his personal life.  

Generally, participants were aware of their anger and aggression being the reason for their 

exclusion. They felt a purpose of their PRU placement was to teach them “how to calm down 

quicker” (Harry). A common theme through participants’ interviews surrounded the improvements 

they had made in managing their anger and frustrations. Some felt as though they were able to 

manage this independently now and had been supported to do this through the PRU staff having 

high expectations of them: 

Alex – “I don’t get as angry as I used to…The first time I came here I couldn’t be trusted. The 

teachers wanted me to be trusted up to here. I’ve come up and up and up over the months and 

now I am over the teachers’ expectations” 

Participants also put these improvements down to the change in the school environment and how 

this had impacted on their well-being, which some put down to there being “no bullies” (George). 
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Participants felt “more relaxed” at the PRU. Bryan described that staff were able to recognise when 

he was feeling overwhelmed and provide him with options of having “a bit of quiet time”. Having the 

option to be removed and take some space and time to calm down was very important to the 

participants. Being taken to the quiet room within the PRU was something participants wanted, 

whereas being forcibly removed was something that agitated them even more. Participants also 

valued getting the chance to “go outside” (David) and having someone talk through their actions 

with them to help them re-gain control: 

Harry – “People should make you sit down and then talk to you about what you are doing to 

try calm you down”  

Harry felt that this was something that staff at the PRU were skilled at supporting pupils with: 

Harry – “I’d just like to say that this school’s a really good school… if people lash out, the staff 

take them somewhere and let them sit down to calm down. You don’t get that in mainstream 

school ” 

4.2.2.5 – Stigma and impact on identity 

For some, discussing the past highlighted issues of regret and a desire to turn back time and start 

again. Some took ownership of their previous behaviour and spoke of regretting acting this way: 

Alex – “I was a complete and utter prat in my old school and that’s why I got kicked out of it.  I 
bet I can’t go back to mainstream now... If I could rewind my life, I would go back to my first 
school.” 

Being given the opportunity to prove themselves and not let the difficulties from their past impact 

on their future, was something that participants wanted adults to recognise: 

Alex– “I don’t want them to look at my records and say “oh my god look at this kid.  He’s bad… 
because that’s what’s happened in the past.  They don’t know what’s happening in the 
present.  Right now…  They could look at those records and look at me and think “Wow, he has 
changed”.  They need to not look at those records in a bad way” 

Participants frequently spoke of previous experiences of being bullied and described incidents of 

retaliation which led to their exclusions: 

Chris – “He kept kicking me in the privates, punching me. So I pushed him away, but I got in 
trouble and he didn’t” 

Alex shared that he similarly would have responded in the same way in the past but has now learnt 

to not respond. Despite this, the bullying still has a significant impact on him. 
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Alex – “If you don’t retaliate to bullies they don’t… they stop. Because they think they’re not 
getting to you.  But it did get to me.  Once I cried myself to sleep because of stuff they said”  

Others spoke of how they had felt victimised by the adults within their previous schools. Bryan had 

felt “all the teachers used to bully me there. Like say that like they don’t like me”. Alex spoke about 

the emotional distress caused by being moved out of his Year 4 class for misbehaving. This led to 

physical restraint from adults and incidents of name calling from adults and other pupils: 

Alex– “This guy made me come in the class, restraining me, calling me a baby because I was 
crying.  I had to put my head down on the desk because I was crying in front of the whole 
class of Year 6s laughing at me…going “ha, ha look at that baby””. 

 

An important subtheme highlighted throughout the interviews surrounded the participants’ 

perception of their identity. Participants discussed fears of being labelled negatively due to 

attending a PRU: 

Alex - “[other schools] would look at my records and think “oh we can’t have him” but they 

don’t know what I’m like now.  They only see on my record what I was like then.  If they seen 

what I was like now they would see that I’ve changed.” 

For Alex, it was important that others saw him for his improvements since starting at the PRU rather 

than his past. Alex described himself as “a little prick” when he first started at the PRU but believes 

he has improved: 

Alex – “I know I can do it. I believe in myself. I believe that I can go there [back to mainstream] 

and I can work hard. I can do this.” 

 

Alex described the challenges associated with the PRU label and how it could impact on his future: 

Alex- “If I carry on going here and then go to flipping [Secondary PRU] I’m never going to get 

anywhere.” 

This also describes a key theme highlighted by participants; the fear of being ‘left’ in the PRU. Bryan 

felt that he was waiting for a space at a school before he could leave the PRU and Chris felt he would 

remain at the PRU “because they don’t have a mainstream for me to go back to”. Participants 

described their PRU placements as though they were long-term. Being within the PRU formed a 

strong part of their identity. A strong part of Chris’ identity was being a member of the school 

council, which he felt meant remaining at the PRU “always and forever”. 

 

Remaining at the PRU was not something all pupils wanted as a long-term option: 
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Alex - “Sometimes I wake up and think “oh I’m going to [PRU] again, whoopdedo”.  I want to 

wake up and think “Yes I’m going to the school that I always wanted to go to.  I’m going to see 

my friends today”, “I’m going to ask them if I can play with them after school” …. All the things 

I should be able to do.” 

 

Alex wanted the opportunity to return to mainstream “and just be me.” He felt that he was not able 

to truly be himself within the PRU due to it being in a different area to his home and friends. 

Friendships were important to Alex and having the opportunity to be independent in travelling to 

school with his friends was something that he was desperate to do. Alex described this as: 

“just being normal. Doing what normal kids should be able to do. Go from home on their own 

at my age, with their friends. Go and see their friends.” 

The idea of being ‘normal’ was something that participants spoke of throughout the interviews. 

Having the opportunity to ride their bikes and scooters into school and spend time with friends local 

to their homes was something the participants felt they were missing out on through being at the 

PRU.  

 

Participants described their desire to be themselves, which most felt they were unable to do whilst 

in their previous settings. The theme of conformity, being expected to be the same and fit the 

expectations of adults, was something the pupils described: 

Chris – “You had to be like robots.  I was never them.  Sometimes I would be them but 

sometimes I weren’t.” 

This was something that participants valued about their PRU placement where they were able to 

“feel free” (Chris).  

 

Alex described wanting to reintegrate at a key transition time “just before it starts Year 7, it will be a 

fresh new year to just carry on. Like everyone else who will be starting new there” (Alex) so that he 

would ‘fit in’ with others. 

 

Participants recognised that they had previously faced difficulties in regulating their emotions and 

saw this as a part of their identity; however, recognised the improvements they had made over time. 

Alex - “Take this tank as an example. It’s safe...no longer able to run.  This tank here is my 

temper.  The batteries are my temper. My temper used to be lasting quite long… Duracell 

batteries.  And then now, the remote control doesn’t even work.” 
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4.2.2.6 – Clear expectations  

Participants wanted to know what was expected of them in different situations, so they understood 

what to do. In his previous setting, Bryan would have valued being “told what I’d done wrong. They 

could have just given me one last chance or something” as he felt he was never given warnings. 

Within the PRU, participants appreciate when the staff support them in calming down which pupils 

feel this is done in a respectful way, when pupils are finding it hard to do on their own. Pupils are 

encouraged to “sit down and take some time” (Harry) which varied from the way removing had been 

explained in previous settings where pupils were “put in a room” (Alex), suggesting this was 

something done to them without an explanation of the purpose. This occurred with the treatment of 

pupils in previous settings from other peers too, such as prefects. Harry explained that when he was 

told “you’re not allowed to go this way”, he would get angry and deliberately do what he had been 

told not to. Instead, he would have appreciated being directed by being “told which way to go”. 

 

Having friends or adults remind participants of what behaviours are expected was something 

participants found helpful. Friends saying “calm down and just forget about it” helped prompt Harry 

to try and calm.  

Participants positively described how high expectations were set by the staff within the PRU. 

Participants described enjoying being challenged academically and discussed feeling ready to do 

“harder work” (Freddie). Freddie spoke about his father and how he had recognised challenges he 

had faced with not being able to read, sharing he wanted a different future. 

Being able to “follow my friends up to high school and college” was something Alex was aiming 

towards, in order to “have a good life”. At the time of his interview, Alex felt as though he had been 

“let down by life” and as though staff “don’t trust me”. Alex had high aspirations for himself and was 

seeking support to be able to achieve these. 

Aspirations of pupils were described as being raised by the opportunities available to them. 

Participants discussed “the football trainer that comes in, played for Villa” (Bryan), and were 

enthusiastic about the opportunities to do things such as meeting the Mayor. They described 

watching clips from the news or having discussions about current events, giving pupils a wider 

understanding of the world.  
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4.2.3 – Relationships 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Relationships and sub-themes 

Another key theme highlighted in the pupil’s data surrounded the importance of relationships with 

others and how these impacted on their experiences of school. This key theme was separated into 

three main sub-themes which have been grouped under the headings of ‘Home’, ‘Peers’ and ‘Staff’.  

Relationships between home and school were described by pupils of having impacted on their 

experiences of schooling. Participants described wanting to attend schools near to their families. 

They also highlighted enjoyment of positive home-school communication, where praise was shared 

with parents since attending the PRU and described a reciprocal relationship with their parents and 

the staff at the PRU where information could be shared easily.  

Relationships with peers were also highlighted as important by the pupils. Difficulties were described 

about the practicalities of maintaining friendships with peers attending the PRU due to most pupils 

living in different catchment areas. Pupils described feeling excluded from things due to attending 

the PRU, as this resulted in them missing opportunities in their local area such as friends organising 

to spend time together after school and highlighted there being a challenge to overcome this sense 

of isolation from friendship groups. 

Relationships with staff form the final sub-theme. Pupils described the staff within the PRU as feeling 

like ‘friends’ and ‘family’, demonstrating the close relationships that had been formed during their 

time here. Pupils highlighted the positive impact that staff could have on them in helping them to 

feel supported and enjoy education, which differed from how their previous experiences had been  

These sub-themes will now be discussed in further detail, with direct quotes from the pupils to 

demonstrate the pupil’s views and experiences. 

 

4.2.3.1 - Home  
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Participants frequently discussed younger siblings and how they would like to go to schools nearby 

to them. Participants articulated that they wanted to go to schools nearby to their family. For Bryan 

doing this would mean he could have more opportunities to “pop into grandad’s every day” who was 

an important role model in his life. 

Participants discussed difficulties that occurred when there had been poor communication between 

school and home. Bryan spoke of occasions where his “mum was shouting at the headteacher” after 

Bryan had been accused of deliberately hurting another pupil. Bryan was clear that his “mum didn’t 

like her either” which is likely to have impacted on the communication between the two. Within the 

PRU, the communication between home and school was reported to be significantly better than 

participants’ previous experiences. Parents are invited on tours around the PRU before the pupils 

start and participants described the positive use of contact within the PRU. Bryan explained that 

“when my grandad was going for his operation, my mum emailed”, which he felt helped staff to 

understand his situation and support him throughout this traumatic time. Participants commented 

that positive information about the pupil in school was shared with home frequently: 

David – “Every time I’m in gold and I do good work, I get a headteacher’s award…and I get my 
PS4 at home then” 

 

4.2.3.2 – Peers 

Friendships were extremely important to participants and these had a significant impact upon their 

enjoyment of school. Participants enjoyed going to their previous schools to “spend time with 

friends” (Freddie). Alex articulated the difficulties of attending a school in a different area to where 

he lives and the impact this could have on maintaining friendships. Even though he felt he had 

friends within the PRU, he commented that they “all live somewhere else” and that this has meant 

he does not know them as well as the friends he has grown up with and live locally, who he 

described as “family”.  

Participants described having made friends since starting at the PRU. Harry commented that he “was 

a little bit nervous and scared” when he started at the PRU as he was concerned whether “people 

would like me”. He appreciated pupils being encouraged to talk about their interests as this helped 

him on his tour of the school, to start forming friendships. 

Harry – “we both like Star Wars. He printed out two Jedi’s, so we could do them in different 
colours” 
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The use of peer buddying was described by Bryan as something he valued when his grandfather was 

hospitalised as he had someone to talk to who understood what he was going through: 

Bryan – “It’s different here. [Child]’s grandad had and operation and he could understand what 
I was going through so he asked if I was alright and if I wanted to talk to him.” 

Within the PRU, participants described regular opportunities for building friendships and for 

socialising during the day: 

Elliot – “we all go outside together and we have tea and toast together” 

Bryan explained that “some of them [PRU friends] have already gone to different schools” since he 

began at the PRU, which demonstrated the sometimes-short-term nature of friendships. Participants 

spoke about methods of keeping in contact, but most recognised the impracticalities of maintaining 

friendships with other PRU pupils. Location was key to this for participants, where living in different 

areas to the PRU peers limited their opportunities to be friends anywhere other than at school: 

Alex – “I don’t live in [City].  I can’t say “I’ll come and call for you after school” or “go and have 
tea at yours tonight”” 

 

Chris shared that he does not have “as many friends as I had at my old school” and said that he 

misses them. Pupils missed having the opportunity to spend time with peers from the same local 

area and therefore have opportunities to socialise outside of school. Alex describes it as “boring” 

only being able to see his “true” friends when it’s not school time. Participants spoke about feeling 

isolated with friends in their local area and described being “left out of everything” (Alex) as 

activities are planned and organised at school. Alex was desperate to return to a mainstream setting 

within his local area so he could have the opportunity to do what he described as “normal” in being 

able to do things such as “stop at my friends on week days and not have to worry about the taxi 

picking me up or whatever”. Participants felt an important thing for maintaining friendships was to 

“travel into school together” (Bryan). Friendships were an important part of the school experience 

for participants and having that consistency and familiarity is something they valued.  

In relation to peers within school, participants commented that sometimes, other pupils can be 

distracting when they are trying to concentrate on work or that they found they were easily 

distracted by their peers. Freddie explained that he preferred to work on his own in lessons as he 

would previously “get into trouble” for his peers making him laugh in lessons. Participants 

recognised the impact that peers could have in supporting them to feel “more relaxed” (Harry) and 

more generally on their morals and behaviour: 
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Alex – “If you hang around with bad sort of kids then you are going to be a not very good kid” 

 

4.2.3.3 – Staff 

Relationships with staff within the PRU were described as positive by the participants where they 

were described as being their “friends” (Alex, Bryan, Freddie). Participants valued that staff treated 

them with respect and discussed their experiences of feeling as though this was not the case in their 

previous settings.  

Participants discussed key members of staff which included their class teachers and teaching 

assistants and adults who came in to do extra-curricular activities with them such as the music 

teacher and the football trainer who “used to play for Aston Villa” (George). Participants described 

these staff with great passion and alluded to having positive role models which had helped to raise 

their aspirations.  For participants to build relationships with staff, they described trust, warmth and 

the use of humour as being important to them.  

Participants knew information about the hobbies and interests of the staff at the PRU, such as that 

the deputy headteacher enjoy “boxing” (David) and “bowling” (Chris) and were keen to share 

information with me about trophies he had won. Participants described staff as understanding their 

lives and to take an interest in them. 

Participants described the PRU staff as being experienced in supporting pupils. Freddie felt that he 

was “getting better and better at learning because of [PRU staff]” and Bryan felt they knew how to 

“control my anger”. He described how staff in the PRU support pupils with skills of reconciliating 

their differences and to move on with their day by encouraging pupils to shake hands.  
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4.3 Findings from PRU staff 

Four key themes were generated from the data from the PRU and outreach staff interviews and 

questionnaires, a map of these can be found in Appendix 19. These were: 

• Systems 

• PRU placement 

• Support 

 

 

 

Figure 4.8 Themes identified from PRU staff 

Participants names have been replaced with numbers for confidentiality purposes and will be 

referred as this throughout the remainder of the text (e.g. S1, S2 etc.). Responses from the 

questionnaires staff completed if they had anything further to add after the focus group will be 

referred to as Q1, Q2, Q3 and Q4, for the responses from the four questionnaires completed.  

 

4.3.1 – Systems 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9 Systems and sub-themes 

Participants highlighted several factors involving the theme of systems in place that impact on the 

level of exclusions and support within their LA. Participants described the processes involved in 

permanent exclusions, restrictions from government guidelines, collaboration with others and 

challenges that arose from working with mainstream schools, which will now be discussed. 
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4.3.1.1 - Exclusions 

Participants reported that “permanent exclusions are on the rise” (S1) and the most frequent 

reasons being “a result of physical violence towards staff” (S1).  

Participants raised difficulties within the education system where school statistics is the priority and 

pupils AROE are often viewed by schools as certain “to mess up their data” (S3). Exclusion is viewed 

as a ‘solution’ for removing pupils likely to impact on the school’s results: 

S3 - “They just get rid.  They are just little parcels of data that’s going to muck up their school 
for their Ofsted.” 

The theme of ‘getting rid’ was predominant throughout the focus groups, where pupils were being 

“shoved out of the door” (S3) when schools “don’t want them” (S3). Participants described situations 

where parents are advised to “exercise parental choice and move schools” (S3) rather than excluding 

them and impacting on school data. It was the view of participants that these pupils “were 

presenting challenges to the school and they didn’t want to deal with it, so they had to go 

somewhere else” (S3). Participants discussed the reduction of preventative measures such as 

‘managed moves’ as a method of intervening before a child reached the point of exclusion.  

It was felt that often pupils were involved in one single, out-of-character incident. Rather than 

supporting the pupil to not do this again, they are excluded. Participants viewed these types of 

exclusions as unfair and felt that “more acceptance and differentiation [is needed] in mainstream 

schools as many should never have been permanently excluded” (Q1). Participants highlighted a shift 

in the typical PRU population from traditional “scally’s” (S3) to pupils with additional needs, where 

schools have failed to provide the appropriate support: 

S2- “it’s changed…We are getting ASD kids that are different, but not presenting themselves in 
any way that couldn’t be dealt with in mainstream with the right support” 

Participants find that often the exclusion occurs “just before they are going to do the EHCP 

application” (S2) and often the pupils needs are not being met appropriately. As a result, pupils are 

getting into trouble for their reactions to stressful situations or difficulties with communicating their 

feelings without suitable support.  

S3- “We get kids that are excluded with no SEN file, no evidence of “well they’ve been kicking 
off since Year 1”.  They are in Year 6 now, what have you been doing, where’s the evidence, 
where’s your support?” 
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Participants felt a key reason behind the increase in exclusions and pupils not being supported 

appropriately was a result of the lack of accountability within the LA. Previously “schools would have 

been challenged on exclusion, have to justify it and provide evidence for it” (S3), whereas now 

“you’ve got no-one asking that question- why did you get rid?” (S4) and an appeals process “that has 

no teeth” (S9). 

 

4.3.1.2 - Systems/guidelines  

Participants highlighted challenges with the systems in place within the LA. A key difficulty 

surrounded statutory processes and the effect these had on the length of time pupils remained at 

the PRU. Participants spoke about the time involved in applying for an EHCP for pupils, when their 

previous settings had not put appropriate support in place prior to their exclusion. For some pupils, 

this can mean a minimum of “a year before they get it in writing about the support they need” (S2), 

whilst the PRU gather evidence for the request.  

Another barrier that arises with finding schools to take pupils after an exclusion; the key reason 

being schools refusing to take pupils. Participants described experiences of mainstream schools 

looking at the pupil’s file and saying, “he might upset the ones we’ve got at the moment, so we won’t 

have him” (S2). Participants highlighted the challenges with faulty systems and a reduction in 

support: 

S4 – “Before schools wouldn’t have had that option [to say no].  They would have been told 
you need to take this child and we’ll support you and figure it out.” 

 

Within the LA, there is the feeling of a reduction of funding which impacts on the support pupils can 

receive. Participants described how previously “every school had a school support team meeting at 

the start of every term” (S3). These meetings enabled allocation of support depending on the needs 

of the pupils. This has changed as a result of privatisation within the LA and schools having “to buy in 

themselves” which “they don’t because they haven’t got the money for it” (S3). There was also 

recognition that privatisation had resulted in some services no longer being available to schools. This 

has resulted on the over-reliance of teams like the Behaviour Support Team (BST) (based at the PRU) 

as they are a “free service” (S12). Participants also discussed the limited capacity of the teams 

available to schools and the long waiting time for support. Participants described the impact of 

schools becoming academies and the reduction of accountability due to being “less connected to the 

LA” (S4). 
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The availability of appropriate provision within the LA is something that was highlighted as a key 

factor in pupils being “failed” (S2). They are not receiving “the right support” (C2). Participants felt 

that “there needs to be more readily available special schools as soon as a place is approved” (Q1) as 

the PRU “becomes a bit of a holding pen for them until places are available” (S1). This was described 

as resulting in pupils “staying here a lot longer than they should…which isn’t really appropriate” (S1). 

 

4.3.1.3 – Collaboration   

The BST work closely with the staff within the PRU unit, which has “massively improved” (S2). BST 

staff “come into class, help us more…we communicate more effectively with them” (S2) and staff 

work together to share knowledge of pupils to ensure they get the most appropriate support: 

Q1 – “One of the BST should have worked with a behaviour course or PEx pupil and will 
therefore have a wealth of knowledge about them and will suggest strategies to be put in 
place.” 

Parents are encouraged to be involved in their child’s time at the PRU, which includes coming to 

inductions, seeing the PRU site and being contacted about their child’s progress: 

S1 – “we do a lot of good news phone calls to parents with the child stood there – “just wanted 
to let you know [Child] has had an amazing first morning...Give him an extra hug from me and 
tell him that [heateacher] called” 

 

Participants find they must frequently challenge schools to meet the needs of their pupils, especially 

when it relates to emotional difficulties: 

S1 – “If a child is in a school with certain learning difficulties the school tends to bend over 
backwards to differentiate what that child gets in a lesson because they have learning needs.  
But when it comes to behaviour though the schools just seem to be “well the policy is the policy 
and that’s that”.  To what extent schools differentiate to meet the emotional needs of kids is a 
very patchy picture.” 

Participants felt that often, the preference for support tends to be an “academic intervention for 

achievement” (S10) and it can be challenging “to get them to appreciate that if we don’t get pupils 

stable emotionally, they are not going to do well academically” (S10). 
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4.3.2 – PRU placement 

 

 

Figure 4.10 PRU placement and sub-themes 

The success of pupils was described by participants as being impacted by the curriculum, the setting 

site and the ethos of the school. In this theme, perceived strengths of the PRU will be discussed with 

relation to how engaging the curriculum is, the ethos of the school and the learning environment. 

Difficulties with supporting pupils to re-integrate after their PRU placements will also be discussed.  

 

4.3.2.1 – Engaging curriculum 

A key discussion for participants surrounded the curriculum, opportunities for learning and 

extending knowledge. Participants described how the key change that needed to be made for most 

pupils at the PRU involved changing their attitudes to learning. Through providing “highly 

differentiated work matched to the child” (Q4) participants described “raising their self-esteem and 

self-belief; making it an “I can” from an “I can’t” attitude”(Q4). Participants described having 

“incredibly high expectations for them in terms of work and output” (S1) and “providing challenge” 

(Q1), whilst being “understanding” (Q1) of their needs and situations. The curriculum is “tailored to 

the children” (S11) and is provided at an appropriate pace to the pupils: 

S4- “We can slow things down here...  And I think the children respond positively to that.” 
S2 – “We can also speed it up a bit if they’ve finished.” 

 

Participants recognise that “most of ours can’t cope with an hour…they need a shorter crash-bang-

wallop” (S3) so sessions are presented in “shorter bursts” (S3) with breaks in-between different sets 

of work as pupils “can’t sustain [concentration for] that length of time” (S3). There is flexibility and 

PRU staff try to make their “front of class teaching a lot shorter” (S2) than in mainstream schools.  

S2 - “We try to deliver that as quickly as possible and then go into the activities and build the 
lesson up and it progresses” 

 
It is recognised that progress “might be small steps, but for them even small steps are amazing 

because they have never had small steps before” (S10). Pupils are keen to work when at the PRU and 
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“are getting in earlier and earlier. Instead of starting at 9, they are here at quarter to, starting their 

work” (S2). Parents are surprised at the amount of work their child produces at the PRU and say that 

“It’s such a shame” (S8) when they must leave. Participants feel that the “best form of behaviour 

management is quality first teaching” (S1) so teaching within the PRU aims to be “well differentiated 

lessons which meet children’s needs in a nurturing environment” (S1) Groups are “mixed in terms of 

age and ability” (S11) and pupils are “taught the same topic but at different levels” (S11). The start of 

every day includes dedicated time where pupils “are all guaranteed some one on one adult contact” 

(S2), where pupils will be supported with “maths, spellings or handwriting or they will be heard 

reading” (S2) so pupils receive individual support from staff. Pupils also “have their own desks, pens, 

pencils etc” (Q4) which participants feel is important to support their learning.  

 

Participants described the stresses pupils are placed under within mainstream from “the pressure of 

SATs” (S5) and the build-up to them. It is felt that pupils do “tests for tests” (S4) which increases the 

stress these pupils feel under. Within the PRU “we say, it doesn’t matter, don’t worry about it.  Do as 

well as you can do, don’t worry about it” (S7) and pupils are purposely taken on a residential trip 

“the week before” (S2).  

S2 – “No other schools were there because they were all doing SATs practice.  We came back 
on the Monday all relaxed from our trip and we said, “Oh we’ve got an hour’s work to do” and 
then we play.  Within the test now, they can take as many brain-breaks as they like.  So, we are 
nice and chilled and relaxed.”   

 
Providing these pupils with opportunities to relax and reducing the pressure placed on them, is 

successful. Pupils got “100% for reading and a high percentage for everything else” (S2) in their SATs 

in the previous year. In mainstream schools it is felt that in the build up to assessment periods, 

pupils are “not actually learning” (S2) or “learning to find the questions but are doing SATs paper 

after SATs paper after SATs paper” (S2). Participants recognised that placing these pupils under 

unnecessary pressure can cause further problems. 

 
Participants recognise that “children will want to write about something they have done” (S2) as 

opposed to trying to have to imagine doing something they are unfamiliar with. As a result, the 

curriculum is linked to real-life experiences and pupils attend trips to support their learning. Things 

such as writing tasks are linked to practical experiences like going “to a castle to act out what being a 

prince is like” (S6) to support them being able to write about this.  
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Participants shared that these pupils are typically “kids who don’t get to go on trips” (S8) or “don’t 

do these things with their families” (S1) so have little practical experience and find engaging their 

imagination, challenging. Even well-known stories such as “Jack and the Beanstalk or 

Cinderella…they have never heard it” (S3), which places limitations on them. Staff at the PRU share 

that they are “understanding and empathetic to their difficult situations and complex needs” (S1) but 

are careful to not “dumb down their expectations of them because of their family situation or needs” 

(S1) as this will put “a ceiling on their potential which will limit how they can flourish” (S1).  

 

Pupils at the PRU are given opportunities to take part in “lots of extra-curricular activities such as 

visits to museums, the farm, restaurant and even residential breaks” (Q2) as part of the typical day. 

This supports their learning for the curriculum but also, life skills.  Staff recognise that “sometimes 

these children have to be fairly independent, they do make their own food and have to be able to 

manage themselves in the house” (S10), so things like “cooking and sewing are done in the 

afternoons as well” (S10). The high number of school trips also enables the pupils to be exposed to 

the real world such as going to the beach. Typically, these pupils were never taken on trips in their 

previous settings and allowing them to do that at the PRU is felt to help them recognise that adults 

are trusting them:  

S7 – “It’s taking responsibility for themselves as well. Because the schools are saying you are 
not responsible enough, we are not taking you.  Whereas we are saying yes show us that you 
are.” 

 

 

4.3.2.2 – Supportive school ethos 

A key factor highlighted as important by participants was the positive impact the ethos within the 

PRU has on the pupil’s progress. Participants described the ethos as “nurturing, calm and caring” 

(Q1, Q2, Q3) and frequently spoke about the positive environment within the PRU. The focus for 

staff is to provide a “very welcoming, nurturing environment where relationships with staff are very 

strong” (S1) where staff were “patient” (S2). Participants recognise that these pupils have typically 

“experienced failure” (S1) and staff “don’t want them to fail again” (S1) and have a distrust of adults 

as a result of their experiences. It is important for staff to “help to repair pupil’s distrust of 

adults/school/teachers” (Q1) which participants do through providing a structured and consistent 

environment where pupils feel encouraged and begin to develop trust. This is modelled to pupils 

through high adult presence “out there interacting” (S1) to “model good interactions and be good 



 

237 

 

role models, to provide encouragement and support and to boost self-esteem” (S1). Participants 

described a caring environment where “the key thing is relationships and the way that respect goes 

two ways” (S9) and the focus is on the pupil’s strengths. 

A “solution focused approach” (S12) is taken with the pupils where negative behaviours are 

addressed but the focus is on looking at “how we can move it on and work together” (S12). Mistakes 

are forgiven, and pupils are given a fresh start: 

S2 – “If they come in and they’ve had a bad day the day before, it’s forgotten about.  Nothing 
is carried on.” 

It was very important for participants to show an interest in the pupils as a way of supporting them. 

Pupils are met each morning with a “warm welcome” (S1) and staff try to demonstrate that they 

care: 

S1 – “Showing an interest in them as they come through the door, saying good morning…it’s 
that holding them in mind.  Like “how did the football match go last night?”, “a smart new 
haircut, that’s brilliant”.” 

The environment in the PRU was described as a “family environment” (S9): 

S9 – “They have their breakfast together in the kitchen.  We all eat together.  We have a dog 
here.  They are all sort of one big family here.  We do lots of activities together sometimes 
outside in the afternoons.” 

Participants are made to feel “liked and wanted, and as part of the team or class straight away” (Q3) 

to promote the sense of belonging within the PRU. There is also the feeling of being able to “go and 

talk to any teacher or TA” (S7) within the PRU as staff feel it is important to ensure that pupils are 

familiar with all members of staff. Participants focus on ensuring that pupils develop a sense of 

belonging where they feel welcome, wanted and appreciated. Participant report that pupils “are 

proud to go here” (S6), “not because it’s a ‘naughty school’, but because they are proud of what they 

do” (S2). Pupils see it “as a school” (S2), not a PRU, where they feel trusted and safe with the adults 

supporting them. There is “no unsupervised time, so pupils are always supervised apart from going 

to the toilet” (S1) to ensure that adults are always ready to step in and provide support where 

needed. This “means that incidents of bullying are very infrequent and rare” (S1), making the PRU 

feel like a safe environment.  

Participants described the PRU as being flexible to ensure the pupils needs are met. Pupils are “given 

adult time and attention” (Q2) and there is a focus on “’Thrive’ which enables [pupils] to express 



 

238 

 

their feelings” (Q2), a recognised challenge for most. Participants feel it is important to listen to the 

pupils and spend time ensuring they feel ready to take part in the school day: 

S2 – “There was one boy who came in and normally he’s great. Had his head down on the desk, 
not the usual thing.  We took time and just talked to him, gave him something to eat because 
he hadn’t had breakfast.  But at school, if they’re not working, they get shouted at or sent 
out.” 

Despite being flexible to the pupils needs, it was key to participants that there are high levels of 

structure in the pupil’s days: 

S4 – “They have a pretty firm idea of what the day will look like.  The journey, the first half 
hour, their lessons are like, playtime… So straight away anxiety levels are lower.” 

“There are firm boundaries and expectations, with lots of rewards for good behaviour” (Q2) and 

therefore pupils “know how they are going to responded to and what to expect” (S9). Participants 

described the consistent routine as something that supports pupils to know what is expected of 

them and feel safe. Many discussed the firm boundaries and consequences as things helping to 

teach the pupils “to learn to make the right choices” (S11): 

S11 – “A lot of them don’t like to write but they do have to write and if they don’t comply there 
is a consequence to it.  They use the zone boards, there is a quiet room they have to go into.  
So, although they are really nurtured and loved and they have loads of opportunities, they do 
have to toe the line and there is the expectation for them to do the right thing” 

 

4.3.2.3 – Impact of environment  

Participants felt the PRU environment was something that supported pupils. They recognised that in 

middle schools, pupils were subject to high levels of change throughout the day with having to move 

around a larger school site, with “a different teacher every lesson” (S4). Participants felt that the 

pupils at the PRU typically struggle with flexibility in the structure of the day and frequent changes, 

so a way of supporting this was to try and keep pupils “in the same classrooms” (S3) and reduce the 

movement. 

 

A main difficulty that participants noted surrounded challenging others misconceptions of the PRU 

and what the environment would be like where “Parents think Borstal…It’s all about the wow factor 

from the second they walk in through the gate.  It is all about being better than the school which they 

failed in.” (S1). 
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Participants take pride in the PRU environment and their high expectations of the pupils ensure that 

it remains intact. It was felt important that the pupils “feel proud of the environment, respect it and 

look after it” (S12). The pupils work is displayed throughout the building, resources are treated with 

care and pupils take pride in the PRU: 

S9 – “The conversations with the staff who say you are so lucky to have such a lovely building.   
You think, no. Our building is no nicer than theirs in the material things. It’s what you do with 
it.  They say we can’t have displays like you, because the kids trash them, but the thing is, 
those kids used to be here because they were permanently excluded” 

Participants describe the environment within the PRU as a “controlled but lovely safe environment” 

(S10) where everything “comes down to respect and value” (S12). Pupils are expected to “put it 

right” (S12) if they have been involved in an incident. Pupils are given time to calm down and once 

“in the right place, [they are encouraged to] go back and put it back on the wall or clear up the pencil 

pots” (S12) in order to instil the respect of the environment and make the situation right again.  

 

4.3.2.5 – Difficulties with reintegration 

The process of reintegration out of the PRU into either mainstream or specialist provisions was 

described as “totally led by the child’s needs” (S1) by participants. It is a varied process depending on 

the pupil as some need “a lot of drip drip drip feed, building up to reintegration whereas some 

children are far better off as right this is what we are going to do” (S1). Participants spoke about 

getting to “the critical point where the child wants to be in mainstream rather than here” (S1) as this 

was felt to be key to a successful reintegration. Participants discussed the need for pupils “to feel 

they are ready” (S9) as this would be a major change to the pupil’s routine and staff need to be 

certain this is the right decision to make. Pupils frequently share their enjoyment of being at the PRU 

and do not always want to leave the PRU, but participants felt it was important to ensure the pupils 

are safely pushed “out of their comfort zone” (S1). 

The process of reintegration was described as not always being easy. Issues include the PRU “being a 

bit of a holding pen” (S1) until placements are ready, and difficulties with finding schools for 

particular pupils. Participants felt that “as soon as they get labelled they’ve been excluded, no-body 

wants them again” (S2). 

Participants felt that there needed to be “more readily available special schools” (Q1). TA’s from the 

PRU “support in the new school to help them settle” (Q1) so there is familiarity and support available 
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Support

Understanding 
behaviour and 

supporting 
emotional 
regulation

Staff impact
Developing social 

skills
Promoting positivity

for the pupils. Participants felt that pupils would benefit from greater “funding to help with 

transitional support” (Q1) as there are limited number of staff to support with this from the PRU. 

Participants highlighted problems with engaging mainstream staff in visiting their pupils during their 

placements at the PRU and then with ensuring they “change things for the pupil before their full-

time return” (Q1). As part of reintegration, the BST practitioner or TA from the PRU can support back 

in the mainstream classroom initially, which is where the lack of preparation for the pupil’s return is 

observed: 

S7 – “They hadn’t got a book for him, he had no idea what they were doing in the lesson. It 

didn’t make sense because he hadn’t been there before.  You just think, he must feel so 

isolated.” 

 

4.3.3 – Support 

 

Figure 4.11 Support and sub-themes 

 

A key theme highlighted by participants described the levels of support given to pupils who have 

been excluded or are at risk of exclusion. An importance was placed on participants trying to 

understand pupil’s behaviour and support their emotional regulation, alongside developing their 

social skills and promoting positivity within their lives. The impact staff can have on these was also 

felt to be important. These sub-themes will be discussed below.  

 

4.3.3.1 - Understanding behaviour and supporting emotional regulation  

A key theme throughout the focus groups surrounded the importance of trying to understand and 

recognise the needs of the pupils, to support them appropriately. It was felt that “issues and 
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concerns should be identified earlier to address and prevent exclusion” (Q4), as many of these “pupils 

should never have been permanently excluded” (Q1). Participants shared that behaviour was 

typically a way of expressing some type of need and only through knowing the pupils well, can this 

be recognised. Participants also described the impact pupils home lives can have on their behaviour 

within school, and felt there could have been more understanding for the situations  of some of 

these pupils: 

S1 – “There’s child here who is permanently excluded from a school, he’s under child 
protection, living in bed and breakfast accommodation, mum 9 months pregnant at the time 
and he was permanently excluded.  Needed that like a hole in the head.” 

Whilst being understanding of their difficult situations, participants felt it was important to not “see 

these pupils as victims” (S1) otherwise this could be “a self-fulfilling prophecy for them” (S1) and 

place limitations on them.  

It is felt that some schools struggle to differentiate appropriately for emotional needs, and this 

results in unfair exclusions as pupils could be supported differently to remain within mainstream. 

Participants described dedicated time in the morning where pupils get one-to-one adult time, to 

uncover any issues that may impact on their day. Sometimes this can be that pupils have not had 

breakfast or they may need some time on their own and they can use the quiet room to take that 

time.  

It was key to participants, to try and find the underlying reasons for behaviours, rather than 

punishing pupils for displaying them. Participants recognised that behaviours were usually the 

secondary emotion: 

S1 – “Behaviour is just the end product of a lot of other problems isn’t it?  It’s finding what’s 
causing or driving the behaviour” 

Participants felt that most people could become frustrated enough to react in a negative way 

without thinking through the consequences: 

S1 – “Some of the kids here have been permanently excluded for hitting staff and I think “how 
the hell has happened here?” … It’s never acceptable, don’t get me wrong, but you back one of 
my kids into a corner they’ll come out fighting if you press the wrong buttons.” 

It was important to support pupils in changing attitudes towards themselves to help them move 

away from statements of “I can’t” (Q4) and perceptions that schools “don’t want me because of my 

anger issues” (S4), to stop this becoming part of their identity. Participants felt it was important to 

make pupils feel valued and welcome, and that “staff are normal people who care about them” (S1). 



 

242 

 

Participants were very clear on “separating the behaviour and the person” (S1) and providing pupils 

with opportunities to feel “wanted” (Q3) and listened to by adults.  

Participants shared that adults “never raise their voice” (S9) within the PRU. Situations are dealt with 

calmly, through giving pupils the opportunity to voice their opinions or through giving “them some 

space” (S1). Through ‘Thrive’, pupils are supported to “express their feelings” (Q2) during individual 

time with adults. High levels of modelling and immediate adult intervention when situations start to 

get out of hand, support the pupils to learn to regulate their emotions. Participants felt that the 

consistency and predictability of the PRU day supported the reduction of anxiety within pupils, 

which has a positive impact on their emotional regulation. Pupils are aware of the consequences of 

actions within the PRU and when things go wrong, they are expected to “put it right” (S9) once given 

the time to calm down. “The use of zone boards and a quiet room” (S11) support the pupils “to learn 

to make the right choices” (S11). 

 

4.3.3.2 - Staff impact 

Participants discussed building relationships with the pupils as key to supporting them. All staff are 

familiar to all pupils which promotes the ‘family identity’ within the PRU. Participants highlighted the 

consistency of staff, through there being no “supply teachers” (S3) if staff are absent, which was felt 

to support the pupils. Staff retention and absence rates were key throughout the focus groups, 

where participants shared their enjoyment of working at the PRU.  

S9 – “You can look at that from a management point of view with staff retention.  We don’t 
have that many jobs…Now that’s not normal in mainstream schools” 

Participants felt “privileged” (S10) to work at the PRU. They valued the management and 

organisation and felt supported in their roles. Throughout the focus groups, discussions surrounded 

the utilisation of the skills of the staff working within the PRU, where large trips are done with the 

Head and Deputy-headteachers. The headteacher tries to refrain from becoming involved “too 

quickly” (S1) as he does not want to “undermine” (S1) staff. Participants explained that staff are 

supportive of each other and will “take over if needed or if a new person would be better at de-

escalating” (S1) situations.  

 

The most important factor highlighted by participants was the impact that their relationships with 

pupils had on the improvements they could make. Participants felt it was important to show pupils 
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that they are “normal human beings with feelings and families” (S9) and removing the barriers for 

some detail in their lives, has helped the pupils to develop trust and relationships with adults. The 

use of humour and laughter is something the “children like to hear” (S12) adults being involved in as 

it helps them to “realise the staff are normal people who care about them” (S1): 

Q3 – “The staff at [PRU name] can’t always be replicated at other schools. 99.9% of the time it 
is the relationship you build with the pupils. Not all adults/staff have this skill/personality.” 

 

4.3.3.3 – Developing social skills 

A key difficulty participants’ felt PRU pupils face, surrounded their ability to socialise appropriately 

and cope with challenging social situations. It was recognised that unstructured times within 

mainstream were “where things will blow up” (S8). As a result, the pupils are timetabled together 

throughout the entire day whilst at the PRU with high levels of staff involvement. “Break and lunch 

times are structured educational time” (S1), where staff support pupils in managing interactions and 

support positive play. Staff are contracted to play games at break time, eat their lunch with the 

pupils and be with them throughout the entire day, which enables no unsupervised time for the 

pupils. Staff are available to intervene if there are any difficulties and can support positive 

interactions. 

 

Pupils have the consistency of staff being available to support them, and “all the staff know all of the 

children and support all of the children, so it is not just one class teacher for that class” (S9). The high 

staff presence enables the “modelling of positive relationships” (S1) and behaviours. Participants 

described incidents where staff model how to cope with challenging situations in a way that shows 

“you can struggle but without having a meltdown” (S9). Relationships building was a key factor for 

participants in supporting children who had been excluded and understanding how to manage 

relationships is something the PRU staff focus on. High staff presence allows for “modelling good 

interactions” (S1), “providing encouragement and support” (S1) and the readiness to “deescalate 

anything before its even started” (S1).   
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4.3.3.4 - Promoting positivity  

Participants felt it was extremely important to have high expectations for pupils and believed these 

resulted in compliance and positive actions from the pupils. Pupils experience “successful trips, with 

very minimal poor behaviour” (S1) as staff have high expectations of the pupils and demonstrate that 

they trust the pupils to live up to these, simply through taking them on trips. Pupils are “nurtured 

and loved and they have loads of opportunities” (S11) but they “do have to toe the line and there is 

the expectation for them to do the right thing” (S11).   

S1 – “What underlines everything here from me is a very, very basic premise of- the children 
behave because we expect them to do so. We can put a £2,000 screen on the wall because we 
expect it not to be damaged.  And because we expect it not to be damaged, it isn’t.”  

Participants feel it is important to support pupils in developing aspirations through experiencing 

success, rather than viewing them as “victims” (S1): 

S1 – “It is positive reinforcement of them in successful situations and you’ve got to develop in 
these children a can-do attitude and boost their self-esteem.”  

Pupils observe “permanent banter between the teacher and TA, which is really, really important” (S1) 

as this allows for modelling positive but “respectful” (S9) ways of being humorous with others. 

Participants felt it was important to recognise the successes in pupils, no matter how small they 

were, and it is key for these to be shared with home, in-front of the pupils:  

S1 – “we absolutely heap praise on the child, but we will also do a lot of good news phone calls 
to parents with the child stood next to me during…You see the child’s self-esteem visibly grow 
in front of you.” 

Participants described “class reward systems” (Q4) and the use of positive reinforcement to try and 

promote positive behaviour within the pupils. Within the PRU, pupils are supported to adapt their 

behaviours, rather than simply getting told off or “sent out” (S7): 

S10 – “Positive reinforcement rather than negative. Even if they’ve showed really negative 
behaviours we try and turn them into a positive or try and move them away from that 
behaviour and back into a positive.” 

 

 

  



 

245 

 

Summary of key themes: 
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PRU staff   
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5) Summary of findings in relation to research questions 

 

Question Summary of Findings 

1) How do 

excluded 

children 

describe 

their 

previous 

experience 

of school?  

• Mostly negative 

• Feeling as though they missed out on learning and social opportunities due to 

time out of school or reduced timetables 

• Feeling as though they were treated unfairly and misinterpreted by adults in 

their mainstream settings 

• Feeling unwanted and as though they had been ‘kicked out’  

• An over-reliance on testing and working on core-subjects. Perception of the 

classwork being challenging. 

• Experiences of victimisation from pupils and teachers. Feeling that teachers did 

not like them. 

• Feeling that they were excluded after one single incident which they usually felt 

were accidents. Pupils they felt they were not given any other chances and felt 

that adults did not trust them. 

2) What 

support do 

excluded 

children 

feel was 

helpful?  

Pupils described numerous ways that they had felt supported whilst being at the 

PRU. These included: 

• Help to feel prepared for starting at the PRU with an induction tour which 

included meeting staff and pupils. Knowing what was going to happen when they 

started at the PRU. 

• Feeling as though staff genuinely care about them, by taking an interest in the 

pupil’s lives and making them feel welcomed and wanted. Pupils describe the 

PRU as a family environment, where they were cared for and respected. Pupil’s 

find it helpful that staff listen to them and seem to genuinely care about them. 

• Staff helping pupils to recognise when they were becoming stressed or angry and 

helping them to make positive choices and offering them the chance to remove 

themselves or talk through their feelings in a supportive way. 

• Staff supporting pupils to learn how to recognise and control their emotions. 

Giving them time to develop these skills. 

• Feeling trusted by adults 
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• Feeling that staff valued their efforts by giving high levels of praise and displaying 

their work on the PRU walls 

• Clear classroom and school rules, with reward systems where pupils knew what 

was expected of them and how to reach targets. This also helped pupils to feel 

there was fairness within the PRU. 

• Clear and consistent routines within the PRU. Each day having a set structure, so 

they knew what they would be doing. 

• The physical building of the PRU which is small enough that they do not get lost. 

Pupils preferred the structure of the PRU compared to high levels of movement 

around their previous settings.  

• Small class sizes and individual desks within the classroom. Higher levels of adult 

support and support that was non-judgemental.  

• The curriculum feeling relevant, with high levels of practical tasks and being 

aware of the purpose to tasks 

• Being able to take part in non-academic subjects and experiencing fun within 

school. Pupils enjoyed going on school trips and how they were trusted by adults 

to do so. They liked how the trips complimented classroom learning. 

• Frequent breaks in between working at the PRU where they can engage in 

physical activity with peers and staff.  

3) What 

additional 

things do 

children 

believe 

could have 

been done 

to support 

them 

further or 

reduce the 

risk of 

exclusion? 

All pupils described feeling that their time at the PRU had been extremely helpful, 

where they had felt supported, cared for and treated fairly by staff. There were very 

limited suggestions for improvements within the PRU. The response to this question 

will describe improvements for the PRU and general mainstream improvements. 
 

Additional PRU support: 

• One pupil wanted further opportunities to talk to staff about feeling ready to 

return to mainstream schools. They felt that they could be listened to more 

about decisions involving their future and to discuss when they felt ready to 

leave the PRU. 
 

Additional support in mainstreams: 

• Positive relationships with home in previous settings 

• Mainstream staff having a greater recognition of incidents at home and the 

impact they could have on the pupil 
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• Recognition of individual needs and understanding the pupil. To know how to 

reduce escalation of behaviour by supporting them appropriately, rather than 

aggravating them through things such as physically restraining them which made 

pupils feel trapped and resulted in them panicking.  

• A reduction in power dynamics between staff and pupils. Pupils felt their 

experiences of school would have been improved if they had felt as though 

adults had listened to them and treated them fairly by giving them chances and 

letting them tell their perspectives when incidents occurred. Pupils perceived a 

power imbalance by adults being able to physically restrain them, even when 

they felt this was unjustified.  

4) How do 

adults 

working 

within a 

pupil 

referral 

unit (PRU) 

support 

children 

who have 

been 

excluded?   

• Emphasis placed on fostering strong positive relationships with pupils based on 

trust, care and nurture. Ensuring pupils feel welcomed and wanted 

• Giving pupils the opportunities to prove themselves by setting high expectations 

and demonstrating that they believe in the pupils to meet these expectations. 

• Consistency and routines in place so pupils know what is expected of them. 

• Limiting the pressure placed on pupils within the curriculum and ensuring they 

were appropriately supported through exam access arrangements being in 

place. By organising opportunities for pupils to go on residentials before SATs 

assessments, pupils felt relaxed and staff felt this supported them to do their 

best without feeling overly stressed. 

• Providing encouragement and praise to raise the self-esteem of the pupils within 

the PRU. 

• Provide an engaging curriculum with high emphasis on practical tasks and 

making activities relevant to the learning. High differentiation and learning 

pitched at the appropriate level and pace adapted as necessary.  

• Include parents as early as possible to share problems and solutions as quickly as 

possible 

• Collaboration between parents, PRU staff, BST practitioners and previous 

settings to ensure necessary information regarding a pupil’s needs are shared, so 

support can be tailored to their needs.  

• To be aware of pupil’s past and the possible risk factors in their lives, but not 

letting this place a ceiling on the aspirations for these pupils.  
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• Strong management and organisation where there is trust in the ability of staff 

to handle situations. The headteacher avoids becoming too quickly involved in 

disciplinary events as not to reduce the impact of the other staff 

 

In looking at research question 4, the data offered additional information on what adults working 

within the PRU felt were factors that restricted the progress these pupils could make. These include: 

• Need for an increased range of specialist provisions available to reduce the initial number of 

exclusions as pupil’s needs could be met more appropriately there, but also can result in 

pupils not remaining in the PRU simply whilst they wait for space at a specialist provision. 

• Greater accountability for schools in ensuring they are meeting the needs of pupils as outlined 

by the Local Offer 

• Schools to be challenged on ‘getting rid’ of pupils they do not want due to the impact they are 

having on the data of the school. Rather than using exclusions, schools need to be ensuring 

they are putting in appropriate support and trialling different strategies to meet the pupils 

needs.  

• Schools to be supported appropriately by external agencies/ appropriate funding to be able to 

do so 

• Schools to have reduced power in refusing school placements for pupils who have previously 

been excluded 
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Tool for supporting children at risk of exclusion  

Both pupil and staff participants highlighted key factors for supporting children AROE or who have 

experienced exclusion. These factors largely overlap with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs where 

if pupil’s basic needs are met, their emotional health and well-being are supported (Solomon & 

Thomas, 2013). As a result of this, the next section will describe a tool I have created with key 

questions that can be used when school staff are working with pupils who are at risk of being or 

have been excluded, to look at the systems around the child and consider the impact these may be 

having on the pupil and whether any environmental factors could be adapted to support these 

pupils further. This checklist is influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory and 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs to account for the interacting systems around children and 

young people, alongside consideration of how their needs can be met. 

 

The tool provides areas to consider and questions that school staff or professionals supporting pupils 

AROE or who have been excluded can use to assess whether there are any gaps where additional 

adaptions can be made to support meeting the basic needs of all individuals. It also includes specific 

suggestions for further adaptions that can be made within the classroom to support these pupils 

further. Emphasis in these suggestions is to monitor the impact over time. 

 

This tool is something that could be used by schools either as a preventative measure to reduce the 

risk of exclusion or as a way of assessing the environment when children are presenting these 

challenging behaviours. This is something that schools could do independently, and then seek the 

support of Educational Psychologists (EPs) for additional support. 
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Areas Questions to consider Suggested adaptions Comments and 
review 

H
o

m
e 

lif
e 

Are the pupil’s basic 
needs being met at 
home? 
e.g. have they had 
breakfast, a good 
night’s sleep 

• Organise breakfast club. Monitor eating at 
lunch time to ensure they are being 
provided with appropriate food and 
drinks. 

• Have a key person who can ‘meet and 
greet’ pupils at the start of each day to 
discuss how the pupils is feeling or if there 
are any incidents that occurred which 
might impact on their ability to access 
learning. Any key information should be 
shared with teaching staff. 

 

What communication 
is being had with 
home? Are parents 
only contacted in 
negative situations? 

• Ensure home is contacted with examples 
of positive behaviour and incidents of 
praise for the pupil to support the 
development of positive relationships with 
parents. 

• Encourage communication with parents, 
demonstrating that school and home are 
an important team where consistency 
across both is important. 

• Organise drop-in support sessions for 
parents, where they feel comfortable in 
coming into school to talk to pastoral 
members of staff. Information sharing can 
highlight valuable areas for further 
support and foster positive relationships 
with parents, where they are felt to be 
supported by school 

 

N
ee

d
s-

 U
n

d
er

st
an

d
in

g 
th

e
 p

u
p

il 

Are there any triggers 
for disruptive or 
undesired behaviour? 
Do challenging 
behaviours occur as 
the result of particular 
situations e.g. being 
told to do something? 

• Monitor when incidents occur and keep a 
record of this to look for any possible 
common factors.  

• Make adaptions based on these and 
monitor the impact these are having over 
time. 

 

Does the pupil 
recognise when they 
have done something 
wrong?  
Do they feel regret for 
their actions?  
Can they recognise 
how they were feeling 
in that moment? 
Can they recognise 
how others might feel 

• Staff who have positive relationships with 
the pupil should have calm and ‘matter of 
fact’ conversations with the pupil 
immediately after an incident to see if the 
pupil understands what they have done.  

• Adults could model how to apologise to 
others and support children in developing 
this skill. 

• If there are difficulties in recognising their 
own and others’ feelings or how their 
actions might impact on others, specific 
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in response to the 
incident? 

support may be required to develop their 
emotional literacy. This could involve work 
on labelling emotions, recognition of facial 
expressions and social cues, completing 
work with hypothetical scenarios and role 
playing. 

Could their behaviour 
be a way of 
communicating some 
other need? 
Do they lash out when 
they feel frustrated?  
Are they able to 
verbally seek support 
when it is needed or 
do they have 
difficulties recognising 
their own needs? 

• Monitor pupil’s abilities to respond 
appropriately to others and their ways of 
initiating communication with others.  

• Explicit teaching of appropriate responses 
through modelling and role play if 
necessary.  

• Supporting pupils to know how to respond 
by providing them with instructions of 
what to do, rather than telling them off 
e.g. “We keep our hands to ourselves and 
put them on our desk” rather than “Don’t 
hit Tim”. 

 

P
er

ce
p

ti
o

n
 o

f 
le

ar
n

in
g 

Are they findings 
aspects of class work 
too challenging or too 
easy? 

• Ensure appropriate levels of work are set 
for pupils that gradually increase in 
difficulty as they progress. Children should 
be given work that challenges them to 
work within their ‘zone of proximal 
development’ (Vygotsky, 1986) 

 

How is the learning 
being presented? Are 
there large amounts of 
teacher talk? 

• Is there variation in tasks within the 
classroom? Trial different ways of 
presenting information, with a focus on 
practical tasks where possible. 

• Reduce verbal instructions by the class 
teacher. Some pupils might find it 
challenging to hold large amounts of 
information and get frustrated when they 
do not know what to do. Provide small 
step instructions, visual aids or task 
management boards to support memory. 

 

What are the pupil’s 
interests? What 
motivates them to 
learn?  

• Finding out interests of the pupils and 
presenting work based around these can 
support engagement. 

• Work with the child to try and understand 
what value they place on learning. It could 
be that they do not understand the reason 
for completing class work.  

 

Sc
h

o
o

l 

en
vi

ro
n

m
en

t Could the classroom 
environment be 
impacting on a pupil’s 
engagement? 

• Consider layout, do the pupils have 
enough space? Are there too many 
distractions around them? 

• Rearrange seating plans to have positive 
role models nearby or have the pupil near 
an adult for support to be given straight 
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away.  

Are they able to cope 
with movements 
around the school or 
do they find transition 
challenging? 

• Give pre-warning of any upcoming 
changes or incidents 

• Provide initial adult support to help pupils 
get a sense of their direction around a 
school building and gradually decrease 
this when pupils feel confident 

• Support with organisational skills. Do 
these children come to school with 
everything they need or could this be 
stored at school for them to collect in the 
morning? 

 

Do pupils know the 
rules of the 
classroom?  
Are they on display 
and can they be 
understood by all? 
How often are they 
reinforced to pupils? 

• Pupils often feel they do not understand 
the rules of school and sometimes report 
inconsistencies, especially across different 
members of staff. Clear and simple rules 
should be decided for schools, preferably 
with the support of pupils in developing 
them to promote investment.  

 

Are expectations of 
the pupils clear?  
How are these 
communicated?  
Do expectations 
demonstrate that staff 
have faith in pupils? 

• Ensure pupils know what is expected of 
them by reinforcing routines and trying to 
keep classroom routines consistent. 

• Set aspirational targets for pupils so they 
receive the message that staff believe 
they are able to achieve these things. 
These should be realistic and appropriate 
for pupils.  

 

Se
n

se
 o

f 
b

el
o

n
gi

n
g 

 

Do pupils have positive 
relationships with 
peers and staff? 

• Building relationships is key to making 
pupils feel as though they belong in an 
environment and feel safe. If pupils have 
difficulties in forming friendships, social 
skills interventions could be useful. Access 
to social skills clubs where adults are able 
to monitor and support the development 
of social skills for pupils whilst pupils 
engage in activities of their choosing.  

• Find out areas of interests of pupil and 
engage in conversations with them about 
these 

• Remember key information about their 
evenings or weekends and demonstrate to 
pupils that you have remembered this as 
this helps them to feel important to adults. 

• Throughout the school day, make small 
positive comments when you see the 
pupil. 
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Are there 
opportunities for 
pupils to share how 
they are feeling or 
their thoughts on 
things?  
Does the school 
council take pupil 
suggestions seriously? 

• Give pupils opportunity to voice their 
opinions on situations within school and 
the classroom. Creating spaces for them to 
share their thoughts and feelings is 
important. This must not simply be 
tokenistic, but adults should demonstrate 
how they can make adaptions based on 
these suggestions or if this is not possible, 
explain the reasons why. 

 

Is the pupil part of any 
clubs or groups within 
school? 
Do they have a strong 
social group? 

• Encourage engagement in extra-curricular 
activities  

• Create clubs based on the pupil’s 
preferences. If possible, try encouraging 
pupils to take an active role in setting 
these up and running them. 

• Monitor friendship groups. It might be that 
further support is needed to help pupils 
build and maintain relationships with 
peers.  

• Interventions such as ‘circle of friends’ 
(Forest & Pearpoint, 1992) may be useful if 
pupils find it challenging to make friends.  

 

Se
lf

-e
st

ee
m

 

Are these pupils ever 
successful within 
lessons or in groups? 
How often do they 
receive praise? 

• Ensure pupils receive appropriate and 
meaningful praise for positive actions  

• Tailor the classroom and activities to 
ensure pupils have the opportunity to 
experience success and be praised for this.  

• Where possible, reinforce positive 
experiences to the pupils by focusing on 
sharing these with home as this will foster 
their self-esteem. 

 

Is there a clear and 
consistent reward 
system in place? 
Are rewards in the 
classroom achievable 
for this pupil?  
Can pupils actively see 
if they are making 
progress? 
Do pupils know what is 
expected of them to 
reach rewards?  

• Rewards need to be achievable for pupils 
to make them worthwhile perusing. For 
some pupils, reward systems may need to 
be personalised and broken down to meet 
their specific needs. 

• There needs to be clarity on what pupils 
need to do to achieve a reward (e.g. a 
positive point or a sticker on a chart) 

• Pupils benefit from visual representations 
of reward systems, so they can actively see 
the progress they are making. 
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What protective 
factors are in place for 
this pupil both in 
home and school? 

Develop a personalised ‘Resiliency Wheel’ 
(Henderson and Milstein, 1996) or ‘Resiliency 
Plan’ that considers six key ‘protective factors’ 
that might help a child become more resilient: 

• Promote meaningful participation in 
school 

• Development of social relationships 

• Provide clear, consistent boundaries 
and positive values 

• Teach life skills and social 
competencies 

• Provide care and support 

• Set high expectations and nurture 
talents and interests 

Once these elements have been identified, 
look at ways of increasing the exposure to 
these to foster  

 

 

Concluding Reflections 

This small-scale qualitative research has addressed gaps within the topic of school exclusion through 

the use of a case study approach of a PRU and its pupils. The experiences of eight children and the 

value they place on support has been shared. A distinctive feature of this study, which differs 

qualitatively from previous literature, surrounds the finding that many of these pupils had felt let 

down by their previous settings. It was eye opening to hear the perspectives of these pupils which 

highlighted that they had been failed by their previous educational settings before attending the 

PRU. Pupils recognised that they had difficulties in managing their emotions and controlling their 

angry or aggressive responses, but shared valuable insight into how they felt staff could have 

supported them further.  

 

Participants accounts of their previous educational experiences have highlighted key areas where 

improvements could be made to support pupils further and possibly reduce the risk of exclusion.  

Through uncovering what pupils and staff feel constitutes positive support for pupils, this has 

enabled the development of a tool for use within schools to consider the areas where the findings 

from this research, combined with previous literature, have highlighted as important. CYP are able to 

offer valuable insight into the topic of school exclusion, and it is essential that these should be 

considered when considering how best to support these pupils.  
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Appendix Fifteen: Tool for assessing support for pupils 
 

Areas Questions to consider Suggested adaptions Comments 
and review 

H
o

m
e 

lif
e 

Are the pupil’s basic 
needs being met at 
home? 
e.g. have they had 
breakfast, a good 
night’s sleep 

• Organise breakfast club. Monitor eating at lunch 
time to ensure they are being provided with 
appropriate food and drinks. 

• Have a key person who can ‘meet and greet’ 
pupils at the start of each day to discuss how the 
pupils is feeling or if there are any incidents that 
occurred which might impact on their ability to 
access learning. Any key information should be 
shared with teaching staff. 

 

What communication 
is being had with 
home? Are parents 
only contacted in 
negative situations? 

• Ensure home is contacted with examples of 
positive behaviour and incidents of praise for the 
pupil to support the development of positive 
relationships with parents. 

• Encourage communication with parents, 
demonstrating that school and home are an 
important team where consistency across both is 
important. 

• Organise drop-in support sessions for parents, 
where they feel comfortable in coming into 
school to talk to pastoral members of staff. 
Information sharing can highlight valuable areas 
for further support and foster positive 
relationships with parents, where they are felt to 
be supported by school 

 

N
ee

d
s-

 U
n

d
er

st
an

d
in

g 
th

e
 p

u
p

il 

Are there any triggers 
for disruptive or 
undesired behaviour? 
Do challenging 
behaviours occur as 
the result of particular 
situations e.g. being 
told to do something? 

• Monitor when incidents occur and keep a record 
of this to look for any possible common factors.  

• Make adaptions based on these and monitor the 
impact these are having over time. 

 

Does the pupil 
recognise when they 
have done something 
wrong?  
Do they feel regret for 
their actions?  
Can they recognise 
how they were feeling 
in that moment? 
Can they recognise 

• Staff who have positive relationships with the 
pupil should have calm and ‘matter of fact’ 
conversations with the pupil immediately after 
an incident to see if the pupil understands what 
they have done.  

• Adults could model how to apologise to others 
and support children in developing this skill. 

• If there are difficulties in recognising their own 
and others’ feelings or how their actions might 
impact on others, specific support may be 
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how others might feel 
in response to the 
incident? 

required to develop their emotional literacy. 
This could involve work on labelling emotions, 
recognition of facial expressions and social cues, 
completing work with hypothetical scenarios 
and role playing. 

Could their behaviour 
be a way of 
communicating some 
other need? 
Do they lash out when 
they feel frustrated?  
Are they able to 
verbally seek support 
when it is needed or 
do they have 
difficulties recognising 
their own needs? 

• Monitor pupil’s abilities to respond appropriately 
to others and their ways of initiating 
communication with others.  

• Explicit teaching of appropriate responses 
through modelling and role play if necessary.  

• Supporting pupils to know how to respond by 
providing them with instructions of what to do, 
rather than telling them off e.g. “We keep our 
hands to ourselves and put them on our desk” 
rather than “Don’t hit Tim”. 

 

P
er

ce
p

ti
o

n
 o

f 
le

ar
n

in
g 

Are they findings 
aspects of class work 
too challenging or too 
easy? 

• Ensure appropriate levels of work are set for 
pupils that gradually increase in difficulty as they 
progress. Children should be given work that 
challenges them to work within their ‘zone of 
proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1986) 

 

How is the learning 
being presented? Are 
there large amounts of 
teacher talk? 

• Is there variation in tasks within the classroom? 
Trial different ways of presenting information, 
with a focus on practical tasks where possible. 

• Reduce verbal instructions by the class teacher. 
Some pupils might find it challenging to hold 
large amounts of information and get frustrated 
when they do not know what to do. Provide 
small step instructions, visual aids or task 
management boards to support memory. 

 

What are the pupil’s 
interests? What 
motivates them to 
learn?  

• Finding out interests of the pupils and 
presenting work based around these can 
support engagement. 

• Work with the child to try and understand what 
value they place on learning. It could be that 
they do not understand the reason for 
completing class work.  

 

Sc
h

o
o

l e
n

vi
ro

n
m

en
t 

Could the classroom 
environment be 
impacting on a pupils 
engagement? 

• Consider layout, do the pupils have enough 
space? Are there too many distractions around 
them? 

• Rearrange seating plans to have positive role 
models nearby or have the pupil near an adult 
for support to be given straight away.  

 

Are they able to cope 
with movements 
around the school or 
do they find transition 
challenging? 

• Give pre-warning of any upcoming changes or 
incidents 

• Provide initial adult support to help pupils get a 
sense of their direction around a school building 
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and gradually decrease this when pupils feel 
confident 

• Support with organisational skills. Do these 
children come to school with everything they 
need or could this be stored at school for them 
to collect in the morning? 

Do pupils know the 
rules of the 
classroom?  
Are they on display 
and can they be 
understood by all? 
How often are they 
reinforced to pupils? 

• Pupils often feel they do not understand the 
rules of school and sometimes report 
inconsistencies, especially across different 
members of staff. Clear and simple rules should 
be decided for schools, preferably with the 
support of pupils in developing them to promote 
investment.  

 

Are expectations of 
the pupils clear?  
How are these 
communicated?  
Do expectations 
demonstrate that staff 
have faith in pupils? 

• Ensure pupils know what is expected of them by 
reinforcing routines and trying to keep 
classroom routines consistent. 

• Set aspirational targets for pupils so they receive 
the message that staff believe they are able to 
achieve these things. These should be realistic 
and appropriate for pupils.  

 

Se
n

se
 o

f 
b

el
o

n
gi

n
g 

 

Do pupils have positive 
relationships with 
peers and staff? 

• Building relationships is key to making pupils feel 
as though they belong in an environment and 
feel safe. If pupils have difficulties in forming 
friendships, social skills interventions could be 
useful. Access to social skills clubs where adults 
are able to monitor and support the 
development of social skills for pupils whilst 
pupils engage in activities of their choosing.  

• Find out areas of interests of pupil and engage in 
conversations with them about these 

• Remember key information about their evenings 
or weekends and demonstrate to pupils that you 
have remembered this as this helps them to feel 
important to adults. 

• Throughout the school day, make small positive 
comments when you see the pupil. 

 

Are there 
opportunities for 
pupils to share how 
they are feeling or 
their thoughts on 
things?  
Does the school 
council take pupil 
suggestions seriously? 

• Give pupils opportunity to voice their opinions on 
situations within school and the classroom. 
Creating spaces for them to share their thoughts 
and feelings is important. This must not simply 
be tokenistic, but adults should demonstrate 
how they can make adaptions based on these 
suggestions or if this is not possible, explain the 
reasons why. 

 

Is the pupil part of any 
clubs or groups within 
school? 

• Encourage engagement in extra-curricular 
activities  

• Create clubs based on the pupil’s preferences. If 
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Do they have a strong 
social group? 

possible, try encouraging pupils to take an active 
role in setting these up and running them. 

• Monitor friendship groups. It might be that 
further support is needed to help pupils build 
and maintain relationships with peers.  

• Interventions such as ‘circle of friends’ (Forest & 
Pearpoint, 1992) may be useful if pupils find it 
challenging to make friends.  

Se
lf

-e
st
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Are these pupils ever 
successful within 
lessons or in groups? 
How often do they 
receive praise? 

• Ensure pupils receive appropriate and 
meaningful praise for positive actions  

• Tailor the classroom and activities to ensure 
pupils have the opportunity to experience 
success and be praised for this.  

• Where possible, reinforce positive experiences to 
the pupils by focusing on sharing these with 
home as this will foster their self-esteem. 

 

Is there a clear and 
consistent reward 
system in place? 
Are rewards in the 
classroom achievable 
for this pupil?  
Can pupils actively see 
if they are making 
progress? 
Do pupils know what is 
expected of them to 
reach rewards?  

• Rewards need to be achievable for pupils to 
make them worthwhile perusing. For some 
pupils, reward systems may need to be 
personalised and broken down to meet their 
specific needs. 

• There needs to be clarity on what pupils need to 
do to achieve a reward (e.g. a positive point or a 
sticker on a chart) 

• Pupils benefit from visual representations of 
reward systems so they can actively see the 
progress they are making. 

 

R
es

ili
en

cy
 

What protective 
factors are in place for 
this pupil both in 
home and school? 

Develop a personalised ‘Resiliency Wheel’ 
(Henderson and Milstein, 1996) or ‘Resiliency Plan’ 
that considers six key ‘protective factors’ that might 
help a child become more resilient: 

• Promote meaningful participation in school 

• Development of social relationships 

• Provide clear, consistent boundaries and 
positive values 

• Teach life skills and social competencies 

• Provide care and support 

• Set high expectations and nurture talents 
and interests 

Once these elements have been identified, look at 
ways of increasing the exposure to these to foster  

 

 
 


