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Introduction



‘Nowhere is Britain’s social mobility failure more obvious than in the example of school exclusion in England. Excluded children are the most vulnerable: twice as likely to be in the care of the state, four times more likely to have grown up in poverty, seven times more likely to have a special educational need and ten times more likely to suffer recognised mental health problems. Yet our education system is profoundly ill-equipped to break a cycle of disadvantage for these young people.’1



Children in England are permanently excluded from state-funded secondary schools at an average rate of two exclusions per 1000 students (usually recorded as a rate of 0.2).2 When you include the excluded children from all other types of school, there are on average over 40 permanent exclusions per day.3 You might consider this number to be too high or too low – depending on your experience and perspective – but whatever your opinions regarding the morality of school exclusion, it is inarguable that the educational and life outcomes of excluded children are significantly worse than those of their peers. In general, they achieve far fewer academic qualifications; many of them fail to move into employment, training or further education after their GCSEs; and they make up a disproportionately high number of the children in prison. Take a moment to imagine what the impact might be if we could somehow reduce the exclusion rate – even just from two children per 1000 down to one. Would this protect at least some from those negative outcomes?

You may have concerns about such a change. If all those extra children remain in mainstream schools rather than being excluded, might there not be a significant increase in serious or violent incidents, a rise in disruptive behaviours and a deterioration in staff wellbeing? And might not these factors ultimately lead to a crisis in teacher retention? Moreover, a change such as this in the rate of permanent exclusion across the whole system would require the combined efforts of thousands of staff, students, parents and carers, leadership teams and governors (and that is without considering the efforts of external services such as social care or mental health providers) – by no means an easy task!

However, you may be surprised to discover there is evidence to suggest that such a shift has occurred at least once already. In the academic year from September 1997 to July 1998, the rate of exclusion in state-funded secondary schools was 0.33 (so over three children out of every 1000). (From this point onwards, please assume that the term ‘exclusion’ always refers to permanent exclusion.) One year later this rate was 0.28 and the year after that it was 0.21. In just three years, the rate of exclusion dropped from 0.33 to 0.21 – by far the sharpest change in exclusion rates since published records began.

But guess when the published records began…
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Figure 1. Permanent exclusion rate in state-funded secondary schools, 1997/98–2018/19.4



The year 1997/98 is the first in the published statistics. Since the Department for Education began to report such data – and thus, since the realities of systemic exclusion entered the general consciousness of the education sector (and the public) – secondary schools have maintained much lower rates of exclusion, reaching a low of 0.12 in 2012/13. In general, the changes from year to year have been small. So what happened to cause such a dramatic drop in exclusion across those first few years? To answer this question, let us focus on ‘the Excludables’ – the children belonging to groups that always seem to be disproportionately excluded from school.

The Timpson review5 was a government-commissioned study of school exclusion and, unsurprisingly, I will refer to it many times in this book. The report highlighted the disproportionately high exclusion of boys, students who receive free school meals, students with special educational needs and students of certain ethnicities. The available government data – spanning over two decades – reveals that the disproportionate exclusion of these groups is a long-term problem and one that has been very resistant to change.

So did any of these groups undergo significant change between 1997 and 2000, when school exclusion rates dropped so dramatically? There was no substantial shift in the number of students registered as having special educational needs (SEN), nor any dramatic changes in SEN policy or funding. The population of secondary-age students in England did not experience a huge decrease in the number of Gypsy, Roma, Traveller, Black Afro-Caribbean or Mixed White/Afro-Caribbean children (the ethnic groups that experience the highest rates of exclusion). The gender balance of school-age children in the UK remains stable. And there was certainly no momentous decrease in levels of child poverty during this period.

Is it possible that the drop in exclusion rates occurred simply because the figures were now reported to the government and then published? Were schools made to feel more accountable, perhaps because Ofsted (the body that publicly inspects and grades schools) was paying more attention to the data? And how could such a dramatic shift occur over three years without a huge amount of attention? This apparently random occurrence has implications that would fascinate most educational researchers. The data set is enormous and there are many different variables to measure and questions to ask. For instance: was the decrease shared equally across vulnerable groups? What was the impact on the alternative provision sector, who often provide education for those who have been excluded? What were the impacts (if any) on staff wellbeing? What were the impacts on student wellbeing?

We can see that something must have shifted within schools at this time. Either they really did exclude far fewer pupils or they became more resourceful in finding alternatives – both legal ones such as ‘managed moves’ (essentially a trial period at another mainstream school) and illegal ones such as ‘off-rolling’ students or pressuring parents to choose home education instead of exclusion. There is no confirmation that the data above are an accurate reflection of the number of children ‘pushed’ or ‘forced out’ of mainstream education. In practical terms, maybe they are only of some value in monitoring very large trends in reported exclusion from mainstream, and perhaps comparing our school system with that of other nations?

Consider Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Permanent exclusion rate for all state-funded schools in England, Wales and Scotland, 2010/11–2018/19.4,6,7



This graph compares the total permanent exclusion rate (now including primary schools and special schools) across England, Wales and Scotland. As you can see, Scotland has cunningly camouflaged itself as the x-axis; the data look excellent for them! But what can we really learn by comparing education systems in this way, using a single figure (the exclusion rate) that spans every primary, secondary and special school in a country? Such data are affected by a huge number of variables, including population densities, local authority support, government policy and funding, academisation of schools, economic hardship, mental health provision, systemic racism and more. If we condense all this information to a single number, the influence of these variables is lost and the data become largely meaningless. As a result, researchers tend to focus on whether the overall rate (as shown above) is distributed equally.


Same storm, different boats

Within England, there is evidence of significant disproportionality, in terms of both the pupils who are excluded and the schools that exclude them. In essence, schools do not exclude children equally.

Figure 3, taken from the Timpson review, shows exclusion rates by different pupil characteristics; the characteristics shown do not represent an exhaustive list but are merely the ones that have been noted at a national level. One student could belong to multiple categories – which may skew the data – but this infographic remains a useful point of reference and will be referred to again in the course of this book. For now, the main point to note is that there are clear and significant differences in the rate of exclusion between different groups.
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Figure 3. Permanent exclusion rates by pupil characteristic in 2016/17.5 (Note: ‘Looked-after children’ are those in the care of the state; ‘Children in Need’ receive social services intervention; ‘FSM current’ are students who currently receive free school meals; ‘FSM ever6’ refers to students who have received free school meals at some point in the last six years; ‘SEN statement’ and ‘EHC plan’ indicate students who have a legally binding plan for provision for their special educational need(s); ‘SEN support’ refers to students with an identified special educational need but without a legally binding plan.)



As well as this clear disproportionality by pupil characteristic, there is evidence that different schools use exclusion in different ways. For example, in England in 2016/17, all reported exclusions at primary level took place within only 6% of primary schools.8 Thus, the vast majority of primary schools did not report a single exclusion. Far more exclusions occur in secondary schools but still, 43% of these schools issued no exclusions at all. Compare that with the 47 schools that excluded more than 10 pupils each in that year. The differences in temporary exclusion rates are even more striking: just under half of mainstream schools issued no such exclusions but 38 schools issued more than 500 in a single year.5 These figures could suggest a worrying use of exclusion as a tactic – a study of 160 schools that had been graded as ‘inadequate’ and taken over by academy chains, found that the fastest way to improve behaviour was to exclude certain students.9 (The authors of the study described this practice as a ‘quick win’ but not sustainable.) The data also imply that ‘excludable’ behaviour is a very subjective concept, with actions or behaviours that lead to exclusion in one school being handled very differently in others.

Thus, any discussion of school exclusions must start by acknowledging two key facts:


	Exclusion from school does not occur equitably.


	Statistics relating to exclusion can only ever be a starting point, because human behaviour is infinitely complex.




The idea for this book was prompted by the data in Figure 3 and many of the chapters are based on characteristics from that chart – for example, students who receive free school meals (Chapter 1), Gypsy, Roma and Traveller students (Chapter 2) and students with special educational needs (Chapter 7). However, the available data is analysed according to a very limited number of variables and there remains a great deal beyond these demographics that can impact a child’s behaviour in education. For this reason, I have also considered issues that are not demographical in nature but do have a strong influence on student behaviour, such as the stress-response system (Chapter 5), trauma (Chapter 9) and trust (Chapter 4). Most importantly, I wanted to consider the human experiences behind the data – the personal stories, the injustices, the social behaviours, the scientific research, the bias, the funding, the legalities – and the ways in which these things interact within our school communities.



Education and the problem of behaviour ‘buckets’

Before beginning in earnest, I would like to explore the value in – and potential problems caused by – a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of behaviour in schools. Consider the following scenario:


Child A is persistently confrontational and has been involved in several fights. He has a short attention span in lessons and his mum says he has been causing trouble on the estate where he lives. We are concerned about the impact of his behaviour on the other children and also about his academic attainment, which is suffering.



How might educators respond to this situation? There might be talk of tighter boundaries, both at home and at school. Some might feel the child would benefit from a mentoring program or additional support during lessons. The child may be assessed for special needs, either informally (via teacher questionnaires) or formally (by an external professional). And there is a chance that at least one teacher – perhaps one who is having a particularly stressful day – will feel the little sod just needs a good slap.

But what of other professionals? A geneticist might suggest the child’s problems are due to epigenetic influences triggered by his environment, perhaps in the expression of the MAOA, DAT1 or DRS2 genes. An evolutionary biologist might point out how common it is to see aggressive competition over mating opportunities within mammals, especially at this stage of development. A child psychiatrist may identify symptoms of disorganised attachment, while an endocrinologist might wonder if the child’s behaviour is connected to his cortisol levels, which may in turn be affected by a dysregulated stress-response system. A systemic therapist could argue that family dynamics are influencing the child’s behaviour, and a psychologist might wonder whether there is an element of transgenerational trauma compounded by structural and systemic racism.

Of course, it is unlikely that all these professionals would become involved with any particular child, and my tongue-in-cheek examples were certainly not intended to undermine the value of their work. However, it is important to recognise our habit of oversimplifying the causes of behaviour by focusing only on the ‘bucket’ – or professional milieu – with which we happen to be most familiar. If we rely on such categorical thinking, we may assume that behaviour can be explained solely by the actions of one parent, one neurotransmitter, one childhood trauma, one set of genes, or one failure to apply a consistent behaviour policy. Within education, this thinking error often manifests itself in the belief that the actions of educators within schools can explain all of the behaviour that occurs in those schools – or that the expertise that will improve behaviour within our schools will come solely from within our own sector.

In 2008/09, the overall rate of permanent exclusion was 0.09% and there were 307,000 fixed term (temporary) exclusions.10 Nearly a decade later, the rate of permanent exclusion was 0.10% and there were 410,000 fixed term exclusions.2 Despite the costs of school exclusion, it appears we have made no progress. According to a government study:


‘The evidence on changes in pupil behaviour over time is mixed, with no conclusive perceptions of behaviour improving or worsening.’11



We have failed to change the long-standing disproportionate exclusion of students with special educational needs, those living in poverty, those in care and those from specific ethnic groups. In fact, in 2018, nearly half of the teachers responding to a survey about school behaviour believed that behaviour had deteriorated in the previous five years, while a third believed there had been no change.12 Perhaps it is time for us to get out of our own bucket and consider the wider influences on our students’ behaviour.

In a wonderful introduction to human behavioural biology,13 Professor Robert Sapolsky highlights three problems with categorical thinking – the kind where we focus solely on our own professional platform when trying to explain things:


	When you think in categories, you underestimate how different two facts are within the same category.


	When you think in categories, you overestimate how different two facts are when there happens to be a boundary between them.


	When you pay attention to categorical boundaries, you do not see big pictures.




Can we relate this kind of thinking to behaviour in education?


	‘When you think in categories, you underestimate how different two facts are within the same category.’





In its most recent initiative to improve behaviour (shortly before the start of the coronavirus pandemic), the Department for Education appointed a new behaviour taskforce,14 with one lead and six advisors. Their role was to ‘support 20 lead schools with ‘exemplary behaviour’ to help others tackle classroom disruption’. Two quotes sum up the ‘same bucket’ thinking of this initiative:


‘Give all schools the tools they need to improve behaviour by making sure that they can learn from the best [schools].’ (Gavin Williamson)15

‘Behaviour hubs will support these schools with the schools who know how to turn things around.’ (Tom Bennett)14



If I have understood the process correctly, it involves selecting a small number of schools that are perceived to have predominantly excellent behaviour and asking them to support and advise a larger number of schools that are perceived to have problems in managing behaviour. This initiative is unlikely to have any new information about methods to improve behaviour in schools – we can assume that this would have been disseminated to all. No one can argue against the sharing of advice: techniques that have been effective in one setting may have the potential to help others. But recall point 1 and remember we may be overestimating the similarities between schools and therefore the transferability of interventions within the contexts in which they operate.

A vast number of factors have been found to influence behaviour in schools, so any interventions should be tailored to the given context. For example, we know that in England, there is a strong correlation between the level of economic deprivation of an area and the amount of negative behaviour within schools that is serious enough to trigger exclusion. (See Chapter 1 for relevant data.) The number of students in a school can also have a significant impact on behavioural outcomes: researchers in the United States found that serious violent crime in schools occurred at different rates depending on the size of the student body, with large schools having a higher rate of incidents.15 Now consider all the other things that could affect behaviour in schools within a specific, local area: a rise in gang-related activity; access to mental health services; local authority budgets; health epidemics; disintegration of a local industry leading to unemployment; heterogeneity of local culture; racial and/or religious tensions between groups; structural racism within the community; access to green outdoor spaces; availability of youth services; and so on. And that is before you have even considered the students themselves! It is therefore important to try and understand these influences and how they might impact behaviour, and then try to rethink our attitudes and approaches in the light of this information.




	‘When you think in categories, you overestimate how different two facts are when there happens to be a boundary between them.’





One of the most disproportionately excluded groups of students is those who have mental health difficulties. Yet the phrase ‘teachers are not therapists’ is often used when mental health is mentioned in the context of education. There is a belief that the boundaries, or ‘bucket-edges’, between categories such as ‘educator’ and ‘clinician’ help to keep us safe – and (hopefully!) prevent the head of year from attempting hypnotherapy with her students simply because she once read a book about the practice. It seems obvious to many that a teacher and a therapist sit in completely separate buckets (unless one person happens to have qualifications in both areas).

Yet this separation does not really square with my personal experiences in teaching. With absolutely no intention of acting as a therapist – and with complete awareness that I have no therapeutic qualifications – I have spent hours listening to children who feel suicidal, children who have been sexually assaulted and children with undiagnosed and diagnosed mental health conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression. While running a unit for students at risk of exclusion, I spent day after day directly supporting children who self-harm, children who have sexually abused others and children who have witnessed unspeakable violence. Thank goodness I have a teaching qualification in Secondary Physical Education!

If anyone misinterpreted that last statement as flippancy, it was in fact my sarcastic expression of bitter resentment. I resented my lack of training and absence of clinical supervision. I was envious of those who could ‘end a session’ after an hour while I spent most of the school day with my ‘non-clients’. And despite my self-imposed, arbitrary boundaries – the gap in my own mind between what I was doing and any kind of ‘real’ therapy – I was forced to wonder how impenetrable those boundaries really were. (If you are an educator, you may find it interesting to search online for ‘skills of a therapist’ and see how many of them you use on a daily basis.) My point is that we may be overestimating the differences between our own professional experiences and those of other professionals in separate ‘buckets’.




	‘When you pay attention to categorical boundaries, you don’t see big pictures.’





Consider the following ‘big picture’ questions: what would it take to bring about a sustainable improvement in school behaviour in the UK? What would it take to reduce the inequalities in school exclusion?

If there are achievable answers to these questions, how likely is it that we (educators) will find them by ourselves? We must have some advantages, surely! We understand behaviour because, collectively, we have taught thousands of children, of different ages and across a range of school systems. Some of us understand behaviour because we have been on leadership teams that have planned and implemented different behaviour strategies and been directly affected by the results of these strategies. Some of us understand behaviour because we have taught and supported the children who are excluded from mainstream settings. We have a unique expertise and this gives us confidence and a platform from which to challenge ‘outsiders’ who may question us. But does this mean we are the only people who should be able to comment on behaviour in schools?

I would argue strongly that this is not the case. For one thing, educators themselves often hold contradictory views. For another, the biggest shift in behavioural thinking within schools over the last few years has not come from educators.

Trauma-informed (or trauma-responsive) education is a developing, sometimes messy and ill-defined, practice and one prompted by ideas that have come from outside the ‘education’ bucket. Decades of clinical research across child psychiatry, neuroscience, endocrinology and epigenetics – to name just a few areas – have repeatedly identified the impact of nurturing relationships and the importance of an individual’s stress-response system in directing behaviour. Many educators may feel they instinctively knew this, while others may actively resist the idea. In any case, the evidence base for these ideas did not come from us.

Allow me to explain. Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) are often seen as the ‘gold standard’ of clinical research. (In this context, ‘clinical research’ is simply research on people, not research performed by clinicians.) RCTs involve at least two separate, randomly selected groups, with one receiving an intervention of some kind while the other does not. This might sound simple but such studies are notoriously difficult to implement in schools, particularly in relation to large-scale behavioural interventions – and as a result, we do not do very many of them. A review of RCTs in education spanning 36 years found 1017 studies, the majority of which were performed in North America;16 in comparison, there are over 1.5 million such studies in the Cochrane Library, which informs healthcare decision-making. In the words of Howard White, the CEO of the Campbell Collaboration:


‘The scorecard shows that education is badly and sadly lagging health in the production of evidence and evidence-based products.’17



While writing this book, I performed my own (small) investigation, attempting to identify any large RCTs that had focused on behaviour in UK schools. Using ERIC (the database of the Education Resources Information Center), I searched for randomised controlled trials related to behaviour in the UK that had been published within the last 10 years. I then read the abstracts to check they were indeed RCTs, related to common behaviours in mainstream schools, that had been applied to students without any specific diagnoses (such as autism).

I found three.

Three studies in the last 10 years: one for a program that promoted social and emotional learning,18 one for a ‘healthy minds’ curriculum,19 and one anxiety prevention program in primary school.20 Clearly, if we intend to wait for our own bucket-specific evidence before making changes, we will be waiting a long time.

When I consider how I learned to survive as a teacher, I do not recall a focus on research-led evidence. Instead, I remember using my own instincts to model strategies ‘cherry-picked’ from observation of other teachers (the ones that I felt were worth watching). Equally, I remember making a lot of mistakes along the way; behaviour management is not simple! While there is a small amount of evidence to support particular behavioural interventions and strategies in schools, it is surprisingly limited. Therefore, we cannot expect to shift the patterns of behaviour – or exclusion – in schools if we refuse to look at other ‘buckets’.





Seeing the matrix

As he provided the framework for this section, let us return to Professor Robert Sapolsky, the world-leading neurobiologist and primatologist from the talk mentioned earlier:


‘There’s no buckets. All they are, are temporary platforms, and each platform is simply the easiest, most convenient way of describing the outcome of everything that came beforehand, starting with millennia back in evolution.’14

‘Human social behaviour … [is] a subject involving brain chemistry, hormones, sensory cues, prenatal environment, early experience, genes, both biological and cultural evolution, and ecological pressures, among other things.’21



When it comes to the children who are excluded from our schools, the imposition of arbitrary boundaries is likely to mean we cannot even see the big picture, let alone identify the strategies that will allow us to effect change.



Diving in

As with any research study, there are limitations to what can be achieved in this book. It would be impossible to consider every relevant area, so some are missing while others are touched on only briefly. (There are, however, references at the end of each chapter if you would like more information.) I have not described the limitations of every study because there simply is not enough space, so please bear in mind that the evidence is – like all things – imperfect.

I have used anecdotes from my career, some involving young people (all anonymous), to explore the key issues. These stories are not intended as a substitute for careful evidence; they merely illustrate how certain concepts might relate to education. My hope is that this book will act as a launchpad for thought about different aspects of behaviour in relation to schools and school exclusion, and showcase different ways of thinking about behaviour in other disciplinary fields. It is an invitation to explore, aimed at educators and non-educators alike – I hope you will find it useful.
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