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VRAC Consultation Activity with Young People
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‘Tom and John made the workshop
fun and we all got to say what we
wanted’
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We would like to thank all the
young people who took part
in the workshops for their
honesty and openness and to
all the school staff for
bringing the young people
together.
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1.

2.

Introduction

Context

‘When children feel
they belong and find
their realities reflected
in the curriculum and
conversations of
schooling, they are
more engaged in
learning and experience
greater school success’
[Shields: 2004]

1.1
This summary report provides an overview of work undertaken
by Priority 1-54 to consult young people who attend a special school
for those excluded from mainstream education, as part of the VRAC
project aimed at tackling the numerous and complex challenges
vulnerable young people face in fulfilling their potential and emotional
wellbeing, across the geographical areas of the Havens and Hailsham in
East Sussex.
2.1
Research has shown that a young person’s sense of belonging is
closely related to positive mental health, wellbeing and engagement in
school, and a willingness to complete school.
2.2
Those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, with disabilities
or displaying behavioural difficulties have been identified as feeling
lower levels of belonging, for whom the transition to college has been
described as “hazardous”, “perilous” and “unfair” [Radcliffe &
Stephens: 2008].
2.3
Those who took part in the consultation workshops were all
male, had been permanently excluded from mainstream education,
either at primary or secondary, and lived in the Havens, Hailsham or
surrounding areas.
2.4
Most young people had a range of mental health needs. These
included conduct disorder, anxiety disorder, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), depression or a constellation of the
above. A number also identified with a range of Autism Spectrum
Conditions. Four young people had cared experience and were residing
in short-term foster care placements or a children’s home.
2.5
Priority 1-54 had recently explored the link between young
people’s sense of belonging and wellbeing with young people in Year 9
and 10 at the school, with findings from that work included in this
report.

3. Areas under investigation
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3.1
The key areas under examination during the workshops
included:
• The needs of vulnerable young people in relation to early school
leaving and having a sense of belonging in education

•
•
•
4.

Methods

The needs relating to vulnerable young people and wellbeing
Co-develop solutions to the barriers faced by young people in
gaining a sense of belonging and remaining in education
Young people’s transition and readiness for college

4.1
Two workshops were undertaken with a total of 18 young
people. The first workshop with three young people in Year 11 and the
second workshop with a larger cohort of fifteen young people in Years
7 and 8.
4.2
Belonging was defined as: ‘feeling personally accepted,
respected, included, supported and connected’

Figure 1: How we defined belonging

Included

Respected

Accepted

Supported

Connected

Sense of
belonging

4.3
Young people were asked to complete a short Sense of
Belonging to School survey. The survey helped generate discussions
about young people’s attitudes towards and sense of belonging to,
their previous and current schools.
4.4
Young people were asked to rate their level of agreement on a
scale of: strongly agree; agree; disagree; and strongly disagree across
five short statements. These included:
• I like being in school
• I feel safe when I am at school
• I feel like I belong at school
• Teachers at school are fair to me
• I am proud to be at this school
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4.5
Using a range of inclusive and creative arts-based learning
approaches young people in Year 11 explored:
• Their readiness for leaving school, together with their post-school
destination
• What could increase young people’s sense of belonging at
school/community?
• Their thoughts, feelings and worries about the future
4.6
Similar arts-based learning approaches were used with those in
Year 7 and 8 to explore each of the five themes related to a sense of
belonging i.e. ‘feeling accepted, respected, included, supported and
connected’.
4.7
Other additional prompt questions were used during the
workshops. These included:
• What stops young people feeling like they belong at
school/community?
• What could make young people feel more
included/accepted/supported/respected/connected in their
school/community?
• What factors lead young people to disengage from school or be
permanently excluded?
• What support or services might enable young people to overcome
some of the barriers to disengaging from education?
4.8
The final part of the workshop then focused on:
• What if young people were in charge, would look best in terms of
the support they might need to stay engaged in school or support
during the transition to college?
• What would the worst look like for young people?
• Key recommendations to influence local conversations and
decisions-makers about the type of support and services young
people might need to stay engaged in education
5.

Key findings
5.1
A total of 26 young people completed the Sense of Belonging
survey (8 from previous work undertaken with young people at the
school).
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‘I got taught in the
corridor, not all the
time but sometimes. It
made me feel lonely
and angry’

5.2
Key findings about how young people felt about their previous
school:
• 65% of respondents said they didn’t like being in school
• 59% stated that they didn’t feel safe at school
• 69% felt they didn’t belong at their school
Table 1: Young people’s sense of belonging at their previous school

‘I felt lonely because
there was only me in
that room and no one
to talk to. When I got
stuck on work and you
just can’t do it, there
was no one to ask and
then I’d get angry’

Sense of Belonging
16

Number of young people

‘I was told for the rest
of my school days, I’d
be just be in room,
locked in with just a
teacher’

14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
I liked
being in
school?

I felt safe
when I was
at school?

I felt like I
belonged
to school

Teachers at
the school
were fair
to me

I was
proud to
be at the
school

Strongly agree

1

4

1

2

2

Agree

8

7

7

7

2

Disagree

7

8

6

5

7

Strongly disagree

10

7

12

12

15

5.3
Young people spoke candidly and overwhelmingly in negative
terms about their experiences at their previous schools, with
conversations centred around a number of themes related to their
sense of belonging, wellbeing and mental health.
5.4
These included:
• Their experiences of multiple fixed-term exclusions and/or
numerous school moves, and the negative impact on their
wellbeing and mental health
• The use of internal exclusions and associated feelings of social
isolation, sadness, loneliness, frustration and anger
• Worries about having fallen behind with their education i.e. their
reading and writing
• A perception of being unfairly treated by teachers
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‘Teachers just gave me
work and put me in the
room and left. The only
reason why I read so
well now is because my
parents used to teach
me at home. If they
hadn’t, I wouldn’t be
able to read and write
like I do now’

•

Being negatively labelled by their peers often as a consequence of
their behaviour in class/school and the stigma of being
permanently excluded and attending a special school

5.5
Key findings from the survey about their current school:
• 81% of respondents said they felt being in school
• 70% of respondents said they felt safe at school
• 73% of respondents said they felt they belonged at school
• 77% of respondents said the teachers are fair
• 54% of respondents said they are proud to be at the school
Table 2: Young people’s sense of belonging at their current school

Sense of Belonging

‘When I came to this
school people called me
‘special’ and that’s the
only thing I don’t like
about coming here’

‘Everyone at this school
has different needs and
teachers are always
understanding and they
know just what to do’
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18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

Number of young people

‘I think I learnt a hell of
lot more with my INA
[individual needs
assistant] than I did in
class’

I liked
being in
school?

I feel safe
when I
am at
school?

I felt like I
belong to
school

Teachers
at school
are fair to
me

I am
proud to
be at the
school

Strongly agree

5

6

7

8

9

Agree

16

12

12

12

5

Disagree

1

3

4

5

8

Strongly disagree

4

5

3

1

4

5.6
The majority of young people spoke positively about their
current school, recognising the high levels of support they received
from school staff with their learning, emotional needs and
relationships with their peers.
5.7 Young people were acutely aware of the importance of their
education, but expressed a range of worries as a result of having fallen
behind with their reading and writing, and the support they had
received at school and from parents/carers to address this.

Case Studies

Joe is in Year 7, has Autism and experiences
high levels of social anxiety. Joe recently
started at the school having been excluded
from secondary school after just a few
weeks. Joe has been a victim of bullying in
the community because he now attends a
special school. Joe has tried going to the
local youth club but says it’s unwelcoming
and is worried he would be bullied.
Joe does voluntary work which his parents
arranged for him and likes going to the local
sports centre but can sometimes find this
difficult because of his social anxiety and
wishes more could be done to make it
‘autism friendly’.
Carl is in Year 9 and been excluded from a
number of local mainstream primary
schools. Carl has been diagnosed with
conduct disorder and previously witnessed
high levels of domestic violence.
Carl’s behaviour towards his peers and
attitude to school have recently
deteriorated, which has left him feeling
alienated from his peers and school staff.
Staff are extremely worried about Carl and
his behaviour, which they believe is a direct
result of associating with a group of older
boys in the community, who they think are
grooming him to sell drugs. The school are
currently working with outside agencies to
find him additional support.
Aiden is in Year 11 and lives with short-term
foster carers. Aiden lives on the outskirts of
town with limited access to public transport,
which makes meeting up with friends
difficult. Aiden believes his foster carers are
over-protective, which he thinks is further
limiting his opportunities to meet up with
friends.
Although Aiden says he’s not worried about
his transition to college, it will coincide with
new foster-care arrangements and moving
to a new town, where he has few social
connections. Aiden also mentions the
possibility of living back with a member of
his extended birth family in London but is
unsure if this will happen or how this might
work out.
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‘I’ve been pushed over
and been called ‘special
kid, special kids’

‘I got singled out and
called an idiot and it
still goes on’

‘I want a place where
we can make new
friends and have loads
of fun’

5.8 As a consequence of displaying difficult and challenging behaviour
at their previous school, a number of young people felt this had
led to them being negatively labelled and ostracised by their peers in
the wider community.

‘No matter what I do even though I try being helpful
no-one seems to like me even when I try my hardest.
Some people say ‘that kid doesn’t look right’ and ‘I
don’t wanna be friends with him’. Most people know
we come here [name of school] ‘cause they see us
being picked up in taxis and they’re laughing and
pointing at you’
5.9 A small number of young people outlined specific incidents of
verbal and physical bullying in their community, because of being seen
as different. For example, young people were frequently seen being
taxied to and from school by their peers and so singled them out as
being different.

‘We’ve got a reputation because we come here,
everyone hates me and [name of child]. We went to a
youth club once and that was the last time I went
because people spread rumours about me from my
previous school’
5.10 A number of young people talked about the stigma of attending
a special school and used the term ‘special’ pejoratively. For many,
going to a special school was associated with being seen as different
and negatively judged by their peers.
5.11 Many outlined in detail and with great insight the importance of
their friends and friendship groups, but the difficulties of maintaining
these, both in and outside of the school. Moreover, young people
recognised the important role the school played as the school was one
of the only few meeting places for young people to be with friends.
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‘I really just can’t find
any friends in the area
(Peacehaven)...no one
really likes me’

‘Being with my friends
at primary school would
have made things
better’

‘I want somewhere we
can make more friends’

‘I feel safe at school
because teachers react
quickly when things
happen’

5.12 Young people recognised how their behaviour at school could
often lead to relational conflict with their peers but were extremely
positive about how quickly and effectively staff responded to peer-onpeer conflict and bullying incidents when they did occur.
5.13 Young people talked openly and with sadness about a lack of
friends they had in the community, feelings of social isolation,
loneliness and lacking a sense of belonging.

‘I would write a letter to all the kids in my area and
say if you are feeling lonely come to this youth club’
5.14 Young people spoke of a lack of opportunities outside of school
to make new friends and a reluctance to use local youth clubs. Some
had attended their local youth club but had found them unwelcoming,
particularly for young people with Autism Spectrum Conditions (ASC).

‘I’d rather go to the sports centre then the youth
centre, cause when I’m there [sports centre] I feel
more individuality. At the Joff [youth centre] I just
don’t feel like I belong’
5.15 It was evident for those young people who attended a ‘special
school’, even where this was situated within their community, young
people clearly lacked social connections with their wider peer group
and with youth services in their communities.
5.16 School staff later expressed concern about the vulnerability of
one young man who they felt was being ‘groomed’ by a local youth
gang and subsequent negative changes in his behaviour, both in terms
of his attitudes towards school and his behaviour towards peers. For
vulnerable young people who feel a lack social connection and
belonging in their community, belonging to gang may well fill this
unmet need.
5.17 Although few conversations took place directly with young
people around their mental health, when asked about what support or
services they’d like to see more of in their communities, a number

11

‘We need more people
to talk about our
mental health outside
of school’

‘I don’t know what I’m
going to be doing cause
I’m gonna be moving’

spoke of the need for more community-based mental health support,
both for themselves and young people generally. Young people were
not aware of the recently opened iRock drop-in centre in Newhaven
where young people could go to talk about wellbeing and mental
health issues.

‘I would make a place for young people with mental
health, so they could get together and talk about
stuff’
‘If people could maybe do things that can help young
people feel calmer in school’

‘I’ve just moved to
Hastings and I don’t
know many people
there, but hopefully
when I get to college
things will change’

‘The thing that worries
me is trying to get used
to new things and
dealing with change’

‘If people had money to spend, I would ask them to
spend it on more people to talk to about your
feelings and health and what goes on at home’
5.18 Discussions with young people in Year 11 focused
predominantly around their friendships, independent travel, feelings
of isolation, a lack of appropriate ‘autism friendly’ community spaces
and preparations for moving to college.
5.19 As with those in Year 7 & 8, young people in Year 11 spoke
openly about the limited opportunities to make friends and
appropriate community spaces to meet up with existing friends. One
young man had recently moved from Peacehaven to Hastings and was
finding it extremely difficult to make new friends but hoped this would
change once they started college in September 2020.
5.20 One young person mentioned the rural nature of where they
lived and lack of available public transport to meet up with friends,
made even more difficult by over-protective foster-carers. This then
led to further conversation about their very limited experience of
travelling independently on public transport which was then discussed
at some length in relation to travelling independently to and from
college.
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‘I know moving to
college is gonna be hard
because of the size of
the place’

5.21 The young person in foster care did appear unsure and anxious
about his transition to college, even though he’d recently visited the
college he was due to attend college in September 2020. On further
discussion his anxiety appeared to be as a result of the uncertainty of
moving foster placement around the same time as starting college,
highlighting the additional vulnerabilities of those with cared
experience.

‘Classes are going to be
bigger so that’s going to
take time to get use to’

5.22 One young man with ASC spoke at length about the lack of
‘autism friendly’ spaces to socialise or meet up with friends in their
community. Like those in Year 7 and 8, they had tried attending the
local youth centre but felt this wasn’t a particularly welcoming setting
or appropriate to their specific ASC needs.

‘What would help is like
some kind of support
for a week or two so
you know how to get
there and when to get
there’

5.23 All the young people in Year 11 recognised the high staff-topupil ratio and level of support they received at their current school
and how this would change significantly when they attended college.
Moving from a relatively small, well supported school environment to
a large college campus was discussed at length, together with how to
manage being around large groups of young people, young people of
the opposite sex and knowing who to turn to for support in college
should things go wrong.
5.24 When asked what support they might need with their transition
to college all spoke of the benefits of having some type of peermentoring (support) programme at college. One young person with
ASC spoke of the importance of having a mentor with similar life
experiences to them who could also act as a positive role model.

‘I think it’s going to be different there [college]
because there’s more people there. Initially I might
be worried but I’d get used to it’
‘I think someone like me with Autism, who’s done
well at college, who could help me settle in at college
would be helpful’
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5.25 Having an orientation week at the college prior to term starting
was seen as useful, but young people recognised that there might be a
reluctance to attend these if they took place in the summer holidays.
6. Key recommendations

6.1
Primary schools to examine existing strategies for teaching
young people outside of the classroom environment, the use of
internal exclusions and their negative impact on the emotional
wellbeing of young people

‘If I had a magic wand I
would make more
things to do outside of
school like an art club’

6.2
Explore ways to reduce the stigma surrounding young people
who attend special schools

‘We want more youth
clubs that could be out
of van and move
around’
‘I would like to make an
education club like
school, but more fun’
‘I would help young
people get a better
education in youth
clubs so like learning
about social skills and
stuff’

6.3
Ensure the views and experiences of marginalised young
people help shape local youth services
6.4
Help young people form strong and meaningful friendships to
feel more connected in their communities by accessing youth services
better suited to their needs whilst placing an emphasis on social skills
training
6.5
Local sports centres to provide ‘autism friendly’ spaces as a way
to increase young people’s social connections and sense of belonging
in their community
6.6
Mobile youth services that aren't just club-based with special
holiday activities and youth drop-in safe space for those with
additional support needs
6.7
Mental health services to offer more outreach work with local
schools to inform young people about the type of services on offer in
their communities
6.8
Explore a ‘mentor to college’ programme that partner
vulnerable young people with a suitable peer mentor prior to starting
college
6.9
Offer an intensive induction/orientation programmes for
vulnerable young people before, and beyond, the first term of college
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