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VRAC: Youth and Parent 
Consultations in the Havens & Hailsham 
 

SCDA Youth Team conducted parent and youth consultations across the Havens and 

Hailsham in November - December 2019. This was conducted with an asset-based approach, 

focussing on providing the groups with the opportunity to set their own agenda within the 

frame of the issue that we were seeking their views on. 

Throughout this report, light will be shed on some of the discussed solutions to encourage 

engagement, access and sense of belonging within education. There are visual 

representations of what some of the suggested barriers to education are from the 

perspective of young people and parents across the two geographies. However, the majority 

of this report will focus on their suggestions for the ways in which engagement could be 

encouraged, and thus, what could be considered in the pilot of this extended learning 

project. 

Geographical and Educational Context 

Hailsham 
Hailsham Community College (HCC) is the local mainstream educational setting for secondary aged 

children. Within this setting, they have identified that practical experience of work is a key element of 

engaging local young people. They have a programme known as ‘Aspire’, which works with young 

people that are vulnerable to disengaging from education. For some, this provision means providing 

year 10 and 11 students with part time placements each week. For example, 4 days at HCC and 1 day 

on placement at a college or in an industry to learn a skill/trade. The overall aim of the careers 

programme at HCC is to raise aspirations and promote a focus on the next steps after education. This 

provides young people with a goal to work towards over their academic career in Hailsham. 

East Sussex in Figures and the results shown by Hailsham Community College demonstrates that in 

2018, 55% of their students left with a pass grade or above (4+) in English and Maths. At the end of 

2017, 96% of their students continued to stay in education or entered employment, with 42.5% 

achieving an attainment 8 score (meaning that they achieved in up to 8 qualifications, including 

English, Maths, 3 English Baccalaureate and 3 additional subjects) 1. 

An interesting element of the context of Hailsham is the high percentage of Gypsy, Roma and 

Traveller (GRT) families, which adds another dimension to the challenges of sense of belonging, 

access and engagement in education. Historically, Hailsham Community College’s experience has 

proven that it can be a difficult task to keep these children engaged in education passed a certain age. 
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This is particularly interesting when considering that reports have shown how GRT children face some 

of the worst outcomes of any ethnic group across multiple areas of society, including hate crime; 

employment; health; and of course, education. Statistically, GRT children demonstrate poor 

attendance, elective home education and are less likely to be registered in education2. 

 

Newhaven 
Newhaven Town Council provides a summary profile of Newhaven as a living document, most 

recently updated in 2018. In this document, the key aspects of Newhaven are identified, which are 

the strong sense of community, maritime and fishing industry history3. There is a population of just 

under 13,000, with many of which having to seek employment and opportunity outside of the town 

due to an existing need to regenerate Newhaven. Key challenges for Newhaven continue to be 

generational cycles of deprivation, low educational attainment, low wages and poverty of aspiration 

continue to be reflected in evidence of need: ‘Behind every statistic is a child living a life in poverty, 

with all the negative consequences that can have for their health and their future life choices’ 4.  

East Sussex in figures shows us that attainment in education within the local area has historically been 

below the District average. In 2012, the pass rate in Seahaven Academy was at 37.9%, around 20% 

lower than the average for Lewes District. This has since seen a dramatic increase to 51% in 2017 and 

then 54% in 2018. By the end of 2017, 93% of year 11’s continued their education or went onto enter 

employment after finishing at Seahaven Academy, and 37.3% achieved an attainment 8 score1. 

Seahaven Academy provides a focus on students aiming high academically, but also in becoming a 

respectful and compassionate community member. This demonstrates a key focus on the sense of 

community within the local area. There is a big focus on pastoral care within Seahaven Academy, 

which is also evidenced through their historic and continued relationship with SCDA’s Youth Team, as 

well as other partners, in order to provide a holistic approach to care and education. 
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Young People’s Responses 

Belonging 
In Newhaven, young people aged 13-16 years old 

participated in the group. They began with defining 

the concept of belonging because this was a 

natural starting point and something they felt most 

comfortable with. Belonging was broken down into 

areas of community. On the flipchart paper there is 

mention of:  

 Religious communities, 

 school community 

 LGBTQU+ communities 

 being in a family 

 friend groups 

It was interesting that the young people discussed the idea of a school community as a place 

in which belonging can be found. Particularly when considering the diversity of school 

experience among the group. Three participants attend the local Newhaven secondary, two 

attend a neighbouring town secondary school, despite living in Newhaven, and two currently 

receive home education. The discussion around school community started with the concept 

of uniform, which was argued to be both a positive and a negative factor for individuals in 

education. Uniform was brought up by all young people across the geographies, and the 

consensus was that it provides a sense of equality, but could also make some people feel 

negatively about their identity. In Newhaven, the discussion was focussed on body image and 

gender identity, which could be impacted by a uniform and in turn prevent a young person 

from wanting to attend or actively engage in their education. 

 

https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/
https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/360/360.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/


 

1 Department of Education (2019). School Performance Tables. Available at: https://www.compare-
school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/  
 

2 House of Commons, Women and Equalities Committee. (2019). Tackling Inequalities faced by 
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Communities. Seventh Report of Session 2017 – 2019. Available at: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/360/360.pdf  
 

3 Newhaven Town Council (June, 2018). A Profile of Newhaven. 
 

4 Children’s Commissioner for England (March 2017). Anne Longfield comments on new child poverty 
figures released by the Office for National Statistics. Available at: 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-
poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/  

In Hailsham, young people aged 14-16 years old participated in the group. The young people 

were part of the Aspire unit at the secondary school; meaning they had been identified as 

vulnerable to disengaging from education.  

The definitions of belonging that Hailsham young people came up with were as follows: 

 home and school community 

 friends 

 class sets 

 clothing 

 where you are from 

 technology – online 

community 

 hobby groups 

 

For both Newhaven and Hailsham 

young people, the youth workers had 

to prompt the idea of belonging by 

asking the questions, what makes you 

feel a part of something, or accepted? 

These started both groups of young people discussing their different groups in and out of 

school, as well as what factors made them feel this way. For example, the groups or 

communities they belong to include: religious, LGBTQU, hobbies, technology and friends, 

whereas the factors that create a sense of belonging include: identity, clothing, access to 

technology. 

 

Engaging Young People in Education 
We provided an exercise that allowed young people 

to write down all the things they felt could engage 

or disengage a young person from education, and 

then they ordered them in importance.  

The diagram below demonstrates the key elements 

that both Hailsham and Newhaven young people felt 

would engage young people in their education. 
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Physical Activity and Being Outdoors 
From the perspective of thematic analysis, the number one thing mentioned was the need 

for increased use of alternative approaches to education. The use of physical activity and 

practical based learning was something that was mentioned 14 times by the 8 young people 

in Hailsham. One young person explained it as something that ‘helps mindfulness’ and he 

believes this would increase concentration levels.  

Discipline and Sanctions 
10 mentions of discipline and discussed that the use of detentions and isolation were not an 

appropriate deterrent, and could also be seen as a waste of time. Hailsham participant’s 

What do you 
feel would make 

young people 
engage with 
education

Different 
teaching styles 

and approaches 
to learning

Youth Voice

Alternatives to 
discipline 
methods

Safety and 
Security

Respect and fair 
treatment

Tailored 
learning -
student 
focused; 
practical; 
creative

Life skills 
learning

More physical 
activity

Smaller classes
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alternative suggestion was to engage young people in community service tasks around the 

school, such as litter picking, to make it a productive use of time. In Newhaven, the discussion 

around discipline was focused on the understanding of what they are being disciplined for 

and perhaps how this could be reframed.  

Furthermore, in the Newhaven discussion, it became clear that some participants felt they 

were being disciplined when they did not achieve their expected grade. Two participants told 

youth workers that when they do not achieve their expected grade, they receive an hour 

detention to retake the test. However, they felt that instead they could receive an hour of 

support in understanding how they could achieve their grade. 

Overall, discussion about sanctions and discipline comes back to the idea of communication 

between teacher and student to enable understanding. Also, the need for effective and 

productive sanctions. Discipline and behaviour management was also discussed by parents, 

particularly in relation to managing young people that are disruptive or distract others. 

Perhaps the focus needs to be on how we can create a learning environment that can engage 

the students who are being disruptive, in order to limit their disruption. 

Respect 
From both Hailsham and Newhaven, there was a total of 15 mentions of mutual respect and 

how Teachers treat young people who are likely to disengage from education. In Hailsham, 

this was told very much from a personal perspective for the young people in the room. They 

felt that there needed to be a stronger relationship built between teacher and student in 

order for respect to grow between them. 

Youth Voice 
In Newhaven, we also had informal conversations with young people who are accessing an 

alternative education programme due to their circumstances that have led to exclusion from 

mainstream school. Their insight was largely about the fact that things are done to young 

people without explanation or consultation. This was also brought to light by Hailsham young 

people, who expressed right at the end of our consultation session that they would like to 

have more time and space for sessions like this. It was clear at the beginning of the 

consultation, all of the young people (in both geographies) were confused and distrusting of 

the concept of being asked for their thoughts and feelings. After a time of rapport building 

throughout the session, they opened up and finished the session by highlighting the fact that 

they do not get asked about the things that affect them.  
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Smaller Class Groups 
Smaller class sizes was discussed in relation to limiting the amount of disruption, peer 

pressure and increase support for individual young people. This was mentioned as a solution 

to engagement by all consultation groups – both young people and parents. 

Individual Learning Styles and Relevance of Academic Learning 
Both Hailsham and Newhaven young people discussed that mainstream education is a one-

size-fits-all approach. Therefore, in order to engage young people, consideration needs to be 

made for individual abilities and interests. This speaks to the emphasis on physical education 

for some, in order to promote healthy body and mind for maximum concentration. However, 

for others, the idea of increased physical activity and time outdoors may make them 

disengage from education. For example, some Newhaven participants would not engage in 

physical activity as an alternative approach. Therefore, it is important to understand what 

engages the individual. In Hailsham, prominence was placed on alternative teaching 

strategies, such as learning through a game or holding a class outside.  

Furthermore, in both Newhaven and Hailsham, young people emphasised the fact that they 

need to understand how relevant the content they are being taught is to their lives in the 

present and in the future. For many young people, traditional academia does not seem 

relevant to their aspirations. 

Parents 
Similarly to the discussion that came from the theme of respect, both Newhaven and 

Hailsham groups mentioned that there needed to be an encouraging, involved and holistic 

approach to education that included a relationship between parents and the educators. 

Interestingly, this was also mentioned by the Hailsham parent’s in the survey. For Hailsham 

parents, the discussion was about the need for elements of education to be threaded 

throughout both school and home, including discipline, encouragement and care. 

Safety and Security 
In Hailsham, one participant was particularly focussed on the sense of safety and level of security 

around the venue of education. He was concentrated on the fear of school shootings and fear of 

trespassers who are not meant to be on the school grounds. Interestingly, another participant felt 

that increased security would make her feel like she was being held at school, rather than viewing it 

as a safety feature. This was not a common theme from the consultations, but it was interesting to 

note the two different perspectives, and how strongly they were felt by each individual.  
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Solution Tree 
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In the solution tree, young people labelled some of the barriers to engagement as: 

1. not feeling listened to 

2. overcrowded classrooms 

3. early start times/long school days 

4. limited travel time, which has disciplinary consequences 

The solutions suggested are as follows: 

1. More space for youth voice to be heard – including consultations similar to this. 

2. Smaller class groups with increased support staff 

3. More physical activity and longer breaks to increase motivation 

4. Introduce longer travel time between classes, but more importantly to rethink sanctions 

given. The young people in Hailsham were discussing the idea of using community service 

type activities as sanctions instead of sitting in isolation. 

Resources for these solutions: 

1. Time and space for staff to facilitate youth voice activities 

2. More teaching staff and support staff, which in turn would mean increase in funding, training 

and capacity. 

3. Rethinking how subjects could be taught – would it always have to be in a class, sitting in 

rows, or could it be done through a game or activity? 

Parent/Carer Responses 
Unfortunately, we could not successfully engage Newhaven parents, who did not attend three 

separate events. However, this is a significant and valuable experience to inform the project beyond 

these consultations. It is clear that engaging parents can be a tricky task, especially if they have other 

things to be worrying about, including daily stress, financial strain and their family’s health and 

wellbeing. It is also possible that so close to Christmas is not the best time to encourage engagement.  

We also struggled to engage Hailsham parents in an asset-based consultation event. There was zero 

response to a community centre based event, and even parents that had agreed to come along to the 

school setting still did not attend. Based on the advice of Hailsham Community College (HCC), who 

have experience with trying to engage parents, we produced a qualitative survey that HCC helped 

facilitate and distribute to parents. As a result, we received 88 responses by mid-December (see 

Appendix 1.). We also distributed this online to the Newhaven community in our usual methods of 

communication, including social media and through our youth club setting, yet Newhaven still did not 

engage at this time. 

The 88 responses from Hailsham were incredibly honest and valuable. However, for the purpose of 

this report, I have categorised the main themes that had been mentioned time and time again 

throughout the open ended questions. 
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Respect 
81% of responses from parents/carers believed that mutual respect among the educational 

community (teaching staff, young people, parents, etc.) was the number one factor that 

would enable a young person to feel like they belong in education. Once again, this is a factor 

relating to the relationship between parent, teacher, peers and young person. 
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Friendship and Bullying 
This was closely followed by friendship at 66% as a factor to making their child feel like they 

belong, are included and want to engage in their education. Throughout the rest of the 

qualitative questions, Friendship was mentioned 14 times and bullying 26 times as factors 

that could either positively or negatively impact young people’s engagement with education. 

It is clear that for both young people and parents, peers are a significant influence when it 

comes to engaging with education. Friendship can encourage attendance and self-

confidence, or a lack of friendship and experience bullying can push a young person to feel 

like they cannot access their education, due to the impact their peers have on their social, 

emotional and mental wellbeing. 

Equally, friendship could be seen as a negative influence due to peer pressure. This was 

mentioned a number of times by parents, as well as Newhaven young people, in relation to 

the pressure to fit in and not stand out by achieving academically. There appears to be a 

sense that those that are seen to actively engage in, and even enjoy traditionally academic 

subjects, are isolated or teased by their peers. This was highlighted particularly by parent’s 

responses who stated that in order to fit in, they feel that their child has to limit their 

engagement with education, or fear risking friendships and their sense of belonging. 

The idea of friendship and belonging as deciding factors for engagement in education are so 

interlinked, and were discussed further within the themes of self-expression and sense of 

community. 

Freedom to Express Self & Sense of Community 
Freedom to express self and sense of community were mentioned by half of the respondents 

as key factors that would encourage a sense of belonging within education, and in turn 

encourage engagement. It could be easy to see how each of these factors are interlinked – an 

overall feeling of community and freedom to express is likely to stem from feelings of respect 

from all and inclusion from peer relationships. 

Youth Voice 
Over 60% of responses stated that increased time and space for young people’s voices to be 

heard and smaller classes would increase engagement with education. Throughout the open-

ended questions of the survey, parents expressed the need for educational settings to listen 

to young people, especially in relation to their individual abilities and personalities. Parents 

also felt that teachers treated students differently, and in turn, listen to some voices more 

than other. If a young person is deemed to be a ‘troublemaker’ then they are less likely to be 
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listened to. This creates an issue if we are trying to create an environment in which the 

‘troublemaker’ is encourage and enabled to engage in their learning.  

Support 
Support was mentioned by parents at least 39 times. It is clearly an important factor in 

relation to enabling a young person to engage with their education. One of the main ways 

support was described was through the need for increased 1:1 time for young people. This is 

not likely feasible for every student, but potentially providing extra learning time for those 

that need and want access to 1:1 could provide a solution to this. Support was also discussed 

beyond the realms of academia, but also in terms of social, emotional and mental wellbeing. 

Social, Emotional and Mental Health Awareness and Support 
76% of parents responded that a lack of confidence is a significant barrier to engaging in 

education. Throughout the qualitative responses, there was 17 separate mentions of the 

importance of confidence, which should be instilled in young people through a recognition of 

their individual abilities and aspirations. This closely links to the idea that the relationship 

between home and school needs to be strengthened and maintained in order for a holistic 

approach to supporting a young person’s confidence and mental health to be implemented.  

Specific mentions of understanding of Autism, ADHD and mental health needs were given 

significant weight in the responses from parents. One response demonstrated this well in 

expressing that ‘troublemakers’ may be being punished when what they really need is more 

understanding and support for the reasoning as to why they are acting this way. 

Discipline vs. Motivation: Praise, Reward and Positive Affirmation 
Not being noticed in either success or struggle. – Hailsham parent response. 

Behaviour management was a major factor for the parents. Many of them feel that there needs to be 

a clearer strategy to disciplining negative or disruptive behaviour in order to create a more engaging 

learning environment. This also reiterates the point about understanding this behaviour and whether 

sanctions are the best form of behaviour management. 

On the opposite end of the scale to discipline and sanction, there was a great emphasis from parents 

for the need for better methods of encouragement and motivation. Many of the responses 

mentioned the need for awards, rewards and praise to be given to young people when they are 

engaged, as well as when they are achieving results. It is clear that there is a feeling of need for 

balance between sanctions and reward as an approach to behaviour management. 

Tailored and Relevant Learning 
Tailored learning refers to a range of responses from the foundation of understanding that 

every young person is individual and so are their needs, right through to the use of life skill 

related education and practical learning.  
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Solutions to encourage Engagement 

 

 

What are the 
solutions to the 

barriers to 
engagement

SEND 
awareness

Providing safe 
spaces and 

suport groups

Increased 
support staff

Social 
Emotional & 

Mental Health 
awareness

Rewards for 
effort

Mediation 
between 

teacher and 
student

Mentor 
programmes

Social 
Pedagogy: self 

confidence 
first, learning 

later.

Respecting all 
personalities 
and abilities

Access to 1:1 
time with 
teachers

Smaller classes
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Resources Needed for the Solutions 

Summary and Conclusion 
Overall, it is clear that the consensus when it comes to education is that there is simply just not 

enough resource to cater to each individual young person. Of course, we were unable to compare 

responses from Newhaven parents/carers with the Hailsham responses due to the fact that 

Newhaven parents did not voluntarily engage with face to face consultation events or with the online 

survey. However, the three consultations: Hailsham parents, Hailsham young people, and Newhaven 

young people, all revealed very similar responses that can fall into one of three broad categories: 

Resources 
to enable 

the 
solutions

More funding 
in education

Less focus on 
testing and 

results

An active PTA
Increased 
staffing

Increased 
pastoral and 
support staff 
for informal 

chats
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     Relationships       Wellbeing   

Approaches to Learning/Teaching 
 

Relationships 
There was a clear message from all three groups of participants that there is a continued strain, or 

even a lack of relationship between the three key players in a young person’s education – young 

person, teacher, and parent. Summary of the relationship suggestions include: 

1. Mutual respect within the triangular relationship between home, school and young person. 

 

2. Developing a PTA that enables this relationship – perhaps one with a strong youth voice. 

 

Teacher  Parent 

Young Person 

Young 
Person's 

Wellbeing

Individual 
Support

Relationship 
and trust 
building

Confidence 
building

Youth 
Voice

https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/
https://www.compare-school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/360/360.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/


 

1 Department of Education (2019). School Performance Tables. Available at: https://www.compare-
school-performance.service.gov.uk/school/  
 

2 House of Commons, Women and Equalities Committee. (2019). Tackling Inequalities faced by 
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Communities. Seventh Report of Session 2017 – 2019. Available at: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmwomeq/360/360.pdf  
 

3 Newhaven Town Council (June, 2018). A Profile of Newhaven. 
 

4 Children’s Commissioner for England (March 2017). Anne Longfield comments on new child poverty 
figures released by the Office for National Statistics. Available at: 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2017/03/16/anne-longfield-comments-on-new-child-
poverty-figures-released-by-the-office-for-national-statistics/  

 

3. Promoting the same messages at home and in school/educational setting. 

 

4. Promoting an environment that encourages diversity and acceptance among peers, staff and 

the wider community. 

 

5. Facilitating more space and time for youth voice and citizenship. This could mean more 

regular consultations with small groups. 

Wellbeing 
For the parents, there was a strong focus on the pastoral element of education, including an 

increased awareness and ability to support mental health and additional needs, whereas the young 

people were focussed much more on the practicalities of learning and schooling. However, in 

Newhaven, there was also a focus on the impact that negative experiences in education can impact 

mental health and wellbeing, and as a result can disengage a young person from education. Summary 

of the wellbeing suggestions include: 

1. Greater understanding of mental health, Autism, ADHD and SEN. Providing staff that can add 

additional dimensions to existing approaches to educating and supporting young people in 

their learning environment (i.e. pastoral staff, counsellors, art therapists, etc.) 

 

2. Promoting an approach to education that starts with self-belief, confidence, identity, which 

then encourages an environment for learning and development. Potentially working with a 

Social Pedagogic approach, which is holistic in its nature. 

 

3. Smaller group learning environments for those that are vulnerable to disengage. 

Approaches to Learning/Teaching 
All three groups discussed the need for more diverse approaches to teaching, including relevant 

learning for life and tailored methods to teaching (for example, turning a lesson into an active game 

or sport). Summary of the approaches to learning and teaching suggestions include: 

1. A balance between behaviour management (the parents wanting more discipline, and the 

young people wanting alternatives forms of discipline) and reward/recognition.  

 

2. Relevant learning that encourages life skills and application to their life beyond school. 

 

3. An understanding for different abilities and the different ways in which young people engage. 

For some, this may mean increased need for physical activity. 

 

4. Smaller class sizes and increased supporting staff to optimise ability to stay engaged. 
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In summary, it is clear that a lot of the solutions and resources that are suggested in this report are 

not simple fixes and speak to an air of change for the entire education system, which is not possible in 

the realms of this project. However, it provides opportunity to pilot these solutions to disengagement 

within the capacity of the project, which may shed light on changes that could be presented to Local 

Councils. There is an overall feeling from the responses that perspectives need to change. 

Perspectives towards education and towards youth citizenship. More emphasis on a bottom up 

approach to education, with youth voice as a central component, but also to reframe education as the 

great opportunity that it is. One response stated that ‘a decreased sense of gratitude for the privilege 

in receive an education’ is a contributing factor as to why young people disengage from education. 

This speaks to the overarching sense that education is a privilege, but in order for young people to 

feel like they deserve and can access this privilege, educational programmes need to be adapted to 

overcome barriers faced by young people. 

 

Report Written by Shannon Payne – Youth Community Development Lead, SCDA on the 18th 

December 2019. 
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Appendix 1. – Examples of Parent Responses 
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