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Education is vital for a chance in life
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Is too much importance placed on excluding unruly pupils from school?
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A GOOD education is important for all children and particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. There have been many articles in the press calling for schools to be given more powers to exclude disruptive pupils on a permanent basis and for "behaviour units" to deal with these pupils. 

Whilst we understand the challenges schools are facing, our experience of working in partnership with teachers confirms they often see "exclusion" as a last resort. They tell us they want to maintain children in mainstream education, but need the right support and resources. 

And they say local education authorities should have resources to provide training and support to schools, particularly in a child's early years and believe a multi-disciplinary approach is critical for children who are having difficulties at school. 

Barnardo's believes this is a good investment which delivers excellent value for money. The social and financial costs of excluding pupils are extremely high. Studies suggest excluded pupils are more likely to offend, start drinking and take drugs. 

The impact on families and society is self-evident. 

And we have evidence that the right support in a mainstream school can make a difference. Our Blackford Brae Community Support Team works in eight primary schools in two of the city's most deprived areas. It aims to reduce school exclusions by working with the child, their families, teachers and key professionals like social workers and health workers. 

Last year, it helped 85 per cent of those children to stay in mainstream education - and at £5500 per year, it's one-fifth of the cost of putting that child in a special day school, and one-fifteenth of the price of a residential school slot. 

One of our success stories is "John", who was nine when we met him and who was always fighting and bullying other children. He had been temporarily excluded on a few occasions and risked being permanently excluded when he was referred to us. 

However, John's highly disruptive behaviour was a symptom of his troubled home life, which involved domestic abuse. Both his parents had alcohol problems. 

One of the workers spent time with John in school, helping him to explore his feelings, manage his anger and develop friendships. The project also worked with John's parents and helped them to establish routines and deal with their alcohol issues. 

Within a year, John's behaviour had greatly improved. He completed his schooling before taking up an apprenticeship. John's parents' self-esteem improved and safe family relationships were reformed and maintained. 

Our experience shows that with the right support, inclusion also benefits non-disruptive pupils as they can work without distraction and still have their friends in class with them. The teachers we work with emphasise the universal learning for the whole class by improving listening skills and are better able to solve problems together constructively. 

Sadly, John's history is similar for many other children in our most deprived communities across Scotland. Many of them have difficulty engaging positively in school life because of issues like family breakdowns, bereavement, poverty and parental substance misuse. They need support to stay in schools. 

For example, 41 per cent of the children referred to the Community Support Team in the past year were affected by alcohol or drug misuse. Many more were affected by family break-up or loss. 

In these circumstances, schools need support in managing and changing the child's behaviour and the families need support in providing a safe, secure and nurturing environment. 

While we recognise it is not always possible or desirable for every child to remain in mainstream education, we would agree with most head teachers we work with - that all other options are explored first before a child is excluded. 

Where the needs of the primary-aged child are better met in a different environment that feels safe and nurturing, we believe the target should be to eventually return most of these pupils to mainstream education. 

It should offer the full range of support and specialist services necessary to give all children - whatever their needs - access to a broad and balanced curriculum. 

Much has already been achieved through additional support measures but our work suggests more needs to be done and we would urge the Government to provide extra resources to schools to support vulnerable pupils. 

Barnardo's believe it is the right of every child to fulfil their potential, both educationally and socially. We believe high quality care and education, particularly during the primary years, has a significant positive impact on children's intellectual, social and behavioural development, and can be particularly beneficial for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

• Hugh Mackintosh is the director of Barnardo's Scotland
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