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Abstract 

Educational failure has significant and life-long consequences for the individual, 

their families and society (Longfield, 2019; Machin, Marie & Vujic, 2011; Gewirtz, 

2017). Those from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to be excluded from 

school and experience educational failure (Graham, et al., 2019). Young people living 

in poverty, and who have Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and experiences of 

trauma, are particularly vulnerable to poor educational outcomes. This exploratory 

study, using a holistic storytelling approach, interviewed five young people over one 

academic year to create individual participant stories that communicate the lived-

experiences and challenges that they experience. This study found that when their 

emergent needs (safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem) and their Basic 

Psychological Needs (autonomy, competence, relatedness) (Ryan & Deci, 1985) were 

not being met in the home, community and educational contexts it was more difficult 

for them to cope and engage with their education. The provision of protective factors 

in particular contexts appears to limit some of the negative impact and provides 

opportunities for greater needs satisfying experiences. This study concludes that 

trauma-informed educational practices and mentors provide protective factors that 

might be more effective in supporting vulnerable young people from difficult home, 

community and educational contexts. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 
 

“Transforming education is not easy  
but the price of failure is more than we can afford,  

while the benefits of success are more than we can imagine.” 
 - Robinson & Lee, 2011 (p.283) 

 

 

1.1. The problem of Educational Failure 

Longfield (2019) reported that nearly 100,000 young people left school in 2019 

without Level 2 attainment (up 4% from 2015) with over 28,000 of them qualifying for 

free school meals (FSM). “Children in receipt of free school meals are over twice as 

likely as non-FSM students to leave school age 19 without any substantive 

qualification, at 37% vs. 15%. This gap is rising” (Longfield, 2019, p.1). Educational 

failure impacts heavily upon the public purse, particularly Policing and Criminal Justice 

as they deal with issues of gangs and criminality, the National Health Service as they 

seek to support the impacts of poor health and well-being choices, and welfare 

departments who provide unemployment, disability and sickness, housing and other 

benefits (NICE, 2017). Not attaining the Government’s GCSE pass standard severely 

limits any options for further education, training or employment (Carcillo & Königs, 

2015) and often results in being categorised as Not in Education, Employment or 

Training (NEET) (Simmons & Thompson, 2011). The average cost of a young person 

who is NEET to the taxpayer is between £3,300- £7,200 per year in benefits 

(Centrepoint, 2016). The estimated total costs to the taxpayer resulting from those who 

are classified as NEET was estimated to be in the region of £77 billion per year (Coles, 

et al., 2010). Those who have failed in education are more often unemployed and find 

it difficult to find employment (Caspi et al., 1998; Felstead & Green, 2013). Cuts in 

funding to education (especially adult education) can make it hard for those classified 

as NEET to subsequently access further education and training opportunities (Lee & 

Wright, 2011). It is important to recognise the intergenerational aspects of educational 
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failure; parental education and aspiration directly influence the chances of educational 

success for a young person (Davis-Kean, 2005; Gutman & Akerman, 2008). If an adult 

fails in their own education it can make it very difficult for them to offer the necessary 

educational support and encouragement to their own children, either because they are 

not motivated to do so given their own bad experiences (Jafarov, 2015) or because 

they are not able to do so due to their low level of learning even when they would like 

to (Coleman, 2018). In this way, low educational achievement and aspiration can be 

passed on through generations (Gutman & Akerman, 2008) and cultures (LaRocque, 

et al., 2011).  

 
Figure 1 - The relationship between level of qualification and low pay (DfE, 2018) 

Returning to education at a later time in life is often not possible as adult 

responsibilities and cost make it prohibitive (Sacker & Schoon, 2007). Unemployment 

is more likely with fewer, or no, qualifications (Caspi et al., 1998; Felstead & Green, 

2013). Those who do manage to find employment often find it in lower-paid jobs with 

fewer opportunities for career progression and social mobility (Figure 1).  

Educational failure can also be strongly correlated with criminal activity 

(Machin, Marie & Vujic, 2011). Low paid jobs with no opportunities for progression can 

often create or maintain poverty (Van der Berg, 2008; Gewirtz, 2017). Increased 

poverty and financial stress can be linked to higher rates of criminal behaviour (Murali, 
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et al., 2004), with a high proportion of inmates in U.K. prisons having few qualifications 

(Hughes, 2016; Hopkins, 2012). “The total cost of crime attributable to people who had 

conduct problems in childhood is estimated to be about £60 billion a year in England 

and Wales” (Department of Health, 2011). The school-to-prison pipeline (Pane & 

Rocco, 2014) feeds Young Offenders’ Institutes with nearly half of prisoners stating 

that they had no qualifications (Ford, et al., 2019). The Ministry of Justice spends on 

average £85,000 per person, per year, on young offenders (Ministry of Justice, 2016). 

Those who have served time in youth offender establishments are more likely to 

reoffend and spend time in prison (Duncan-Smith, 2007). Recidivism costs the 

taxpayer a further £35,000 per year per person once they become an adult (Ministry 

of Justice, 2016).  

Poor health choices and poor quality of life can also be correlated with 

educational failure (OEDC, 2012). Those with few or no qualifications are more likely 

to engage in behaviours that can negatively impact health (e.g. smoking or drinking 

(Brunello et al., 2016)) and are more likely to suffer from a variety of illnesses (e.g.  

depression and diabetes) (Zone, 2016; Harrington, 2001; Gruber & Machamer, 2000; 

Cutler, 2010; Deschênes, et al., 2018). This can reduce the quality of life of the 

individual and those around them, and creates additional costs for the NHS (Davillas 

& Pudney, 2019).  

1.2. The Importance of this Research Project 

Social exclusion in communities has led to greater levels of social fragmentation 

with the burden of the financial cost of dealing with educational failure undermining 

social cohesion (Fronseca, Lukosch & Brazier, 2019). The problems of a widening 

divide between the rich and the poor is a consequence of market-based education 

(McGlynn, 2014). This divide could cause resentment between differing social groups 

and can be the cause of tension and antagonism in social relationships. As an 

intergenerational problem (Wiggan, 2012), educational failure inhibits social mobility 

and creates inequality of opportunities (Reay & Ball, 1997).  

The impact of educational failure upon society and the individual is 

unsustainable for both financial and humanitarian reasons. There has been a 
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significant amount of research into the nature of potential interventions to help address 

these challenges, however, the statistics regarding educational failure appear to be 

worsening (Longfield, 2019). This introduction has highlighted that there is a clear 

need to reduce educational failure and the devastating life-long and intergenerational 

consequences associated with it for the benefit of the individual and society in general. 

Previous research has highlighted several demographics that are more ‘at-risk’ of 

educational failure and has identified multiple societal and social drivers as reasons 

for educational failure (Ashraf, et al., 2021).  

This research project was developed to explore the social and psychological 

issues associated with educational failure among young people from disadvantaged 

families and communities. Young people at high-risk of educational failure, such as 

those in this research, come from very challenging and complex backgrounds which 

can result in them being generally disengaged and unreliable, and as such makes 

them ‘hard-to-reach’ in terms of research (along with other areas). The design of this 

study needed to address this particular problem and adapt its approach accordingly. 

The project would still require participants to attend multiple interviews over a number 

of months, but need to find an approach that would encourage them to engage. The 

study aimed to uncover a better understanding of their situations and to learn from the 

lived experiences of five young people from difficult home and community contexts 

who struggled to succeed within their respective educational settings, in order to build 

a deeper understanding of the needs of young people from challenging backgrounds 

who might be within the education system.  

1.3. Defining the Group 

Defining the group of young people that is being investigated in this thesis is 

important in order to understand the wider group from which the sample was taken. 

The group come from varying backgrounds and have different demographic data. For 

example, the group consists of multiple faiths, ethnicities and geographical locations 

that all influence their experiences. Such diversity can however make it more difficult 

to clearly define them as a group. For this research the population will be defined by 
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three main categories: involvement with the collaborative partner youth work charity, 

XLP; experience of educational failure; and, ACEs and experiences of trauma.   

The beneficiaries of XLP often come from a variety of complicated and difficult  

backgrounds. In order to categorise this group, the charity have identified several 

common characteristics. These include: being raised on deprived housing estates in 

London, especially where crime is prevalent (e.g. anti-social behaviours and drug 

related activities), poor home life (negatively impacted by poverty and/or broken 

homes), challenging behavioural characteristics (anti-social behaviours, low self-

esteem and/or poor attitudes), educational underachievement and disengagement 

(risk of exclusion or excluded from school), and making poor life choices (teenage 

pregnancy, gangs and criminal activity) (XLP, 2016). 

Educational failure is acknowledged as a complex and important issue within 

the education system. A variety of criteria and definitions have been offered to try to 

define and explore the causes and effects of educational failure including: 

1. Dropped Out (early school leaver) - a young person leaves school before sitting 

any examinations resulting in an incomplete education and no qualifications 

(Stuart, 2020). 

2. Excluded (from mainstream education) - a young person is excluded from their 

school and moved into Alternative Provision (AP) such as a Pupil Referral Unit 

(PRU). Although this still allows the young person the opportunity to continue 

with their education and take some examinations, the need to move them to AP 

could be understood as failure to engage well in a mainstream educational 

context which is a type of educational failure (Tarabini 2018).  

3. Failed Exams - a young person fails to meet the required educational standards 

set by government and schools. Regardless of individual academic ability 

government criteria for determining educational success at the age of 16 is 

attainment of five A*- C grades (or 4-9) including mathematics and English. 

Those who do not reach these expectations can also be considered to have 

failed in their education (Machin, McNally & Ruiz-Valenzuela, 2020).  
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4. Failed to Engage - a young person is either unable or unwilling to engage with 

their education and the education system. This creates a high likelihood of 

failure in their education. A number of factors have been recognised to cause 

such disengagement including: poor health and well-being, difficult and 

complex home lives, and trauma (Bae, 2020).  

For the purpose of this research, the definition of educational failure is deemed 

to include all of the above. Repeated experiences of these types of educational failure 

in a young person’s early academic career can have a long-term impact on their 

subsequent performance at school (Lessard, et al., 2008). It is important to have a 

comprehensive understanding of the issues surrounding educational failure, and 

appreciate fully the complexity of underlying contributing factors, else we risk 

constructing mitigations, with the best intentions, that can end up doing more harm  

than good to both the young people and society in general. 

The final category for defining this group of young people is their exposure to 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and experience of trauma within the home 

and community contexts. Feletti et al., (1998) explored the connection between 

exposure to dysfunctional home environments, abuse, and neglect during childhood, 

and their relationship with risk-taking behaviour, poor health outcomes and mortality 

in adulthood. The ACE Study found that the long-term health implications of ACEs 

were significant and cumulative, and the likelihood of positive health outcomes for 

those who experienced ACEs was significantly reduced. Subsequent research studies 

have investigated the impact of ACEs on a variety of outcomes including physical 

health (Vig, Pakuszek & Asmundson, 2020), mental health (Karatekin, 2018), and 

education (Houtepem, et al., 2018). 
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Figure 2 - Types of ACEs (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2013) 

The consensus in literature is that ACEs can be more specifically defined as 

difficult or traumatic events that happen during childhood (up to 18 years of age) which 

have life-long damaging consequences for the child (Carlson, et al., 2020). Figure 2 

shows the three categories of ACE and ten ACEs outlined by the Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation (2013): 

1. Abuse including physical, emotional or sexual abuse (Feletti et al., 1998; Dong, 

et al., 2004); 

2. Neglect including both physical and emotional neglect; and,  

3. Household Dysfunction including parental mental illness, parental 

incarceration, mother being treated violently, substance abuse and divorce (or 

parental separation).  

There is some discussion in the literature concerning what is considered to be 

an ACE. The categories defined above are based on adversity within the home 

environment, however, it has been suggested that there are other adverse 

experiences that are not considered ACEs that occur during childhood which are 
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related to the community (e.g. community violence) and experiences created by 

poverty (Finkelhor, et al., 2015). Finkelhor, et al., (2015) suggest four additional 

adverse experiences should be considered: low socio-economic status (SES), peer 

victimisation, peer rejection and exposure to community violence. Including these 

additional categories perhaps offers a more complete understanding of adversity 

during childhood, especially when considering the increased importance of friends and 

connections outside the home throughout adolescence (Paterson, Field & Pryor, 1994; 

Erdley, 2017) and the perceived threats from dysfunctional community groups. The 

young people in this group are also likely to have experienced multiple ACEs and other 

adverse experiences. More detail about these categories is provided below. 

The young people involved in this project were from complicated home and 

community contexts that often included poverty, trauma and difficulty engaging with 

their education. This hard-to-reach group were wary of, and reluctant to engage with, 

outsiders which made it difficult for them to engage with research. To address this 

issue, the need to build trust and a sense of collaboration with this vulnerable group 

was essential to the design of the project. The interviews with the young people were 

designed to increase experiences of autonomy, competence and relatedness as 

defined by Self-Determination Theory (SDT)(Ryan & Deci, 1985) so as  to help 

participants feel confident and comfortable, and encourage better motivation and 

engagement with the research. 

1.4. The Importance of Story 

The dominant paradigm in social science research is a positivist approach that 

uses quantitative research methods. Qualitative research has often been held to 

standards derived from a quantitative approach which has shaped the way in which 

qualitative research projects are perceived (Hamberg et al., 1994; McAleese & Kitty, 

2019). This perception has been reinforced in recent decades by academic, 

government and funding organisations who have shown a preference for quantitative 

studies as they provide large, generalisable and statistically focused results (Tracy, 

2010). Due to the demands of quantitative research approaches, qualitative research 
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has had to adapt to also deliver rigorous, valid and reliable research (Malterud, 

2001(a); Hammersley, 2016; Kalu & Bwalya, 2017).  

With the rise of post-modernism, increased value has been placed upon 

individual voice, personal experience and interpretation of phenomena (Fraser, 2004). 

Qualitative research amplifies voices and experiences that may never otherwise be 

heard (Trahar, 2013). Studies using qualitative methods in clinical and social settings, 

such as medicine and social work (Thyer, 2012), have demonstrated the value of 

qualitative research in gaining a deeper understanding of human experience within the 

context of that experience (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Qualitative methods can also be 

seen to be helpful when researching vulnerable and hard to reach groups (Palacios, 

et al., 2015). Qualitative methods yield deep, rich data and uncover emergent themes 

within specific contexts that may not be found using quantitative methods due to the 

nature of the design and structure of their investigation (Choy, 2014; Davidson, et al., 

2019).  

A narrative approach to qualitative research focusses on the importance of 

stories (Akinsanya & Bach, 2014). Storytelling has often been misconstrued as a 

collection of anecdotal works that can be perceived as less ‘scientific’ when compared 

with more widely used quantitative methods (Simon & Cassell, 2012; Howitt & Cramer, 

2010; Umanailo, et al., 2019). With regard to qualitative inquiry, Christensen (2012) 

asserts, “at its heart, research is storytelling” (p.232). The process of storytelling has 

a long-standing history for communicating experiences (Moen, 2006). Understanding 

narrative data provides a unique insight into phenomena; not only the event, but also 

how individuals experience, express and interpret events through their own unique 

histories and beliefs (Moen, 2006; Malterud, 2001(b); Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop, 

2004). A better understanding of an individual’s past experiences and beliefs may 

enable a better understanding of present and future thoughts and behaviours 

(McMahon & Watson, 2013). In research, having stories allows for parts of the story 

to be examined as well as how those parts interact with each other within the story as 

a whole. This allows us to see the significance of the components and the whole story 

(Turner & Meyer, 2000).  
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Three main types of narrative presentation and analysis have been identified: 

a fictional story that represents the themes from the narrative; the group story (also 

referred to as “the komatik lesson”); and, the biographical narrative (Kim, 2016). It is 

important to consider the nature and experience of the population when identifying 

potential methods and presentations of their data.  

The first type of presentation uses a novel-like structure to create a fictional 

story that emphasises the findings of the collected data. The benefits of this method 

of presentation include increased anonymity and a single narrative that emphasises 

significant findings. For this group however, there is a need to emphasise the individual 

experience of the respective young people. Although the young people involved all 

meet certain pre-defined criteria to warrant being included within the study, each 

person’s context and experience is sufficiently different that any blended fictional 

character would not do justice to the lived experiences and could potentially exclude 

or obscure important aspects of the original data.   

The second type of presentation, “the komatik lesson”, was used by 

Christensen (2012). In a similar way to the first type, this method uses a fictional 

character to represent the group in order to highlight the main themes. However, this 

type, instead of using a completely fictional story, uses quotes from the data linked 

together by narrative created by the researcher to better tell the story. This method is 

useful for highlighting the issues and experiences of the group and includes the direct 

voice of the participant, however, it is not necessarily the most representative of the 

individual voice as it still uses one single group narrative. Christensen (2012) used this 

approach with a group of homeless women who were represented by the character 

‘Clara’. Although the approach used by Christensen (2012) could provide insights for 

the vulnerable young women in the group described above, it is important to recognise 

that this method could minimise the individual voice and may not represent the context 

and experiences of the respective young people accurately. 

The third type was the biographical approach. Stories using this approach tend 

to be told in the voice of the researcher and not necessarily the participant, and the 

participants are also often referred to in the third person to tell the story. This method 
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keeps the individual stories separate and is truest to the lived experiences. However, 

for this group of young people the voice of the individual is an important part of the 

stories.  

These three types of presentation and methods have strengths and 

weaknesses that have been considered by this research project. The need to create 

a fair and accurate representation of the individual stories in their respective voices 

necessitates a fourth type of presentation adapted from the biographical approach but 

using first-person presentation and individual quotes with minimal linking. This 

emphasises the individual experiences and enables each young person to be heard 

in their story. These stories could then be used to develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of the complexity of their lived experience and for more holistic 

appreciation of the narrative. The presentation of the stories from the young people 

involved in this project will therefore use their own words, be re-storied into 

chronological order, and written in the first person. In a similar manner to Bochner 

(2012) and Ridgeway (2001), this approach to presenting narrative data has provided 

insights into the nuances of life, particularly in vulnerable groups.  

1.5. Research Questions 

The introduction has highlighted not only the financial costs and social problems 

of educational failure in the UK, it has also emphasised the prevalence of the issues. 

Educational failure has been shown to have an impact on wider society and the 

individual. The evidence provided in the introduction is primarily from large quantitative 

studies about the impacts of educational failure. However, the individual experiences 

of young people appear to be somewhat overlooked in the discussions found in many 

of the reports and research projects appear to have a quantitative focus. There is a 

need for more in-depth qualitative research in this area and for research that allows 

the voices and stories of young people who are at-risk of, or who have failed in their 

education, to be heard. This project is therefore going to explore three questions: 

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   
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2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences?
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction 

The literature review presents and examines the existing literature relevant for 

this research project. The complexity of this research necessitates a broad and 

detailed understanding of the many issues experienced by the target population. The 

literature review has been principally structured around the participants’ contexts: 

home, community and education. Within the home context the impact of poor home 

life, and ACEs and trauma are examined. With the community context different  types 

of poverty are reviewed along with the impact of government policy. And, within the 

education context, a review of the past and current educational systems and the 

neoliberal values that inform educational policy are reviewed along with the impact  

these have through the implementation of behaviour management systems and 

support for traumatised pupils. The theoretical framework (SDT) is introduced and its 

relevance to this research and reason for selection is explained. Finally the novel 

methods used in this project required a review of literature concerning story-telling 

within research. 

2.2. Home Context 

2.2.1. Poor Home Life 

Growing up in poverty has many known negative outcomes for young people 

(Pells, 2012). As previously mentioned, the impact of poverty is a known driver of 

educational disengagement and failure (Treanor, 2012). Financial and housing 

poverty can have a detrimental impact upon relationships and the home environment 

(Ahmed, 2005). The increase in parental stress and consequential poor health and 

well-being associated with those struggling financially can have a negative impact on 

the children in the household (Campbell, et al., 2016). Additionally for young people 

who move house frequently, Clair (2019) found that children who experience insecure 

housing can experience increased stress and impaired functioning that mirrors the 

emotions of their parents, and behavioural problems associated with the stress and 

distress of moving multiple times. Stress Theory suggests that parents who are 
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materially disadvantaged experience a greater level of stress than those who are not 

and that the stress caused by financial poverty can increase the likelihood of feelings 

of depression, irritability or anger (Eamon, 2002). This can result in overly stressed 

parents not engaging productively with their child and the child’s education, and 

exposure of the child to inconsistent or detrimental parenting styles (e.g. using 

authoritarian discipline in the home). That can have a negative impact on the child 

(Kaiser et al., 2017) by potentially limiting access to protective factors and potentially 

increasing the risk of educational failure and its life-long consequences. In addition, 

multiple housing moves can exacerbate other disadvantages that the child and their 

family may encounter and has been shown to decrease educational engagement and 

attainment (Clair, 2019). 

The quality of parental engagement with a child has been found to be a 

significant predictor of successful outcomes in adult life (Velez, 2019). As stated 

above, the environment in which a family lives can influence the effectiveness of 

parenting. Employment of authoritarian, permissive or neglectful parenting strategies 

has the potential to be detrimental to the experiences and outcomes of young people 

(Milevsky et al., 2007) and can potentially reduce protective factors provided within the 

home. Too much control or freedom can result in negative outcomes for well-being 

and education (Milvesky, et al., 2008; Glasgow, et al., 1997; Aunola, Stattin & Nurmi, 

2000). Authoritative parenting practices appear to be far more beneficial and offer far 

better outcomes for the child as they encourage child prosocial behaviour by using 

inductive discipline and parental warmth (Xiao, Spinrad & Carter, 2018). These 

practices include clear and fair boundaries that are understood by the child and 

enforced with a combination of reasoning (to make sure the child understands) and 

warmth (to make sure that the child feels secure).  

Parenting strategies can sometimes develop into severely dysfunctional or 

abusive parenting. High levels of inconsistency, unachievable expectations, highly-

critical parenting, sceptical parenting and coercive parenting strategies can have a 

lasting negative impact on the well-being and outcomes of a child (Skinner & Zimmer-

Gembeck, 2016; Laursen & Hafen, 2010). 
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High levels of inconsistency (i.e. the criteria by which behaviours are deemed 

acceptable are changed regularly and without warning) and the setting of 

unachievable goals that a child is likely to fail to achieve can be detrimental to child 

well-being (Boudrenghien, Frenay & Bourgeois, 2012). Sceptical parenting is 

potentially detrimental to well-being and educational engagement. Parents who 

repeatedly dismiss a child’s claims can reduce the self-esteem of a child (Kisley, 

Caudle & Harvey, 2019). Coercive parenting is a parenting approach that uses 

psychological principles to control a child through poor parental strategies that 

continuously demean and mock in order to keep the child ‘in their place’. Coercive 

parenting practices can be a parental response to their own struggles (e.g. parents’ 

own childhood experiences or mental health) (Golcuk & Berument, 2019). Children 

who are perceived by their parents to have a more difficult temperament  (e.g. who 

are more difficult to pacify) are more likely to experience coercive parenting (Rubin et 

al., 1995) and as such are more likely to exhibit excessive anger and experience 

emotional dysregulation (Scott, Tunbridge & Stathis, 2018; Snyder, Stoolmiller & 

Wilson, 2003). They are less likely to experience parental warmth and support 

(Coplan, Reichel & Rowan, 2009; Pasalich, et al., 2011). These dysfunctional and 

abusive parenting strategies can have a significant negative impact on well-being and 

motivation, and contribute to the increased chance of negative educational outcomes 

for the child (Fletcher, et al., 2008). 

Children raised in significantly dysfunctional homes and who are exposed to 

dysfunctional parenting strategies or traumatic environments can be removed from 

their home for their protection and well-being, either by choice or by intervention. 

Research has suggested that those who have been moved into foster care are more 

likely to suffer the long-term consequences of social and financial poverty and to 

experience educational disengagement and failure (Christoffersen & Soothill, 2003; 

Morey, 1999; McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1999), and the consequences (Berardi & 

Morton, 2017; Pears, kim & Brown, 2018; Narey & Owers, 2018). The Department for 

Education published a report which investigated the causes of children being removed 

from the home and placed into foster care. They found 63% of placements include 

abuse and a further 15% were due to family disfunction (DfE, 2018). Children in foster 

care are more likely to have experienced multiple ACEs from their home environment. 
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Moving to foster care can remove perceived protective factors from the child or young 

person, however, foster care placements seek to provide protective factors for 

vulnerable young people whilst they are in the system in order to build resilience and 

better educational outcomes  (Anton & Blaya, 2018). 

Moving to a foster care placement is a disruptive time (Folman, 1998; Zinn, 

Palmer & Nam, 2017) and the process is often confusing and traumatic for the child 

(Jones, 2015). Foster children often blame themselves for their removal (Finkelstein, 

Wamsley & Miranda, 2002; Baker et al., 2016), believing that they are not good enough 

to be included in the family (Davidson-Arad & Navaro-Bitton, 2015). Children in the 

foster system can often feel like outsiders (Leather et al., 2012) and can sometimes 

find it difficult to feel safe and secure in a new foster family (Conger & Rebeck, 2001). 

They often experience difficulty in trusting the placement family. This could be related 

to insecure attachment styles with their family which makes it more difficult to form 

new attachments with other adults  (Fish & Chapman, 2004; Maaskant, van Rooji, Bos 

& Hermanns, 2016). 

The literature above highlights the influences that contribute to poor home life 

and the consequences of growing up with a poor home life, and has established the 

negative impact of poverty, poor housing and poor parenting strategies within the 

home context along with how it can negatively impact the educational context. This 

current thesis seeks to better understand the experiences of young people and how 

their home contexts can impact on their needs, and their motivation to learn, and 

engagement with their education.  

2.2.2. Adverse Childhood Experiences & Trauma 

Key drivers for educational failure include Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs); a collection of issues within the home environment that prove detrimental to 

the child. This section explores what the current literature has to say concerning ACEs 

to get a better understanding of what constitutes an ACE, the prevalence of the 

problems associated with ACEs, and why these are important in the context of this 

research project. 
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The first category of ACEs is Household Dysfunction which includes, parental 

mental illness, parental incarceration, mother being treated violently, substance abuse 

and parental divorce (or separation) (Felitti, et al., 1998). There are in the region of 

225,000 young carers in England alone who look after a parent with a mental health 

condition (NHS, 2014; Dearden & Becker, 2004). If a parent has a serious mental 

health condition it can place a lot of pressure on children in the family, often and in 

particular the older children (Cawson, et al., 2000). The stress associated with being 

the primary carer for younger siblings or an ill parent in a family can easily result for 

the young carer having less freedom to socialise with friends (Frank, 1995), less time 

to complete homework (Thomas, et al., 2003), and a persistent fear of judgement by 

social services (i.e. that the young carer is not doing a sufficiently good job) and 

consequential intervention (i.e. splitting up the family unit) (Gray, et al., 2008). Such 

fears combined with the stresses of each day can negatively impact the young carer’s 

personal well-being and educational experience. School attendance is often lower for 

young carers as responsibilities in the home have to be prioritised over their own 

education, even if neither the parent nor the carer wants it to do so (Moloney, Kroll & 

Lafferty, 2020; Dearden & Becker, 1998). Consequently educational attainment 

becomes a lesser priority in their lives (Dearden & Becker, 2000). The lowering of the 

young carers educational outcomes reduces their future options and quality of life 

(Gray, et al., 2008).  

Parental divorce and separation are relatively common forms of Household 

Dysfunction. Government statistics report that in 2020 there were an estimated 3.6 

million children from separated families (DWP, Separated Family Statistics, 2021). 

Parental divorce or separation can have a significant negative impact on a child 

through the distress of the separation and the consequential changes to the family unit 

such as financial strains and the incorporation of new partners or siblings into the 

family unit (Amato, 200; Heintz-Martin & Langmeyer 2019; Perry-Fraser & Fraser, 

2017). The breakdown in relationship with a parent who has effectively left the family 

unit can cause insecurity in the child and a lasting negative impact on the child’s 

relationship with that parent. In most cases the non-residential parent is the father; 

many children and young people from divorced or separated families have difficult 

relationships with their fathers (Anderson, 2014; Kelly, 2007). In addition, the child is 
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more likely to generally experience greater difficulty forming positive future 

relationships and attachments (Hill, Young & Nord, 1994; Sutton, 2019). Although not 

all children from divorced or separated families suffer the consequences related to 

ACEs, divorce or separation is often found to be one of a number of ACEs present 

within the home environment (Lacey, et al., 2020). Corrás, et al. (2017) found that a 

high proportion of pupils who are considered at risk of educational failure come from 

‘broken homes’, ‘single-parent homes’, or ‘troubled families’. Families that experience 

a complex combination of challenges that result in multiple ACEs for the children are 

classified by the Government as Troubled Families, that is families with multiple 

problems including: crime, anti-social behaviour, truancy, unemployment, mental 

health problems and domestic abuse (Bate & Bellis, 2017). There were around 

120,000 families in 2012 in the UK classified as ‘troubled’ (Crossley & Lambert, 2017). 

Young people from troubled families face a complex combination of challenges in life 

and with their education. Although education is often considered by many as a way 

out of poverty and other challenging circumstances (Sime & Sheridan, 2014), young 

people experiencing ACEs often struggle to engage with education. Family breakdown 

negatively impacts on educational attainment, pupil behaviour, psychological 

adjustment, social competence and health (Amato, 2001). It should also be noted, that 

family breakdown without parental separation, but where conflict remains in the 

household, is also a significant driver for negative outcomes (Jenkins & Smith, 1991). 

Parents separating may not be a good thing, but equally, staying together could be 

potentially even more damaging. Parental separation can also be a catalyst for other 

circumstances that create negative outcomes. For instance, many children from 

‘broken homes’, ‘single-parent homes’, or ‘troubled families’ find themselves growing 

up in poverty (Pryor & Rodgers, 2001; Cancian & Meyer, 2018) given reduced earning 

potential and household income. Single-parent families often face additional 

challenges when compared with two-parent counterparts (Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 

2015). Reasons for this can include: increased financial stress, increased levels of 

uncertainty about the future, increased need for council housing which can be located 

in unsafe environments for children, fewer resources, and, less time and money to 

invest in children’s education and hobbies (Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018; Hilton, 

Desrochers & Devall, 2001; Garg, Melanson & Levin, 2007). Single-parent families are 
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a significant risk factor when discussing educational and future outcomes for children 

(Mohsenpour, Rahmati & Meidani, 2018). Young people from low-income, single-

parent households can be disadvantaged in education (Woessmann, 2015; Malczyk 

& Lawson, 2017). Single-parents face increased challenges and stress which can 

combine with poor parenting environments created by external factors such as 

financial poverty, housing instability and single-parent homes, to produce a home that 

can be detrimental for the emotional development of the child and their engagement 

with education (Evans & Kim, 2013).  

Another related challenge is the formation of blended families where a 

separated or divorced parent forms a new relationship with another adult from a 

different family unit that may also include children. This can prove difficult to cope with 

emotionally and psychologically for the child (Braithwaite, et al., 2001). The impact of 

such family breakdown and relational restructuring creates an environment where the 

young person can feel isolated, angry, not in control of their life or their behaviours, 

and, have uncomfortable feelings of a lack of belonging to their new situation 

(Sweeney, 2010). Other Household Dysfunction ACEs such as parental incarceration, 

mothers being treated violently and substance abuse within the home, can also 

contribute to poor educational, behavioural and well-being outcomes, and the impact 

is compounded when multiple ACEs are present (Stempel, et al., 2017). It is important 

to recognise that children who experience multiple ACEs are at greater risk of negative 

educational outcomes. For many children who experience one or more ACEs the 

detrimental impact may be limited by other protective factors (e.g. parents explaining 

the situation clearly, or both parents continuing positive pro-active involvement in the 

life of the child, or another member of the family who offers positive support) (Crouch, 

et al., 2019). However, for those considered most at-risk of educational failure changes 

in the family can often be turbulent and traumatic when combined with other drivers of 

educational failure (e.g. poverty). This can have an increasingly negative impact on 

their educational experiences. 

The second and third categories are Neglect and Abuse and includes violence 

within the home, whether toward the young person or between others in the family, 

which can be highly traumatic for the young person (Pardee, et al., 2017; McCloskey 
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& Walker, 2000; Singer, et al., 1995) and severely impede their educational 

experience. In an attempt to protect themselves physically, mentally and emotionally, 

and perhaps to avoid the shame felt concerning what happens in their home, young 

people often react by isolating themselves not only from the direct causes of the 

distress but also from other more meaningful relationships that would potentially 

support them (e.g. withdrawing from peer groups and learning) (Futa, et al., 2003; 

Hildyard & Wolfe, 2002). This isolation and withdrawal can have a serious negative 

effect on their motivation to learn and their learning outcomes (Shonk & Cicchetti, 

2001), particularly if they consider there is little possibility of anything changing in their 

situation (Dye, 2018). For those who experience ACEs there can be a reluctance to 

go home after school that leaves them highly vulnerable to negative external 

influences such as grooming by gangs (Firmin, 2017) and makes doing homework 

more difficult. Homework is therefore often of a lower standard and does not reflect 

the true ability of the young person (Baker & Chiodo, 2016). It is likely that for some, 

frustration and anger can develop as a result of feelings of injustice as they are not 

able to achieve what they know they can due to such disadvantages (Barford, 2017). 

Not being able to access a suitable space in which to study well and ‘do your best’ can 

further exacerbate the disadvantage in their educational experience (White & Murray, 

2016; Dawadi, Giri & Simkhada, 2020). These, and a lack of access to anywhere safe 

and quiet to relax and ‘unwind’, can take its toll on a young person’s mental well-being 

and decision judgement (Hall & Lynch, 1998). 

The ACEs and their consequences outlined above have a long-term impact on 

life-long outcomes (Bellis, et al., 2014). They also have an additional long-term risk to 

their future children. The intergenerational transmission of trauma (Intergenerational 

Trauma) concerns the psychological impact of parental trauma upon the child (Yehuda 

& Lehrer, 2018). Parental trauma and the development of Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) can significantly impact a child’s experience (Yehuda, Halligan & 

Grossman, 2001; Solomon & Zach, 2020). A further example of this is developmental 

trauma which is a type of intergenerational trauma focused particularly on the 

disruption of early childhood development (Van der Kolk & Courtois, 2005; Friend, 

2012). It is defined as early and persistent exposure to multiple traumas in the home 

including neglect, emotional abuse and betrayal (Schmid, Petermann & Fegert, 2013). 
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When a parent experiences traumatic events and suffers from its consequences they 

can exhibit maladaptive behaviours that impact negatively on the home environment 

and the experiences of others who live there (Bachem, et al., 2018). PTSD is known 

to interfere with interpersonal communications and can alter interactions between 

parent and child (Monson, Fredman & Dekel, 2010). Parents with PTSD can find it 

difficult to show warmth and affection to their children and can be often more vigilant 

and irritable (Bokszczanin, 2008; Creech & Misca, 2017). The potential resulting 

parental behaviour can include coercive, authoritarian and inconsistent parenting 

practices which can be detrimental to the child (Snyder et al., 2016). 

Types of trauma that can be present in both the home and community context 

are Single-Event and Complex Trauma. Single-event trauma is when a person is the 

primary victim of a singular traumatic event that often involves violence. Single-event 

trauma can result in serious and significant long-term implications on health, well-

being and behaviour (McCloskey & Walker, 2000). The perpetrator of the trauma may 

not be known to, or have any personal prior connection with, the victim. Single-event 

traumas often result in an intense experience that poses an imminent threat to, or 

actual danger to, physical and psychological well-being. Complex trauma is the 

ongoing exposure to abuse, violence and persistent emotional and physical danger 

(Van Nieuwenhove & Meganck, 2019). Children exposed to complex trauma can 

experience significant life-long consequences and it can also have a neurological 

impact that fundamentally changes brain function (Dye, 2018) that can cause mental 

health problems which persist into adulthood (Edwards et al., 2003). 

As has been clearly demonstrated in this review of the literature, ACEs and 

other exposure to trauma can result in significant, persistent and transmissible 

negative outcomes, particularly when experiencing multiple ACEs. The risk of 

educational failure is increased substantially with every additional ACE (Houtepen, et 

al., 2020) and the consequences are often life-long and severe (Ross, et al., 2020). 

Young people who experience ACEs are less likely to adjust well to the classroom 

environment (Stadick, 2016; Howes & Ritchie, 1999) or engage productively with their 

education (Doyle & Keane, 2019), and more likely to become NEET (DfE 2018).  
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Figure 3 - Mean percentage of non-employed individuals by qualification level and ACE 

count (DfE, 2018) 

The compounding effect of each additional ACE drastically reduces the 

likelihood of academic attainment (Hughes, et al., 2017) and securing further 

education, training or employment. Figure 3 shows the percentage of young people 

unemployed based on qualification level and their number of ACEs. It clearly 

demonstrates that the most vulnerable young people who have failed in education are 

less likely to gain employment. Such an outcome serves to reinforce the poverty cycle 

and potentially the intergenerational cycle of ACEs. 

Those who are not achieving the Government’s desired standards are slipping 

further down the economic ladder, often leaving them unable to progress further 

(Machin, McNally & Ruiz-Valenzuela, 2020). Educational failure is a growing problem 

in the United Kingdom (Bradshaw, 2016). The consequences of educational failure 

are detrimental and costly to the individual, to their communities and to society at large. 

Many people who fail to ‘succeed’ at school struggle to adapt and integrate into 

mainstream society (Sampson & Laub, 1990) creating an intergenerational 

transmission of social problems including educational failure, poverty and 

dysfunctional communities (De Lannoy, Leibbrandt & Frame, 2015). 
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It has also been established that exposure to ACEs can result in poor adult 

health outcomes (Lynch, Waite & Davey,  2013). Those who have experienced one or 

more ACEs are at greater risk of developing health damaging habits such as smoking, 

inactivity, poor diet (obesity), addiction or promiscuous behaviours and experience 

health issues relating to depression, cancer, heart disease and diabetes (Bellis, et al., 

2014).   

 
Figure 4 - The Adverse Childhood Experience Pyramid (adapted from Goddard, 2021) 

Figure 4 shows how ACEs influence poor adult health outcomes. Disrupted 

neurodevelopment during childhood can have life-long effects on adult functioning 

(Putnam, 2006). Social, emotional and cognitive development can be impaired as the 

brain attempts to adapt to cope with a stressful environment. These fundamental 

changes in the way the brain functions can become permanent for children persisting 

into adulthood (Luby, et al., 2017). It is normal in childhood to experience periods of 

increased stress; it is part of growing up. Three types of stress have been identified in 

the literature: Positive, Tolerable and Toxic (Shonkoff & Bales, 2011). Toxic stress is 

particularly damaging for children as it can disrupt brain development and have a long-

term impact on learning, behaviour and health (Cprek, et al., 2020). When toxic stress 

is experienced, stress hormones are released in order to be able to better cope with 
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the stressful environment changing the way the brain reacts, sometimes permanently, 

to high-stress situations (Brunson, et al., 2001). This coping response can create a 

hyper-vigilant state resulting in anxiety (Green & Goldwyn, 2002) and children can feel 

threatened in certain situations even where there is no threat (Stirling & Amaya-

Jackson, 2008). For example, neutral social cues can be misinterpreted as negative 

and aggressive (Van der Kolk, 2003). A dysfunctional home environment and 

dysfunctional family relationships are known to negatively impact mental health and 

behaviours and can lead to an inability to regulate emotions, hyper-vigilance and 

challenging behavioural problems (Scully, McLaughlin & Fitzgerald, 2020) that can 

transfer into a school setting (Plumb & Kersevich, 2016). Mental health challenges are 

also common during adolescence (Gunnell, et al., 2018). Many young people also face 

mental health challenges due to stress experienced in their educational environment 

(e.g. high-stakes testing), however, those exposed to ACEs, violence, poverty and 

instability are far more likely to suffer from serious mental health problems than peers 

from a more stable background (Cecil, et al., 2017). Poor mental health (i.e. low self-

esteem, anger, depression, anxiety, stress and harmful behaviours) has a detrimental 

impact on learning and educational outcomes (Hale, et al., 2015) and can make it very 

difficult to focus and engage at school. Symptoms of common mental health issues 

such as depression and anxiety often include lowered feelings of motivation, 

disengagement from school and greater risk of truancy (Finning, et al., 2020), and 

decreased enjoyment when performing tasks that are normally considered positive 

and enjoyable (Treadway, et al., 2012). 

In addition to disengagement with education, Ellinghaus et al. (2020) highlight 

that young people exposed to trauma can struggle to access the help and support that 

they may need and that traumatised young people often do not try to seek help from 

mental health services. Ellinghaus et al. (2020) conducted a netnography, using online 

forums to understand traumatised young people’s experiences of trying to access 

mental health services. Using this qualitative method allowed for the deeper analysis 

of a larger number of participants and the uncovering of various themes from the online 

posts. They identified that for young people who have been exposed to trauma 

accessing appropriate support can be difficult. Barriers to accessing mental health 

support were found to be both structural (e.g. practical challenges) and relational (e.g. 
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relationships with service providers), and that these barriers influence potential 

engagement with services. They identified the need for more readily accessible mental 

health services including supplementary and alternative types of support. Mentoring, 

for example,  has been recognised as an important approach to help a trauma-

exposed young person to overcome the effects  and experience growth (Douglas, et 

al., 2021). Douglas et al. (2021) conducted interviews with twelve at-risk young people 

about their experiences of a peer-to-peer mentoring. They found that the shared 

experiences of young people who had experienced trauma created a bond that made 

the peer-to-peer mentoring more emotionally accessible, and it benefited both the 

mentor and the mentee. 

 The complex backgrounds that the young people involved in this thesis can 

result in poor health outcomes, particularly with regard to mental health, as discussed 

above. This project seeks to further the knowledge of how mentors can be used to 

support young people with mental-health difficulties due to ACEs  and experiences 

trauma, particularly through the effective delivery of protective factors. Exposure to 

ACEs involving violence, such as witnessing violence in the home or physical abuse, 

can influence a child’s understanding of violence, power and control, and can 

negatively impact their decision making and behaviours (Margolin & Gordis, 2000). 

This can lead to desensitisation and the normalisation of violence, and has been linked 

to conduct disorders and antisocial behaviour (Loeber & Farrington, 2000; Frisby-

Osman & Wood, 2020). Exposure to violent ACEs can have a detrimental impact on 

academic engagement by reducing motivation to learn, attendance and lowering 

attainment (Akiba, 2010; McInerey & McKlidon, 2014). A reduction in ability to feel safe 

in an environment limits the extent to which motivation can be experienced (Melde, 

Berg & Esbensen, 2016). Witnessing violence can encourage the development of a 

dysfunctional method of aggression and anger release (Richters & Martinez, 1993; 

Stodolska, Berdychevsky & Shinew, 2019). Over time dysfunctional methods of 

release such as fighting become part of a learned behavioural history (Tremblay, 2000; 

Gray, 2019). 

It is important to identify that the presence of additional stressors contribute to 

children disengaging from education. However, a lack of protective factors can be 
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equally detrimental to well-being, health and educational outcomes (Moore & Ramirez, 

2016). The problems associated with ACEs are widespread, however, not all children 

experience negative outcomes as a result of them. For example, a young person 

whose parents have a volatile relationship resulting in a difficult divorce could be 

protected from some of the potential consequences if both parents actively engage 

with the child or another significant adult supports them through the stressful time. 

Another protective intervention is the use of positive peer role models and mentors 

(Lensch, et al., 2021; Thompson & Klika, 2015). Role models are recognised as 

important to teenage development (Yancey, 1998) and in education (Maudsley, 2001; 

Ainsworth, 2002). Many young people do not have strong, positive role models in their 

lives (particularly boys). The default for most boys growing up is to have their father 

as a role model (Somers, et al., 2009). Many young people, particularly those 

experiencing ACEs, do not have a stable father figure in their home as many step-

fathers do not engage positively with them, and ‘visiting dads’ (boyfriends of the 

mother), sometimes more than one, often have poor relationships with the children 

which can lead to negative behavioural consequences (particularly for adolescents) 

(Mott, 1993). Alternative role models can often be found in peer groups (e.g. older 

boys in gangs) or sourced indirectly (e.g. celebrities that have lifestyles that they desire 

and try to emulate). The absence of positive role models and the presence of negative 

role models can have a negative influence on a young person’s behaviour 

(Macfarlane, 2019). Gangs rely on negative role model dynamics to encourage young 

people to accept and imitate their criminal behaviours and destructive and violent way 

of life (Ali & Miah, 2002). Their values are based on immediate gratification rather than 

a strong work ethic to achieve long-term goals (Hurd et al., 2009). Liddle et al. (2016) 

identify the prevalence of trauma in the young offender population along with multiple 

triggers for trauma including: abuse and neglect, witnessing violence, war, disasters, 

serious accidents, bereavement, and abandonment. These varied triggers can instil 

feelings of fear, helplessness, lack of control and despair, which can bring about 

maladaptive behaviours and short-term thinking as coping strategies (e.g. reckless 

behaviours, aggression and being unable to plan for a future). Tucker et al. (2019) 

conducted narrative research to explore the holistic role of mentors for at-risk young 

people (with similar characteristics to those participating in this project). They found 
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that mentors provided: emotional support that had a positive impact on self-esteem; 

educational support through hands on tutoring that motivated them to engage in 

education and set aspirational goals (e.g. applying to university); protection from harm 

(particularly in challenging home and community contexts) by providing protection 

from household trauma, deescalating arguments and potentially violent situations, and 

encouraging them to ‘stay out of trouble’. This research demonstrates the value of 

effective mentoring for young people who come from difficult home and community 

contexts.  

This thesis investigated the role of mentors further by looking at the underlying 

needs that are being influenced by such mentoring relationships, and the role they 

have in the provision of protective factors that can help young people who have been 

affected by trauma. Positive role models in an educational context are important in 

reinforcing strong core beliefs concerning the value of education, and the importance 

of the pursuit of long-term goals and the value of working hard (Rhodes, 2005). 

Internalisation of these values help build a strong foundation for good quality 

motivation (Ryan & Deci, 1985).  

The evidence presented and discussed concerning ACEs demonstrates the 

extent of the problem and the significant influence that ACEs can have on a young 

person’s outcomes. However, not all young people who are exposed to ACEs have 

negative outcomes as those who have access to protective factors seem to develop 

greater resilience and suffer fewer negative outcomes (Robles, et al., 2019). 

Protective factors can be identified at multiple levels across contexts including 

individual (e.g. temperament and intelligence), family (e.g. parental warmth and family 

support) and community (e.g. religious groups, mentors and peer friendships) (Racine, 

et al., 2020; Daniels & Bryan, 2021; Jaffee, et al., 2007). Protective factors help young 

people who have experienced trauma to build resilience in order to better cope with 

their current and future situations, particularly those relating to trauma (Masten & 

Barnes, 2018; Racine, et al., 2020). Educational settings also provide protective 

factors (e.g. teacher relationship or peer relationships) (Masten, et al., 2008). There is 

an important need to better understand the complexity of the impact of ACEs and 
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trauma on those from backgrounds that provide limited protective factors if there is to 

be better support for vulnerable young people in the educational context. 

2.3. Community Context 

2.3.1. Financial Poverty 

Poverty is known to negatively impact educational outcomes of a young person 

(Duncan, et al., 2017). Direct impacts include not meeting basic physical needs (e.g. 

food, housing, etc.) (Scheidel, 2013).  

 
Figure 5 - Map Showing the Children living in Poverty Rates in London 2019-2020 (Leeser, 

2021) 

Poverty in London is a serious issue (Figure 5); 27% of people living in London 

are living below the poverty line (after accounting for housing costs) and 58% of those 

are working families (Tinson, et al., 2017). The high demand for social housing 

combined with limited availability and funding often means that it is not of a good 

standard (Marom & Carmon, 2015). The reputation of these council estates is often 

negative (Slater & Hannigan, 2017) with high crime rates and low-achieving local 

schools compared with other schools from more affluent areas (Corallo & McDonald, 

2001). Long-term unemployment is a significant factor in the creation of households in 
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poverty. The high cost of living combined with low income often results in a severe 

lack of financial resources for necessities such as rent and utility bills, health, hygiene, 

food and clothes. This leads to multiple visible and potentially embarrassing signs of 

poverty such as second-hand clothes or being seen to use food banks (Garthwaite, 

2016; Ridge, 2011). These in turn can easily lead to bullying from peers (Hong & 

Espelage, 2012). Not being able to pay for school uniforms or trips can lead to further 

isolation from peers (McKinney, 2016), and indirect effects of poverty, such as poor 

nutrition, can result in apathy in school (Currie & Tekin, 2006). It can be seen that 

material deprivation can have a detrimental impact on the experiences and outcomes 

of young people, and it could be argued that some well-intentioned policies can 

exacerbate the issues unintentionally. For example, certain schools have looked to 

address some of the social and financial challenges in their areas by setting up 

breakfast clubs to provide free food ensuring pupils have a meal before starting 

lessons and have free school meals policies that provide access to food for those 

whose families are on a low income (Hoyland, et al., 2012). Although these 

programmes can reduce the impact of unmet physical needs on educational 

engagement and motivation to learn, they can come with inadvertent side-effects for 

the child. In this case a stigma associated with attending a breakfast club or having 

free school meals results in a sense of shame and embarrassment amongst the pupils 

that need to attend which can reduce their motivation to learn and engage within the 

class (Lambie-Mumford & Sims, 2018). To try and avoid stigmatising poorer students 

in this way, Taylor et al. (2020) proposed free school meals for all pupils irrespective 

of financial status as a solution. This approach was well received by both pupils and 

staff as it benefitted not only those pupils from poorer backgrounds but also improved 

educational engagement of all pupils. Ruffini (2021) also identified that universal free 

school meals increased academic attainment in mathematics across all pupils and a 

significant increase was noted in those pupils from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds. Ruffini’s research does highlight that to operate such a programme 

sustainably further study would be necessary concerning how it could be funded. 

Other, perhaps less expensive, options that may be more sustainable and could 

reduce the impact of poverty related issues have been considered by other schools. 

For example, cashless canteens are now operated in some schools that require pupils 
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to use a swipe card to select items and checkout with some cards subsidised for those 

qualifying for free school meals. This approach allows anonymity of those requiring 

free school meals and has been widely supported as a way to reduce stigma (Storey 

& Chamberlin, 2001). 

Those from low income households are likely to have far lower engagement 

with school and consequently lower academic attainment (Ford & Grace, 2017). 

Butterworth, Olesen and Leach (2012) found that poverty is connected to 

hopelessness and depression. The hopelessness that poverty creates within a young 

person (and also in the low expectations others place upon them) can diminish feelings 

of motivation and decrease engagement with education (Jensen, 2013). If a lack of 

hope develops in a young person (“I was born on this estate, I live on this estate, and 

I will die on this estate”) it reinforces a sense that nothing can or will ever change for 

them; it erodes and eventually destroys their motivation to learn in life and in school 

(Repka, 2016; Rollings, et al., 2017). If a young person is in such a situation for an 

extended period it can potentially lead to a state of learned helplessness for young 

people as they repeatedly fail (Seligman, 1972). 

2.3.2. Housing Poverty 

Housing Poverty is often a direct consequence of financial poverty (Burlinson, 

Giulietti & Battisti, 2018). ACEs resulting from poor and insecure housing can 

contribute to significant and life-long health and well-being issues (Nobari & Whalsey, 

2021). For those experiencing housing poverty, access to social housing can be very 

difficult given the level of demand and inadequate supply (Weinhardt, 2014) which 

appears to have been exacerbated by the years of austerity in the UK (le Grand, 2020; 

Aidhetty, 2001). Families who do manage to access social housing can find 

themselves living in overcrowded accommodation and on long waiting lists for more 

suitable houses or flats (Tunstall & Please, 2018.) For those in social housing rent can 

still be expensive as they are not always sufficiently subsidised which contributes to 

maintaining financial poverty and housing insecurity (Fitzpatrick & Pawson, 2007). 

Social housing was originally created to provide secure, affordable homes and reduce 

housing inequality (Please & Hunter, 2016). Over the past four decades, due to an 
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increasingly neoliberal political paradigm shift, housing initiatives have moved away 

from social goals and more towards financial and economic objectives with housing 

inequality consequently rising (Anderson, 2010). A focus on short-term rather than 

long-term tenancy, and substantial increases in social housing rent (from 50% to 80% 

of the non-social housing market rent for a property (Please & Hunter, 2016; Slater, 

2016)), has left the poorest households with social housing more likely to default on 

rent payments and face eviction. 

2.3.3. Community Poverty 

Inner-city housing estates are characterised by the prevalence of gangs, crime, 

high unemployment levels and extremely limited access to positive extra-curricular 

opportunities (Kirchmaier, Machin & Villa-Llera, 2020). It is important to acknowledge 

the nature of the neighbourhoods in which these young people live and the impact it 

has upon them (Densley & Pyrooz, 2020; Densley, Deuchar & Harding, 2020). Living 

in an area where gangs operate brings heightened risks associated with their activities. 

Irrespective of whether the young person is considered a gang member or not, they 

will be living in a particular gang’s territory and be affected by the gang’s complex 

culture of violence and criminality. Gangs in London are highly territorial and choosing 

a school at age 11 may also mean choosing an affiliation with, or potentially 

recruitment into, the dominant gang in that area (Densley, 2012). 

 
Figure 6 - Map Showing the dangers of living in certain areas of London (London Mayor’s 

Office, 2014) 
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Gangs, criminality and drugs are closely inter-connected and are common on 

many London estates where the population in which we are interested for the purposes 

of this study live. Young people who grow up in such areas have far greater levels of 

exposure to criminal activity and its consequences than those living in more affluent 

areas (Wolff et al., 2018). To grow up on a London housing estate is considered to be 

more dangerous with children often not allowed out to play with friends and confined 

to the home most of the time for their safety (Matthews et al., 2000). The danger is 

related to gang violence and drug dealing. It has been argued that the rise in gang 

culture in London is a response to neoliberal government policies (e.g. housing, 

welfare and employment) that often push poor families to the social margins (Pitts, 

2008). The London Mayor’s Office (2014) stated the capital had 224 gangs active in 

its inner-city boroughs. Young people are growing up in turbulent, dangerous and 

fearful contexts. Even those not involved with gangs are always at a risk of becoming 

a victim from gang activity or related violence where they live (Goldson, 2011; Figure 

6). 

Violence and intimidation are axiomatic paradigms in gang culture; the need to 

control through fear and threat of trauma and revenge. Threats of violence (e.g. 

physical or sexual) towards young people, whether they are in a gang or not, and their 

families and friends, is highly detrimental to well-being and creates increased stress 

and strong and persistent feelings of fear and anxiety (Parsafar & Davis, 2019). Gang 

territories are a huge problem on London estates with most territory delineated by 

estate or by postcode (Whittaker, et al., 2020). Crossing gang boundaries has risks 

whether you are part of a gang or not. Gang members from another territory may 

assume that a young person is perhaps associated with the gang from a different 

territory, particularly if they do not recognise them (Ralphs, Medina & Aldridge, 2009; 

Pitts, 2008).  

Substance abuse is often linked to young people on estates where gangs 

operate as distributors (Hesketh & Robinson, 2019). The most common substances 

that these young people are exposed to include: alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, cocaine 

and ecstasy. A young person may experience substance abuse in a variety of ways 

including family or personal use, or dealing. For example, a more senior member of a 
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young person’s household, such as a parent or older sibling, is a drug user. This can 

make life difficult for the young person in several ways. Psychologically the young 

person may experience feelings of helplessness, lack of control, fear and anxiety when 

returning home from school due to the unpredictable behaviours of the parent or older 

sibling due to drug use (Arria, et al., 2012). There can also be a certain level of 

embarrassment and shame (Tedgård, Råstam & Wirtberg, 2019) and fear of 

intervention from social services that causes them to feel the need to keep the situation 

at home a secret from those who could potentially help (Rhodes, Bernays & 

Houmoller, 2010; Olsen, 2015; Calhoun, et al., 2015). Home may start to feel 

increasingly unsafe with the threat and fear of drug dealers and debt collectors 

(Moeller & Sandberg, 2017).  Expenditure on drugs significantly increases the risk of 

severe and extreme household poverty (Barnard, 2003). The young people often feel 

a heightened sense of responsibility to care for their younger siblings, acting as a 

surrogate parent/carer if their parent is unable to look after the family (Kallander, et 

al., 2018). 

With parents and older siblings not contributing sufficiently, their sense of 

responsibility for younger siblings, and their desire for the family to remain together, 

young people can often feel heightened responsibility and pressure to source 

additional income for the family (Whittaker, et al., 2020). Involvement in the distribution 

of drugs on an estate, irrespective of use by the young person, can be seen as a good 

source of supplementary income and lead them to become gang members (Windle & 

Briggs, 2015). Once involved in this activity it is often very difficult to leave without 

violence and reprisals against the young person and their family and friends. 

If the young person is using drugs it can have a devastating impact on their 

relationships (Moore, et al., 2018), health and well-being (Jongenelis, et al., 2019), 

and brain development, decision making and motivation, often progressively 

degenerate over time (Bava & Tapert, 2010). Substance dependence is expensive 

and for young people in poverty it is always difficult to find the money from legitimate 

sources to pay for the habit. This can often lead them into crime controlled by gangs 

to obtain the necessary finances (or the drugs) (Savolainne, et al., 2018).  
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All three of these circumstances can have a negative impact on motivation to 

learn and educational engagement given the complexity and dangers of their 

circumstances, their lack of control over their environment, and the uncertainty of their 

future. Insecure environments severely limit a young person’s educational 

achievement and chances of success (Lynsey & Hall, 2000). Issues with poverty, 

housing, gangs and criminality can create an environment that induces feelings of fear 

that can damage well-being and be detrimental to educational engagement in young 

people (Ralphs, Medina & Aldridge, 2009).  

2.3.4. The impact of Policy 

Neoliberal policies in the UK have led to chronic underinvestment in poorer 

communities (Ingleby, 2021). Lack of investment has fostered dysfunctional 

communities and created neighbourhoods that feel, or are, unsafe (Watt, 2020). 

Housing instability and severely disadvantaged communities that are not conducive to 

positive life outcomes (Laurence, 2019; Watt, 2020) and the reduced investment into 

deprived communities has been shown to have a negative impact upon those 

communities and have detrimental outcomes for young people (Unison, 2014). The 

austerity measures introduced by the coalition government in response to the financial 

crisis of 2008 has decimated Youth Services within local government and the 

important support they were providing to ‘at-risk’ young people is now considered to 

be not essential (Horton, 2016; Mason, 2015.). Youth Services’ budgets have been 

drastically reduced with over half of local councils in the UK closing youth centres and 

over two thousand youth workers being made redundant between 2012-2014 (Gray & 

Barford, 2018). During the austerity years children living in poverty were arguably one 

of the groups who were most affected. The negative impact of funding reductions in 

community services, policing, welfare, youth services and education created further 

inequality for those already disadvantaged (Lehtonen & Breslow, 2021) and has 

contributed to a rise in criminal activity, specifically gang-related crime (Roberts, 

2019). Financial investment in community facilities and relational investment for young 

people, such as community centres, youth workers, and sports clubs and facilities, can 

help to reduce the dominance of gang influence in these communities (Unison, 2014). 

Even more worrying perhaps, is that many young people who grow up on deprived 
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inner-city estates with high levels of poverty are likely to experience intergenerational 

transmission of poverty and to continue to need to be supported by the welfare system 

for the long-term (Harper, Marcus & Moore, 2003). Research suggests that they are 

also more likely to engage with criminal activity (Karyda & Jenkins, 2018; Lowndes & 

Pratchett, 2012). 

The literature above highlights the influences that contribute to a poor 

community context and the consequences of growing up within such an environment. 

The literature has established the negative impact of poverty and policy on community 

context and how this could impact on the educational context and educational 

outcomes. The majority of research investigating experiences relating to dysfunctional 

community contexts (e.g. offending and anti-social behaviours) has largely focussed 

on those who are already incarcerated and rarely examined the psychological and 

sociological processes that contribute to the behaviours (Ardino, 2012). This thesis 

seeks to better understand the experiences of young people and how these 

contributing factors from their community contexts can impact on their needs, and 

motivation to learn and engagement with their education. 

2.4. Educational Context 

2.4.1. History of Education 

The 1870 Education Act helped to introduce a mass public schooling system 

available to all. Where previously schooling was only deemed appropriate for the rich 

and influential, education has become the right of all children (UK Parliament, n.d.). 

Although many aspects of the school experience remain similar to perhaps those 

established more than a century ago, over time the education system has had to adapt 

when the context and purpose for education has changed. Politics has always 

influenced education to some extent, but since the Second World War its level of 

influence became far greater with the introduction of the Education Act of 1944 which 

increased reporting from Local Authorities and Schools to the Ministry of Education 

(now the Department for Education) (Ministry of Education, 1944). Successive 

Governments have made evermore frequent and significant changes to the education 

system, increasingly so since the education system has been connected to economic 
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outcomes (Stevenson, 2006). Bell and Stephenson (2006) have identified four main 

shifts in educational policy that have taken place over the last sixty years: 

1. The Social Democratic phase (1960-1973): this was the last educational phase 

based on Keynesian economic principles before the paradigm shift to neoliberal 

economic principles. Keynesianism focuses on the relationship between the 

national government and local authorities working together for the benefit of the 

pupils on the understanding that local authorities and individual institutions 

knew what was best for the pupils from their respective areas. It was heavily 

criticised by some as limiting the potential for business and national economic 

growth (Hursh, 2005). 

2. The Resource Constrained Phase (1973-1988): in this phase the relationships 

between national and local governments began to break down with national 

initiatives being implemented and control of the education system and schools 

shifted to be more central. Centralised control of the education system enabled 

governments to have more direct influence and to increase monitoring and 

standardisation.  

3. The Market Phase (1988-1997): this phase saw a further reduction in power 

and control of local authorities and even greater levels of centralised control 

and monitoring of education. The National Curriculum was introduced in 1988 

and Ofsted formed in 1992 with the goal of encouraging competitiveness 

between schools with league tables and ratings assessed through increased 

observation of teachers and measurement of outcomes. 

4. The Excellence Phase (1997-present): the current phase builds upon the 

intensive monitoring and accountability-based system introduced in the Market 

Phase, but adds pedagogy and pupil outcomes. The neoliberal values related 

to the perceived benefits of consumer related competition now underpin 

education policy and practice with the objectives of raising standards, 

accountability, and pupil outcomes and attainment (Angus, 2015). Although 

such approaches may appear constructive and related policies may have been 

developed with good intentions, they have increased pupil inequality (Hill, et al., 
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2015), increased the levels of stress experienced by both pupil and teacher, 

and been detrimental to their well-being (Beckmann, Cooper & Hill, 2009; Acton 

& Glasgow, 2015). 

2.4.2. Current Educational System 

The UK education system has several types of schools and qualifications. Each of 

the four countries have their own variation of approach to education and the 

qualifications they offer, although they are considered to be equivalent (for example in 

Scotland, NQ examinations are the equivalent of the English GCSEs) (DfE, 2017). 

Broadly speaking there are two types of education in the UK: fee-paying and state-

funded. Fee-paying schools, also known as independent, private or public schools, 

are not government funded and have greater levels of independence from government 

regulation and guidelines that affords them more freedom with staffing and teaching 

(DfE, 2021). They are still expected to conform to certain official government standards 

(e.g. health and safety) and remain accountable to, and monitored by, Ofsted or the 

Independent Schools Inspectorate (Turner, 2006). Pupils from disadvantaged 

backgrounds are unlikely to attend fee-paying schools given the level of financial 

resources required. The majority of schools in the UK are state-funded. In the 

academic year 2020/2021 there were just over 8.9 million pupils in UK schools and 

approximately 8.4 million attended state-funded institutions (DfE, 2021). The ‘Types 

of School’ information set out by the government defines three types of state-funded 

school: community and foundation schools, academies and free schools, and 

grammar schools (DfE, 2021). 

Community schools are similar to traditional state schools and make up 

approximately one third of all secondary schools. They are funded by the Government 

and maintained by the local authority and are not influenced by external groups (e.g. 

business or religious organisations). These schools are totally dependent on, and run 

by, the Government. Such government control allows for close monitoring and 

regulation of the schools practices, staffing and outcomes. Foundation schools are 

also government funded and maintained by local authorities, but are allowed certain 
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additional freedoms in their approach to operating. These schools are often associated 

with religious groups (e.g. Church of England schools). 

Academies and free schools are directly funded through the Department for 

Education, are not overseen by local authorities, account for approximately two-thirds 

of secondary schools, and are often are part of multi-academy trusts. They are run by 

not-for-profit academy trust organisations with the government providing grants to 

those trusts. These schools have even greater freedom with how they choose to 

operate and can, if they wish to do so, follow alternative curriculums to the National 

Curriculum. The increased freedom from the National Curriculum and associated 

practices could be seen as positive as it enables greater flexibility, raises standards 

and allows room for better support for the needs of their pupils (Battacharya, 2013; 

Jessiman, et al., 2019). However, there is a variation between trusts in the quality of 

the education they provide and questions have been raised about the standard and 

consistency of the education pupils are receiving (Hutchings, et al., 2014; Keddie, 

2019; Ball, 2018). Academy trusts are often partially funded by businesses and tend 

to use business frameworks to operate their schools (Jessiman, et al., 2019) and 

behaviour policies tend to be stricter with harsher consequences (Wilkins, 2017). 

Grammar schools are usually overseen by the local authority. They are 

selective schools requiring potential pupils to pass the 11+ examination to be able to 

attend. There are only a few areas in the UK that still provide a grammar school option. 

Grammar schools were partially created to encourage social mobility among young 

people from disadvantaged backgrounds who had the potential to go to university, 

however, many of the remaining grammar schools are located in more affluent areas 

leading to questions as to whether this is still the case (Andrews, Hutchinson & 

Johones, 2016).  

The Government also funds Alternative Provision (AP) for young people who 

are not suited to mainstream education (e.g. excluded for poor behaviours or pregnant 

teenagers). Young people who attend AP establishments are often from 

disadvantaged backgrounds and are at the greatest risk of educational failure 

(Graham, et al., 2019). There is a legal requirement for the government to provide a 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Literature Review  

52 

suitable education for young people up to the age of eighteen with those who are 

unable to attend or have been excluded from mainstream school attending APs. APs 

include Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) which are operated by local authorities or AP 

Academies that are part of Academy Trusts.  

Young people at risk of educational failure are highly likely to attend academy 

or community schools and may have attended a PRU. Young people who engage in 

poor behaviours are often excluded from their school and attend a PRU. It can prove 

difficult or even impossible for them to return to their original school or any other 

mainstream school (Jalali & Morgan, 2018). Schools can be reluctant to accept pupils 

who have been previously excluded and have attended a PRU (Daniels, et al., 2003). 

An alternative to being sent to a PRU is a ‘managed move’ to another school. Moving 

to a new school is difficult under good circumstances (Alexander, et al.,1996), 

however, doing so as part of reintegration after exclusion it can be very hard to settle 

in, and engage positively with, their continued education (Gewirtx, 1998). 

Research has indicated that the most common reason for exclusion and 

attending a PRU is persistent disruptive behaviours in the classroom (Valdebenito, et 

al., 2018). However, Parker et al., (2016) found parents of children who were excluded 

felt that there had been no attempt to understand the underlying issues that caused 

their child’s behaviour. As a result, some of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable 

young people are placed at greater risk of educational failure and its consequences 

(Greenhalgh, et al., 2020). “Currently only 1% of excluded pupils get the five good 

GCSEs they need to access the workforce” (Gill, Quilter-Pinner & Swift, 2017, p.9). 

2.4.3. Neoliberal Values in the Educational Context 

Neoliberal educational policies can often result in a poor environment for both 

pupils and their teachers (Smit, Brabander & Martens, 2014; Dunn, 2018). Educational 

policies have become increasingly market-driven (Greany & Higham, 2018; Kearney 

& Arnold, 1994; Ball, 1993) with a greater emphasis on standardised testing and 

outcomes. With the goal of creating ‘better’ outcomes, policy has encouraged 

competitiveness between and within schools, guided by concepts adopted from 

commercial business and consumer models (Lynch, 2006). In order to attain these 
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desired outcomes, greater importance has been placed on teacher accountability 

(Jenlink, 2017) with policies that were designed to increase the academic attainment 

of pupils inadvertently creating a teacher retention crisis in the UK (Toropova, Myrberg 

& Johansson, 2021). Behavioural principles and neoliberal values are closely aligned 

to one another and the basis of much of educational policy (Garrison, 2018). They 

both prioritise the need for testability, predictability and manipulation of the 

environment to manage or change behavioural outcomes (Kumar, 2019). School rules 

and behaviour management are deeply rooted in behaviourist principles (Zepke, 

2016). Behaviourist educational approaches such as Observation Based Education 

(OBE) and Competency Based Education (CBE) were developed in the middle of the 

last century with the aim of achieving specified behaviours and outcomes with students 

(Morcke, Dornan & Eika, 2013). However, by the 1970s these approaches were losing 

popularity and had become heavily criticised as reductionist, limited and only focused 

on external behaviours - they did not address other aspects of the learning experience 

such as culture, belief and ethical position (Stenhouse, 1977). With the rise in 

neoliberal politics behaviourism has been resurrected and become more popular again 

with policy makers (Garrison, 2018). CBE and behavioural approaches to education 

align with neoliberal educational ideals with their emphasis on measurable outcomes, 

assessment and accreditation (Curry & Docherty, 2017). Kumar (2018) critiques the 

neoliberal and behaviourist agenda as detrimental to education: “neoliberalism derives 

its power from combining capitalism, behaviourism, and positivism, and, therefore is 

anti-educational to its very core” (p.9). 

Neoliberal values have become an integral part of the education system in the UK  

through national, local and individual school policies (Arduin, 2015). Nationwide 

educational policies such as the National Curriculum have emphasised the focus of 

attainment and outcomes of specific topics rather than allowing schools the autonomy 

to decide what to teach their pupils. The National Curriculum can be seen as restrictive 

in nature as it defines closely what is to be taught, how it should be taught, the 

expected outcomes and how to measure and compare schools across the country 

(Hill, 2007). As well as potentially frustrating both pupils and teachers, this highly-

prescribed way of teaching limits opportunities for in-class discussion and learning by 

curiosity, and reduces growth and development potential (Brindley, 2013). The 
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adoption of a National Curriculum allows for large scale comparisons of pupil 

outcomes through the use of standardised testing and attainment targets to monitor 

pupil and school performance (i.e. league tables and ratings) (Connell, 2013). The 

National Curriculum emphasises the importance of science, technology, engineering 

and mathematics (STEM) subjects to the detriment of other subjects (Arostegui, 2020). 

The focus on STEM subjects is driven by industry demand for human resources 

(Carter, 2018). This approach has created a hierarchy of importance for subjects with 

non-STEM subjects being of lesser perceived value (Arósteguief, 2016). Those who 

do not take and excel in STEM subjects are arguably perceived to have less economic 

potential and as having a lower human capital value (Carter, 2017).  

Neoliberalism appears to have been adopted by all the major political parties in 

the UK and consequently there is little opposition to the neoliberal influence on current 

education policies (Duncan, 2021; Parker & Levinson, 2018). The educational policy 

has strong accountability and testing measures in place intended to ensure a fair and 

equal education for all, however, this has not been the case with increased 

marginalisation of at-risk young people (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Global 

Standardised Testing now operates across much of the world with the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA), with the UK demonstrably performing well in educational 

league tables against other countries and being consistently average, or above 

average in key areas such as reading, maths and science (Grey & Morris, 2018). 

Recognising the political motives that are guiding policy is important. The values 

underpinning the current system seek, as a matter of priority, the supply of a suitably 

skilled and competitive work force for the benefit of the economy. This, however, often 

appears to be being achieved at the cost of the personal well-being and educational 

experiences of the people within the education system (i.e. pupils and teachers) 

(Becker, Hartwich & Haslam, 2021). The emphasis on standardised testing and 

outcomes as being a measurement of not only the achievement of the individual but 

also of the school has resulted in a number of less than palatable educational 

practices: teaching to the test, off-rolling pupils so that they do not appear in statistics 

and competitiveness between schools (Done & Knowler, 2021). One key unanswered 

question however still remains, ‘why, after more than three decades, are there still 
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significant problems with educational failure and increasingly poor pupil and teacher 

well-being in our schools?’ There are many reasons, a large number of which are 

discussed here, as to why young people experience educational failure. A second key 

question is: ‘to what extent are the underlying neoliberal ideals that so heavily now 

influence policy contributing to the problems rather than helping?’  For instance, the 

standardised testing that claims to offer a fair and equal assessment of individuals 

appears to fail to take account of the widely differing circumstances and experiences 

of the different young people it assesses (Kempf, 2016). It does not acknowledge or 

take account of the impact on academic achievement of factors such as home life, 

poverty, family breakdown, school and teaching quality, additional carer 

responsibilities, community violence, unemployment or poor/overcrowded housing 

(Owens & de St Croix, 2020). When a pupil fails to achieve their potential as a result 

of these factors and is assessed without those factors being taken into account, it 

would appear that this system may not be as fair as it first seems and could contribute 

to the reinforcement of the poverty cycle due to educational failure. 

The increased focus on academic attainment and competitiveness contribute 

to an environment that prioritises a pupil’s academic outcomes over the well-being 

outcomes of the child (Williams-Brown & Jopling, 2021). Educational practices that 

align with the neoliberal values of education can be detrimental to motivation to learn, 

and ineffective and unfair practices have been employed in order to better meet the 

Government’s expectations and standards and increase the competitiveness of 

schools (Done & Knowler, 2020; Baltodano, 2012). A major emphasis has been placed 

on perceived parental choice in school selection effectively growing a competitive 

schools’ market and a consumerist mentality amongst parents (Angus, 2015). 

Secondary school selection and transition can be a difficult time for pupils (McGee et 

al., 2003) with young people often feeling pressure to find the ‘right’ school for them in 

terms of location, friends, or speciality subjects (Bagnall, Skipper & Fox, 2020). School 

transition can increase stress and fear of rejection, isolation from peers, parental 

expectations, and anxiety about attending a new school (Sirsch, 2003). Children in 

cities in particular often have the choice of multiple schools within their respective 

catchment areas, and parents and children have to take account of multiple factors 

when deciding which school their child should attend. To assure school and pupil 
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performance within the context of a market-driven education system, teaching 

performance is closely monitored, measured and made publicly available in the form 

of Ofsted reports and ratings (Usta, 2021). Teachers encounter far more observation 

and decreased teacher-autonomy due to increased accountability measures (Day, 

2020). Ofsted observe, report, and rate schools and teachers, so that they can be 

compared across the country in league tables (Usta, 2021). The league table results 

can then be used as advertising by schools to attract their ‘consumers’ (Keddie, 2019) 

- parents and pupils. In the period prior to an Ofsted inspection, and during the 

inspection, teacher workload, stress, and pressures from senior staff, increase 

significantly creating a negative environment for the teacher (Brady & Wilson, 2021) 

and detracting from time spent with the pupils. 

The increased competitive nature and market-driven approach taken to 

education policy places an emphasis on the importance of a strong and recognisable 

brand that the consumer (parents) recognise. In their endeavour to promote their 

respective schools, each school appears to often consider their pupils to be a potential 

means of advertising for the school. Schools management teams now often use 

uniforms as a means of advertising and reinforcement of their brand (Brathwaite, 

2017). School uniforms were originally designed to be an equaliser for pupils in the 

school - when everyone wears the same thing regardless of financial status it means 

that you cannot easily identify those from poorer or richer backgrounds (Reidy, 2021). 

Affordable generic uniforms are now perceived negatively (Walmsley, 2011) and 

perhaps unhelpful in terms of marketing and brand recognition (DiMartino & Jessen, 

2018). Uniforms now tend to be more expensive and school specific. Many schools 

have ‘upgraded’ from a low-cost generic uniform to a much higher cost branded school 

uniform with items that are unique to the branding of a specific school and could not 

be sourced cheaply from mainstream supermarkets and shops (Lynch & Moran, 

2006). More recently, due to the increased competitiveness of schools encouraged by 

the market-driven education system, the issue of uniforms as a major driver of social 

inequality and signifiers of poverty has been raised (Lynch & Moran, 2006; Naven, et 

al., 2019). Policies that increase costs of bespoke uniforms discriminate and single out 

families who have financial hardships potentially causing shame and embarrassment 

for the child (Mazzoli Smith & Todd, 2016; Horgan, 2007). Government guidance 
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states that if you cannot afford the uniform that you should first contact the local council 

and if they cannot help then to contact the school directly to request help. There is 

also a link to citizens advice about having to purchase expensive uniforms (DfE, n.d.). 

Parents may find this overly complicated procedure humiliating and stigmatising and 

many will have issues accessing such help given the education and technological gap 

amongst the poorest families (Van Dijk, 2017) and language barriers that affect many 

parents (Lechuga-Pena & Breisson, 2018). The adoption of neoliberal values into the 

education system has sometimes caused additional difficulties for those from low 

income households and emphasises the need for parents to take personal 

responsibility for their situation and the home their child is raised in, regardless of 

external social drivers (Fretwell, 2021). 

2.4.4. Behaviour Management in Education 

Young people involved with XLP who engage in disruptive and challenging 

behaviours experience frequent punishments in their respective educational contexts 

(XLP, 2016). Behaviour management in the classroom context is seen as essential for 

effective and efficient operation of the education system (Wheldall & Merrett, 2017). 

Current policies regarding behaviour management in schools use external rewards 

and punishments to regulate behaviours; desired behaviours are rewarded (Ayllon & 

Azrin, 1965) and undesirable behaviours are punished (Armstrong, 2014).  

Whilst such behaviourist approaches could perhaps in the first instance appear 

sensible, in reality they can be challenging to enforce and consistently maintain when 

implemented, particularly with young people who are disengaged from their education 

and feel little motivation to learn and work hard in school (Earl, et al., 2017). Young 

people from challenging backgrounds may not be able to engage with the school 

environment and may respond poorly to such strategies as it only attempts to deal with 

external behaviours rather than any underlying issues (Dutil, 2020). Although such 

approaches are still widely used and can work reasonably well with some young 

people, there is growing appreciation that this is likely not the most effective way of 

working with young people at risk of educational failure and can actually exacerbate 

challenging or disengaged behaviours (Petty, 2014; Masista, 2008; Frey & Jegen, 
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2001). It is generally acknowledged that some pupils find it more difficult to engage 

with learning for a wide variety of reasons such as ACEs, poverty (Harvey & Delfabbro, 

2004; Van der Berg, 2008), bullying (Young-Jones et al., 2015; Skues, Cunningham 

& Pokharel, 2005), and poor relationships with teaching staff (Eccles et al., 1993; 

Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Additionally, there is a belief among some teachers that 

motivation in pupils, although impacted by multiple factors outside of school, is pre-

established in the home and that teachers in the school environment can only have a 

limited influence upon motivation (Berger, et al., 2018). This belief can reduce 

teachers’ use of effective motivational strategies in the classroom (Turner, 2010). 

Many of the teaching methods used within education are detrimental to motivation 

(Smit, Brabander & Martens, 2014).  

The behaviourist principles of reward and punishment are used in educational 

settings to help teachers to manage and control classroom behaviour (Garrison, 2012; 

Kowalski & Froiland, 2020). In primary schools this can be particularly effective 

(Spiller, et al., 2019). For example, using reward charts and points systems to 

encourage good behaviour in class. There is some debate as to whether reward 

systems like this undermine the quality of the motivation that a child might feel as their 

motivation is externally regulated by the praise or reward of the teacher rather than 

being intrinsic (Kowalski & Froiland, 2020). Deci, Ryan and Koestner (2001) suggest 

that for mundane tasks rewards may encourage better motivation, however, if a task 

is interesting then applying an external reward can reduce the intrinsic motivation 

experienced. Secondary schools appear to focus more on punishing poor behaviours 

and less on rewarding desired behaviours and tend to use more punitive measures for 

behaviour management (Valdebenito, et al., 2018). With this greater emphasis on 

punishment it is important to understand the nature of those punishments employed 

and the effect they actually have on vulnerable young people. Punitive measures that 

are used in schools for behaviour management include: detention, removal of desired 

activities, being put ‘on-report’, isolation (also known as internal exclusion) and 

exclusion (DfE, 2016).  

Most young people experience detention during their secondary school career 

(Mallett, 2016). Government guidance states that detentions can occur during a lunch 
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hour, after school or at weekends, and that it is not necessary to inform parents that 

their child has been given a detention or to let them know why (DfE, 2016). There is 

some debate over the effectiveness and efficacy of the use of detention as a 

punishment (Saloviita, 2017). Detentions are usually in response to a child’s disruptive 

behaviours or to minimise undesirable behaviours (e.g. late homework) (Derrington, 

2005). There is often a delay between the giving of a detention and the punishment 

actually happening which can diminish effectiveness by reducing the pupil’s 

appreciation of the association between the punishment and the event which caused 

it (Saloviita, 2017). When there is not an explicit link between the behaviour and the 

punishment or this link is not sufficiently explained or reinforced the child is less likely 

to ‘learn’ the lesson intended from the punishment. An alternative that has been 

proposed to be more effective is to use short time-outs to reduce disruptive behaviours 

(e.g. standing in the corridor for a short amount of time) (Saloviita, 2017). Detention 

as a punishment lacks efficacy and some research suggests that detention can 

exacerbate rather than inhibit disruptive behaviours (Ashworth, et al., 2008; Wickham, 

2010).  

Punishing children by removing desirable activities is used as a method for 

reinforcing changes in behaviour (Silva, 2019). Based on principles of classical 

behaviourism this style of negative punishment is a method of weakening or 

eliminating undesirable behaviours (McLeod, 2007). This method, also known as 

response cost, is used in therapies for behaviour change (e.g. applied behaviour 

analysis) to motivate the child to stop engaging in poor behaviour and to engage in 

desired behaviours (DeJager, et al., 2020). However, removing desirable activities and 

using them as reinforcers creates low quality external motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

This technique may result in the desired change to external behaviours, but the 

motivation achieved is highly-externally regulated and it can impede achieving good 

quality intrinsic motivation to engage better with education as it does not deal with any 

underlying contributing factors with which the child or young person might be dealing 

(Black & Allen, 2018). 

Being placed ‘on report’ in school involves increasing the level of monitoring of 

a particular pupil who is exhibiting challenging or undesirable behaviours. Teachers 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Literature Review  

60 

will document any issues in a report book retained by the pupil and handed to the 

teacher at the beginning of each lesson. At the end of the school day the pupil will 

review its contents with a senior teacher such as the Head of Year (DfE, 2016). 

Increased monitoring interventions have been used for decades and are often seen 

as a useful way to monitor, provide feedback to the pupil, and to communicate with 

parents and other teachers about a child’s behaviour. Surprisingly, given the frequency 

that this type of intervention is used and that it is endorsed by the Department for 

Education, there has been very little research conducted into its effectiveness. It 

appears to have both punitive qualities and at the same time offers opportunities for 

praise and affirmation. The information gathered whilst a pupil is on report can be used 

to provide positive feedback to the pupil, other staff and their parents which can help 

to reinforce desirable classroom behaviour and reduce disruptive behaviours 

(Chafouleas, Riley-Tillman & McDougal, 2002). However, it should be noted that 

although the effect of increased monitoring and observation may appear to help 

reduce challenging classroom behaviours, it can have a negative impact on the quality 

of motivation to learn. Externally regulated measures that involve observation and 

reporting by teachers can be detrimental to their educational experience and may 

reduce feelings of autonomy (Kelly, 2021).  

Isolation, also known as internal exclusion, has become increasingly used to 

manage persistent disruptive behaviours (Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). Most 

schools provide a space within the grounds for internally excluded young people to 

attend isolation (Gillies, 2016). This is normally a specialist behavioural centre within 

the school where the pupil will be placed in a room or booth on their own with a list of 

the day’s work that they are to complete whilst being closely supervised. Often the 

staff supervising in such centres hold no formal teaching qualifications (Martin-

Denham, 2021). There is little government guidance or monitoring of the use of these 

units (Barker, 2010; Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). What guidance there is, 

merely states that staff should make sure that the punishment of isolation is fair, 

proportionate, rational and reasonable  (Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). The lack 

of comprehensive guidance has led to confusion as to what constitutes isolation and 

how to frame it as a punishment as opposed to a ‘safe space’, ‘de-escalation room’ or 

‘quiet space’. Despite these varying interpretations, pupils most often have negative 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Literature Review  

61 

feelings toward these centres and compare them to prisons due to being locked in and 

watched (Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). Periods of internal exclusion appear to 

vary in duration from a single day to several months, or in some cases years (Martin-

Denham, 2020). The Government provides no guidance for any upper limit of time a 

pupil can spend in isolation (Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). When in isolation 

pupils are expected to teach themselves to learn the content from any missed lessons 

and have no contact with their peers (Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). The 

consequences of isolation for the young person include: increased social exclusion 

from peers, poorer relationships with teachers, damage to mental health and lowering 

academic outcomes (Martin-Denham, 2020; Sealy, Abrams & Cockburn, 2021). 

Repeated or extended experiences of isolation can have a cumulative effect on a 

pupil’s behaviour when in an educational context (Martin-Denham, 2020). By its nature 

isolation appears to be a largely negative experience for young people which reduces 

feelings of justice within the school context, negatively impacts on a pupil’s motivation 

to learn, and impedes productive engagement in the classroom (Kazemi, 2016). Self-

Determination Theory suggests that removing access to feelings of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness can dramatically reduce a young person’s quality of 

motivation making it more challenging for them to engage productively in the 

classroom (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Isolation and supervision conceivably could lessen 

experiences of personal autonomy by removing a pupil’s choice of where they can go 

and with whom they can interact independently. This could reduce feelings of 

relatedness as positive relationships with teachers and peers are damaged by their 

absence and the inability to interact, and, a pupil’s feelings of competence are also 

lowered as they acknowledge their perceived inability to conform to school rules and 

are left to learn by themselves and could likely fall behind in their learning. All these 

issues are further aggravated by the perception that they are being punished with 

isolation (Kazemi, 2016). Being removed from the classroom for disruptive behaviours 

does not attempt to determine or understand any root issues of a pupil’s behaviours 

and can exacerbate the underlying causes and worsen behaviours (Sharkey & 

Fenning, 2012). 

Considered the most severe punishment a school can dispense, permanent 

exclusion of a child can be invoked by a school for a variety of reasons usually 
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documented in a school’s Code of Conduct and aligned to government policy 

(Education Act, Section 52, 2002). Pupils who persistently fail to conform to the 

required standards of behaviour are considered to be in breach of school policies and 

procedure and therefore can be removed (Cotzias, 2014; Fisher, 2006) from the 

school for it to be able to continue to function well and benefit the other pupils. 

Dependent upon the reasons for exclusion, a pupil may be excluded for a fixed period 

(i.e. suspended for a period of up to 45 days) or permanently (i.e. expelled) (Parkes, 

2012). With a fixed-period exclusion, the school is required to set and mark work for 

the first five school days and thereafter the school must arrange suitable full-time 

education such as attendance at a PRU. With permanent exclusion the local council 

must arrange alternative full-time education from the sixth school day of exclusion 

(DfE, 2019), which again normally involves attending a PRU.  

 

 
Figure 7 - Exclusion: Number and reason by type (DfE, 2018) 
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The most common reason for exclusion is persistent disruptive behaviour 

(Hofer, 2007) which accounts for 35.7% of all permanent exclusions and 28.4% of all 

temporary fixed-term exclusions (Figure 7) (DfE, 2018). Other common reasons 

include: verbal abuse, physical assault against other pupils, and physical assault 

against an adult (DfE, 2018). Typically permanent exclusions are a response to 

significant and frequent disruptive behaviours that have created unacceptable risks to 

teachers and pupils or caused damage to school property (DfE, 2019). When a pupil 

is excluded permanently from a mainstream school they are usually sent to a PRU 

which is designed to be ‘better equipped’ to support students presenting with 

challenging behaviours and those who may need additional educational support 

(Knight, 2007). However, there is a stigma attached to attendance of PRUs and for 

pupils and parents the perception of these types of educational establishments is often 

highly negative prior to enrolment (Jarvis, 2018). The Department for Education 

acknowledges openly that “disruptive behaviour can be an indication for unmet needs” 

(DfE, 2017, n.p.) and that mainstream schools are often ill-equipped to address such 

needs (Cameron, 1998). For instance, reasons behind poor behaviours could include 

disengagement from education (Whitted, 2011) and amotivation (Covington, 1992). It 

is argued that PRUs are better designed and equipped to meet such needs (Ofsted, 

2007), although it is difficult to reconcile this with the extremely poor academic 

outcomes they produce (DfE, 2017). Neoliberal and behaviourist principles are 

foundational to classroom management in PRUs and target external behaviours  (Tate 

& Greatbatch, 2017).  

Although physical restraint is not considered a punishment, it is an accepted 

method of behaviour management (Sellman, 2009). According to Government advice, 

all teachers and staff have the legal power to use ‘reasonable force’ in circumstances 

where it is considered needed. Reasonable force includes measures such as: blocking 

a pupil’s path, leading a pupil away from a situation by holding their arm, and, physical 

restraint in order to bring a pupil back under control during extreme outbursts or 

aggression. However, it is unlawful to use physical restraint as a punishment (DfE, 

2013). It is important to appreciate how physical restraint is perceived by pupils. 

Although it may not be intended as a punishment by a staff member as it is given in 

response to  a pupil’s aggressive or violent behaviour, it is often interpreted as 
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punishment by the pupil concerned (McClusky, Riddell & Weedon, 2015). Ofsted 

(2018) guidance accepts that physical restraint might be needed in exceptional 

circumstances, but also acknowledges that if used there are serious repercussions for 

the pupil and the teacher concerned. For example, the act of physical restraint 

severely damages any possibility of a trusted relationship between the teacher and 

the pupil which is considered necessary for good teaching practice. As such, restraint 

should only be used as a last resort if all other methods to diffuse the situation have 

been exhausted. Even reasonable use of restraint opens up both teacher and pupil to 

the risk of harm, damages teacher-pupil relationships, and changes the pupil’s 

perception of teachers from being supportive educators to enforcers of perceived 

punishments (Van Loan, Gage & Cullen, 2015). Physical restraint can be highly 

psychologically damaging for the pupil and can leave the child feeling completely 

disempowered, demotivated and disengaged (Sequeira & Halstead, 2002).  

The use of behaviourist approaches of rewards and punishments aimed at 

controlling and building compliance in pupils is deeply entrenched in and supported by 

neoliberal principles of monitoring, accountability and personal responsibility to accept 

the standards of behaviour and the consequences of breaking them (Michael & 

Fredrickson, 2013). The impact on vulnerable young people, especially those who are 

experiencing ACEs or other adversity, can be highly detrimental to educational 

engagement and create an environment where a young person becomes at greater 

risk of educational failure (Hardcastle, et al., 2018). 

2.4.5. Supporting Traumatised Pupils 

There has been considerable research into understanding how trauma can 

impact an individual and how best to support those who have been exposed to trauma 

within a clinical setting. Large scale quantitative studies have been used to help to 

develop models that improve our understanding of trauma and have been used to 

investigate the impact of ACEs and experiences of trauma. Such studies have been 

of immense value in improving our understanding of generalisable aspects of trauma, 

such as the ACE categories (Felitti et al., 1998). The development of generalisable 

models for understanding trauma has led to the development of therapies that are both 
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reliable and valid to manage the symptoms exhibited by people exposed to trauma. 

For example, EMDR Therapy has been found to be a generalisable and effective 

method of treating PTSD (Maxfield, 2009; Soberman, et al., 2002; Marcus, et al, 1997), 

and Trauma-Focussed CBT has been found to be a safe and reliable treatment post-

trauma for young people (Peters, et al., 2021). 

The qualitative contribution to trauma research has been equally valuable. It 

has increased understanding in terms of what can cause trauma, how trauma is 

experienced, the nuances of traumatic experiences, the impact on an individual, and 

what has helped and hindered recovery from trauma. Individual experiences of trauma 

and trauma support are explored in depth by studies such as Woods-Jaeger et al. 

(2018) who found that parenting aspiration and support for parents can reduce the risk 

of intergenerational transmission of trauma, and Lester et al. (2020) who found that 

how services are delivered is just as important as which therapies are delivered and 

that flexible and dependable services create greater autonomy and a better 

experience. Furthermore, Whitehouse (2021) found that experiences of EMDR 

therapy could be described as ‘transformative’, but only when certain conditions were 

met (e.g. a good relationship was established between the therapist and the client). 

Additionally, Easterwood et al. (2020) investigated the use of trauma-focussed CBT 

for the treatment of PTSD in young people, testing the efficacy of the therapy and 

looking to improve its design. During the research, the experiences reported in 

interviews revealed the difficulties the young people had talking about trauma and the 

dangers of traumatisation during therapies, along with the benefits of the therapies in 

helping them overcome their past difficulties. These qualitative studies have helped to 

develop our understanding of complex and individual experiences of trauma and the 

effectiveness of particular types of support. This understanding could be transferred 

into providing better support in the educational context.  

Young people in the population of interest often face significant challenges in 

their home, community and educational contexts, and often have little access to 

protective factors that can support their well-being and educational journey. It is likely 

that young people who have difficult home and community contexts are in need of 

greater support within their education. As identified above, the educational context can 
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often create more challenges to the education of young people who have experienced 

trauma or have faced ACEs. The pressure that has been introduced into the 

educational environment from neoliberal values and the reliance on punishments for 

behaviour management appear to be highly detrimental for young people who are 

traumatised and has the potential to retraumatise.  

There are more suitable approaches to supporting young people who have 

ACEs and other experiences of trauma proposed in the literature. The two that have 

been selected for further exploration are restorative justice approaches (Breedove, 

Choi & Zyromski, 2021) and trauma-informed education (Racine, Killam & Madigan, 

2020). These approaches appear to better support the needs of these vulnerable 

young people and have the potential to reduce the risk of educational failure for this 

group of vulnerable young people. 

The debate between the use of rehabilitation or punitive measures to minimise 

challenging behaviours is not new (Suvall, 2009). Wachtel, (2005) proposed the Social 

Discipline Window theory suggesting there are four ways in which a teacher could deal 

with a fight between two young people after an incident: they can do something ‘to’ 

them (punishment); they can do nothing (neglectful); they can do something ‘for’ them 

(permissive); or they can work ‘with’ them (restorative). Punishment, neglectful and 

permissive responses have a limited ability to help young people who need additional 

support to change their behaviours. Restorative approaches could potentially enable 

more persistent and positive change in behaviours and improved engagement, and 

consequently reduced the likelihood of educational failure (Gordon, 2015).  

Restorative justice is perhaps a better rehabilitative alternative to zero tolerance 

policies with harsh punitive measures (Morrison, 2013). The approach seeks to work 

with both the harmer and the harmed in order to reconcile differences. Such an 

approach to behaviour management emphasises the need for all parties involved in a 

disagreement to communicate well and reconcile any differences they may have in 

order to appreciate more fully why the situation occurred in the first place and how it 

impacted the other person (Hurley, et al., 2015). Lockhart, et al., (2005) suggested five 

objectives to restorative justice: 1) school-community empathy for both the harmed 
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and the harmer; 2) listening and responding to the needs of the harmed and the 

harmer; 3) accountability and responsibility to reflect on the incident as individuals and 

together; 4) school communities should strive to be supportive; and, 5) schools should 

remove any policies that may contribute to harm and introduce policies that increase 

care given to pupils. Using this approach, disruptive behaviours are discussed and 

resolved through methods that develop empathy between the parties and increase 

their sense of justice, trust, self-esteem and well-being. 

The way in which restorative justice is implemented in schools needs to be 

carefully considered. If not done appropriately the restorative justice procedures or 

techniques could themselves become perceived as a punishment and act as a 

deterrent (Porter, 2005, as cited in McCluskey, et al., 2008). It is common for 

restorative justice to induce feelings of shame and guilt constructively in order to build 

empathy (Van Stokkom, 2002). It should be noted for instance that for a young person 

with ACEs a trauma-informed approach to restorative justice is needed in order to 

avoid re-traumatisation (Randall & Haskell, 2013). Restorative justice in education 

needs further research to establish efficacy (McCluskey, et al., 2008). What research 

does exist appears to indicate that this approach might well benefit vulnerable young 

people. Such approaches facilitate protective factors such as internalisation and better 

teacher-pupil relationships which increases motivation to learn and educational 

engagement, and so lowers the risk of educational failure. 

Trauma-informed education is a growing area of research interest which has 

led to the development of effective and supportive trauma-informed procedures that 

recognise that “students experiencing a stable yet maladaptive response are surviving, 

not thriving; they encounter significant challenges to learning and developments” 

(Phifer & Hull, 2016, p.202). Berger & Samuel (2020) interviewed school mental health 

workers and found that there was a high instance of teachers and staff who felt ill-

equipped to support young people exposed to trauma and that more training and 

support was needed for teachers in order to provide better support for students. 

Phifer and Hull (2016) suggest that rules need to be more flexible for those who 

have been traumatised and discipline needs to be tailored to the pupil to try and reduce 
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negative experiences that might reinforce the effects from the trauma. Trauma-

informed education is an approach that places trauma-support as a priority along-side 

education. Educational staff receive training that enables and equips them to support 

young people more effectively (Perry & Daniels, 2016). Once trauma-informed 

practices become habitual there are multiple benefits for all pupils. Notably such 

trauma-informed approaches appear to benefit not only those who have ACEs and 

experience of trauma, but also those from other at-risk groups such as those from 

poorer backgrounds (Taylor & Barrett, 2018). 

Morgan et al., (2015) argues that young people who have experienced trauma 

and have been excluded from school or have failed in education would benefit from 

an alternative approach to alternative provisions (e.g. PRUs). They suggest that PRUs 

need to provide greater levels of flexibility and less rigid practices and procedures. For 

example, a PRU will often lock pupils in the premises and enforce lessons in a way 

that can be interpreted as prison-like by pupils, whereas flexible learning, that 

emphasises relational connection and challenges negative opinions from a place of 

support rather than judgement and punishment, could be more effective for re-

engaging pupils (Greenhalgh, et al., 2020). This approach to alternative provision 

aligns with Brunzell, Stokes and Waters (2016) work on Trauma-Informed Positive 

Education (TIPE) which used a ‘dual-continua model’ to effectively support children 

and young people with trauma. They proposed that support should be about 

addressing the deficits and struggles that have developed as a result of their exposure 

to ACEs and experiences of trauma which needs to encourage them and emphasise 

their strengths. This would help to provide a more positive educational experiences 

and opportunities for good motivation in APs and, mutatis mutandis, mainstream 

schools.  

The Supportive Trauma Interventions for Educators project (STRIVE) was 

developed to help teachers and staff create a trauma-informed and supportive school 

environment (McConnico, et al., 2016). The project focusses on training teachers in 

trauma-informed practices and providing practical guidelines for managing behaviour 

and enabling teachers to create multiple opportunities for success in the classroom 

(including creating an environment of trust and safety). Such interventions highlight 
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the importance of educating teachers about trauma and emphasising a positive and 

supportive class environment over academic attainment. The principles of STRIVE 

strongly correlate with the work that the partner charity, XLP, do with young people 

outside school by providing safe, secure relationships and positive opportunities for 

young people who have experienced trauma. 

 Healthy Environments and Response to Trauma in Schools (HEARTS) is a 

trauma-informed approach to education proposed by Dorado, et al. (2016). The 

program employed Blaustein’s ARC framework (attachment, regulation and 

competency (Kinniburgh, et al., 2005)) and uses multiple level interventions to provide 

appropriate support. The first level involves using whole school interventions 

(prevention strategy); the second level provides selected support (intervention for 

those at-risk); and the third level involves targeted support (specific interventions for 

those exhibiting trauma responses). The programme seeks a fundamental change in 

the procedures at a school which would mean that all students, school staff (both 

teaching and non-teaching), parents and other professionals, would be educated 

about trauma and how to support those who are experiencing trauma in order to 

ensure comprehensive support. The results of this programme demonstrated a 

significant reduction in the negative impacts of trauma and an increase in educational 

engagement for all students concerned (Dorado, et al., 2016). This suggests that this 

approach provided multiple protective factors.  

There are always implementation difficulties with new interventions and 

approaches to education. The neoliberal underpinnings of the current education 

system are not compatible with support for young people with ACEs and experience 

of trauma. Any proposed interventions will always have financial costs and involve the 

retraining of staff, parents and pupils. These interventions work best when all staff 

have internalised the importance of the programme (Chiodo & Koplin, 2018). It can be 

seen through programmes such as HEARTS, TIPE and STRIVE that change is 

possible. 
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2.5. Theoretical Framework: Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory is a comprehensive theory of motivation and well-

being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). It provides a useful framework and terminology that offer 

a way to better understand the effects of home, community and educational contexts 

of disadvantaged young people, particularly relating to adverse childhood 

experiences, families, and motivation, and how they can lead to academic success or 

failure.  

Ryan and Deci (2000) define motivation as the feeling you experience when 

you are ‘moved to do something’. Deci and Ryan (1985) suggest two types of 

motivation: controlled and autonomous. Controlled motivation is created in 

environments where a person feels that they are coerced or seduced into engaging in 

a task (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Gagne & Deci, 2005). For example, in a classroom 

context where a child is incentivised to do school work by offering ‘bribes’ (e.g. reward 

charts or stickers) or threats (e.g. missing playtime). Either way the child may comply 

with the request to work but the quality of the motivation and engagement are low and 

the child may not truly learn what is required from the lesson (Kazantzus et al., 2004). 

Controlled motivation could be considered the most pragmatic and practical way to 

teach a classroom of pupils as it is difficult to create autonomous motivation in every 

child at the same time. Autonomous motivation is the motivation felt when you truly 

want to engage with a task. There are two types of autonomous motivation. The first 

is experienced when you are acting of your own volition; it is a task that you find 

appealing and enjoyable that you have chosen to engage with and there are no 

external pressures that are coercing participation. The second is created through an 

individual’s values and beliefs; the tasks that are consistent with deeply held values 

even if they are difficult or not appealing can become motivating because of the cause 

with which they are associated. An example could be the pupil doing a difficult piece 

of homework because they value the principle of working hard to achieve a goal. 

It would seem logical that it is necessary to provide opportunities for more 

autonomous motivation in order to engage a pupil with a lesson and with their 

education to avoid educational failure. However, it is not possible to create a 

classroom environment where all children are intrinsically motivated at all times and 
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for some mundane tasks controlled motivation can be an effective way to teach 

(Grolnick & Ryan, 1987). Some subjects and lessons are not as engaging as others 

and pupil behaviour can often be more disruptive when children are less engaged 

(Muijs & Reynolds, 2017). It is however optimal to try and foster autonomous 

motivation in tasks which include creativity and critical thinking in order to produce 

learners who want to learn (Gagne & Deci, 2005). 

 
Figure 8 - The Self-Determination Continuum (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

The Self-Determination Continuum visually represents the different types of 

autonomous and controlled motivation and how each type of motivation is regulated 

(Figure 8). The different regulatory styles of motivation show how motivation for a task 

is maintained. External regulation is maintained with external rewards and 

punishments, for example in early work in behaviourist research (Skinner, 1966; 

Pavlov, 1927). This approach can be widely seen in the education system today from 

infant and primary education with sticker charts and house points to secondary 

education with punishments such as detention. External regulation relies upon 

compliance with, and enforcement of, the rules. Creating educational environments 

that employ high levels of external regulation leads to poorer quality motivation for 

learning and lower creativity (Vansteenkiste, Lens & Deci, 2006). Introjected regulation 

is a form of extrinsic motivation, but it is reliant on the idea that some of the external 
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expectations are internalised. Rather than external rewards and punishments, the 

reasons for motivation are now internal such as feelings of guilt, anxiety and pride. 

These are punishments and rewards in and of themselves and external rewards and 

punishments are unnecessary.  

The next type of external motivation is identified regulation which is more 

autonomous. Identified regulation needs a “conscious valuing of a behavioural goal or 

regulation” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.72). This means that an individual has identified a 

behaviour as personally important. For example, if a pupil wanted to get good grades 

because they believe them to be of value and importance to them. The final extrinsic 

motivation in the continuum is integrated regulation. This occurs when a task is 

considered to be congruent with an individual’s deeply held beliefs and values. 

Integrated regulation shares many characteristics of intrinsic motivation, the main 

difference being that the internalised ideas revolve around significant others and the 

values that those significant others hold encourage them to engage with a task (Deci 

& Ryan, 2008). The final point on the continuum is amotivation which is when no 

motivation is experienced at all during a task and there is no engagement in the 

activity.  

SDT proposes that the types of motivation one might experience are influenced 

by three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence and relatedness. These 

needs can be satisfied by a nurturing environment to form either controlled or 

autonomous motivation. The next section will discuss the psychological needs in more 

depth and explore why they are important in education. 

The psychological need autonomy is described as the “inner endorsement of 

one’s own actions” (Deci & Ryan, 1987, p.1025). Autonomy is experienced when one 

perceives a level of control or choice relating to a task or situation. When autonomy is 

experienced the decision is internalised and higher quality motivation is felt. Low levels 

of autonomy will exist when engaged in a task or with a situation that is controlled by 

external regulation and is an act of compliance. The current education system 

emphasises academic attainment through high stakes testing, which can be 

detrimental to a pupil’s motivation to learn (Shepard, et al., 2018) and can foster 
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anxiety and poor mental health (Brown & Carr, 2019). The current educational policies 

seek to create a classroom environment of high compliance (Picower, 2011) with 

strong emphasis on a strict code of behaviour (Mitchell, 2003) which can reduce 

experiences of autonomy in favour of better academic performance and behavioural 

management. Whilst most pupils will usually not respond adversely to this approach 

of control and compliance, for some, including those who are dealing with trauma, it 

may be more difficult to engage (Archer et al., 2017). Pupils who feel less autonomy 

consequently become less engaged and less cooperative with teachers and staff 

(Ryan & Deci, 2016), often leading to difficult behaviours (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 

Vallerand, Fortier & Guay, 1997).  

For young people who struggle with expectations of high compliance in an 

authoritarian environment in school the frustration of the classroom and the lack of 

control they feel can lead to highly negative behaviours (Van Tilberg & Igou, 2017; 

Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006; Van Hooft & Van Hooft, 2018) such as persistent 

disruption, disrespecting teachers and other staff, and outbursts of anger and violence. 

When punitive measures of control are applied this can exacerbate the situation rather 

than resolve it as it further diminishes feelings of autonomy (Maag, 2001). By contrast, 

teacher-supported autonomous environments have been shown to have a correlation 

with high levels of pupil engagement, attainment and satisfaction (Niemiec & Ryan, 

2009; Dweck, et al., 2014). 

The psychological need competence is found in multiple theories of motivation 

(Cook & Artino, 2016). Feelings of competence not only seem to positively correlate 

with autonomous motivation, but also with high self-esteem (Deci, et al., 2001), well-

being (La Guardia et al., 2000) and confidence (Pajares & Johnson, 1994; Foster, 

2016).  A sense of competence also increases willingness to try new and more 

challenging tasks (Bandura, 1986; Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006).  Receiving positive 

and timely feedback is a major contributing factor to experiencing satisfaction of the 

need for competence (Lucariello et al., 2016; Brookhart, 2017). Mastering skills is an 

important part of life and there is a strong relationship between mastering skills and 

intrinsic motivation and increased self-compassion (Neff et al., 2005). In the 

educational context, high levels of perceived competence can foster good quality 
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autonomous motivation and low levels of perceived competence can have a 

devastating impact on motivation to learn and willingness to engage in challenging 

tasks (Miserandino, 1996). The consequences of perceived low levels of competence 

include low self-esteem (Steiger et al., 2014), low engagement (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-

Garcia, 2014) and poor academic attainment (Elliot & Dweck, 2005), which can 

combine to form a perpetual negative spiral if there is no intervention (Pekrun, et al., 

2017) potentially resulting in educational failure. Pupils who feel low levels of 

competence often feel more socially excluded from their peers and are more likely to 

choose to leave school early (Bouffard, et al., 2003). Pupils can be embarrassed and 

feel shame about low levels of competence, and can attempt to hide it by being 

disruptive so that they are removed from lessons rather than to be exposed as 

incompetent to their peers and the disciplinary consequences are considered worth it 

so long as you are not ‘shamed’ in front of your peers (Fantuzzo, et al., 2007).  

The psychological need relatedness, in the context of motivation, is rooted in 

attachment theory (Leon & Liew, 2017). It is the sense of belonging to something, 

being cared for and caring for others (Bauer & McAdams, 2000). Relatedness involves 

the need to establish and maintain constructive, meaningful and lasting relationships 

(Leary & Baumeister, 2017). To develop and maintain feelings of high levels of 

relatedness it is important to be involved in community and to feel valued and 

interconnected within the group (Martin & Hill, 2011; Katz & Assor, 2007). A strong 

sense of relatedness increases our feelings of happiness (Ostberg, 2003), increases 

positive engagement with education (Chen, et al., 2010), and lowers symptoms of 

anxiety and depression during stressful events (Pössel, et al., 2013; Rueger, et al., 

2010). In an educational context relatedness can be fostered in whole school 

communities, year groups, classes, peer groups, and in small groups and in one-to-

one relationships. It is important to recognise the value of all types of relationships in 

schools and that when these relationships change (for better or worse) motivation to 

learn can be affected (positively and negatively) (Martin & Dowson, 2009). Students 

who experience high levels of relatedness as a result of supportive relationships in the 

school environment are likely to achieve a higher academic standard than those who 

have more superficial relationships with peers and staff (Goodenow, 1993; McCormick 

& O’Conner, 2015). Those who report lower levels of relatedness concerning their 
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relationships with peers and teachers often become disengaged with education and 

are more likely to experience poor psychological functioning (Bond, et al., 2007; Zee, 

Koomen & Van der Veen, 2013). There is a recognised correlation between bullying 

(or social exclusion from peers) and educational attainment (Lam, et al., 2015; 

Pellegrini et al., 2015), and negative peer relations can cause low self-esteem and 

poor well-being and can contribute to lower motivation to learn (Skues, Cunningham 

& Pokharel, 2005).  

Young people who have experienced multiple ACEs and trauma can lack 

feelings of relatedness in and outside of the school context (Cheung, Huang & Zhang, 

2021; Datu, 2017). When relationships with peers and teaching staff have been poor, 

‘challenging’ pupils can experience a poor sense of ‘belonging’ to the school (Mowat 

& Macleod, 2019). It is important to recognise that relationships outside of the 

educational context influence educational success. Parental relationships and support 

for education strongly influences a pupil’s academic outcomes (Patterson et al., 2017; 

Davis-Kean, 2005; Walker, et al., 2004). For disadvantaged young people there is 

often a lack of positive adult role models with either the desire or the ability to support 

them (Vauhkonen, et al., 2017). 

When there are significant impediments to the satisfaction of the needs for 

autonomy, competence and relatedness it can have a detrimental impact on 

experiences of motivation and educational success for young people, especially for 

those exposed to ACEs and with experiences of trauma (Jones, Feigenbaum & Jones, 

2021). The distress and disruption caused by family breakdown, gangs and criminality, 

substance abuse, domestic violence and physical or sexual abuse, mental health 

issues, poor role models, poverty and poor housing, all can arguably reduce needs 

satisfaction and lower quality of motivation and reduce educational engagement 

(Bethell, et al., 2016). This may be because the situations that they are in are 

disempowering, removing the sense of control a young person needs to feel over their 

own life and circumstances, and disconnecting them relationally and emotionally from 

the world around them leaving them feeling persistently isolated, fearful and anxious, 

and unable to change anything or cope well with life as it is (Zyromski, et al., 2018). 
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Self-Determination Theory was developed as a quantitative theory and 

therefore the vast majority of research that uses SDT is quantitative. However, the 

nature of the theory lends itself to qualitative inquiry, the concepts of the needs and 

intrinsic and external motivation can be adapted for qualitative research projects 

(Lynch, Salikhove & Eremeeva, 2020). Research was conducted by Lynch, Salikhova 

and Eremeeva (2020) who used two small qualitative studies to investigate motivation 

across cultures. They identified the usefulness of a qualitative approach with their SDT 

research to ‘deepen, expand and potentially challenge how we understand the key 

construct of a theory’ (pg. 142) and concluded that using SDT qualitatively expanded  

the  understanding of the theory. Meristso (2021) also used SDT as a framework for 

exploring the experiences of academics during reforms in Higher Education using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (observations, diary notes and interviews) 

and suggested that SDT provided an effective guide to understanding the data through 

a lens of needs (particularly autonomy). Additionally, Isik et al. (2021), investigated the 

motivation of ethnic minority students in medical education through the lens of SDT. 

They explored the participant’s experiences using focus groups and found that the role 

of autonomy and their families in the decision to study, and feelings of belonging 

(linked to relatedness), were important for needs satisfaction.  

This research investigates multiple factors that may have impacted upon the 

needs satisfaction or frustration of young people across with multiple ethnic groups 

represented in the sample. Whilst the research undertaken by Isik et al. (2021) 

provided an understanding of the motivation of students who have already 

demonstrated academic success (as they are attending medical education), this 

project investigated motivation to learn within a group of disadvantaged and 

disengaged young people. Moran et al. (2014) explored motivation of persons with 

psychiatric disabilities to engage with work and concluded that the ‘study 

demonstrates the applicability of SDT in the design’ using qualitative methods for a 

similarly vulnerable group. 

The literature, including the research highlighted above, provides a strong 

foundation for other qualitative research projects to use SDT. The approach and 

methods used in the literature demonstrate SDT’s applicability to different types of 
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qualitative research. The use an SDT framework with holistic narrative data and 

multiple approaches to the analysis is a novel approach to such research, and 

contributes to growing understanding of the use of SDT as an effective framework for 

qualitative research.  

As established in this literature review, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is 

widely used as a framework to understand needs and experiences of motivation. This 

research will primarily use the Basic Psychological Needs as defined in SDT as a way 

to understand motivation and engagement with the young people of interest. This 

section demonstrates the suitability and applicability of this framework to this research. 

The use of SDT’s needs framework in the design of the methods and analysis, and 

throughout the discussion, provides a structure and terminology to better understand 

and interpret the data in order to address in particular Research Questions 2 and 3. 

2.6. Storytelling Research 

There are logistical and ethical challenges to conducting research with young 

people and ethical guidelines can be relatively restrictive in order to protect young 

people (Fisher et al., 2013; Schelbe et al., 2015). Despite this, in recent decades 

research with young people has increased within the social sciences (Schelbe et al., 

2015). The methods used for conducting research with young people have evolved to 

reflect a shift in focus from young people being passive participants to them taking an 

active role in the research (Lohmeyer, 2020). The use of social constructivist 

approaches to understand how young people shape and experience their 

environments has encouraged young people to better engage with research (Schelbe 

et al., 2015). Such an approach allows the voice of the young person to be heard and 

can be an empowering experience (Birkan-Bayden & Karadag, 2014). This project is 

designed to let the voices of the five young people be heard and for their stories to be 

told in their entirety in their own words.  

Peacock, Carless and McKenna (2018) developed a storytelling approach 

called ‘creative non-fiction’. This method of data representation, similar to Carless and 

Sparkes (2008), used the voices of the participants within the stories to create and 

maintain authenticity and integrity of the data. They created two in-depth narratives, 
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although only used one for their paper. The selected narrative was called ‘Paul’, a 

soldier with PTSD.  His story was re-told chronologically and in his own words. It was 

found that such a method enabled insights to be clearly seen into the complexity of 

‘Paul’s’ life. This research highlights the importance of a holistic representation of 

individual stories told in the voice of the participant. ‘Paul’s’ story created deep and 

meaningful data from a single personal perspective. Hunt, Moloney and Fazio (2011) 

challenged the notion that qualitative studies need to be small scale inquiries and that 

the domain of large-scale studies should be in quantitative methods. They argued that, 

although logistically challenging in terms of data gathering and analysis, the larger 

data sets from qualitative research can create beneficial in-depth data that could be 

used for comparative purposes. For example, Mejisa and Banaj, (2017) conducted a 

large-scale qualitative project investigating youth perspectives of Brexit and compared 

the data from focus groups across different UK regions. This research builds upon the 

methods identified by Peacock, Carless and McKenna (2018) by including five 

individual stories told in the voice of the respective participants in order to analyse 

each story individually and to go on to identify and explore commonalities and 

differences amongst this particular group, and to consider the findings more broadly.  

2.7. Summary 

The literature review has provided an overview of the nature, variety and 

severity of challenges that the young people involved with XLP experience in their 

home, community and educational contexts. It has highlighted the importance of 

political influences upon those contexts and the complexity of the issues that the young 

people encounter along with discussion of the life-long negative impacts that can 

result.  

This research seeks to explore the lived experiences of these young people, 

and the contexts in which those experiences are had, to understand how those 

experiences and contexts interact and their impact upon young people’s lives. Self-

Determination Theory has been selected as the framework that is used to help guide 

our understanding because it is a comprehensive theory that lends itself to a 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Literature Review  

79 

qualitative approach, and because it can be used to discuss both motivation and well-

being.  

The literature review has also revealed a number of areas which may need to 

be investigated further using different approaches. Young people like those with XLP 

are often reduced in studies to statistics and numbers that can often be expressed 

only in terms of their failures and deficits. In order to avoid being so reductionist with 

the young people’s data, this research will present its data using a holistic story 

approach. The interviews will be organised into chronological stories (by being ‘re-

storied’) but will be complete accounts in their own words (with minimal input from the 

researcher). This unusual presentation of the results aims to allow the young people 

to be heard as individuals and perhaps be better understood by the reader, and to 

uncover themes that might otherwise be missed. This narrative approach seeks to 

provide a more comprehensive appreciation of the complexity of the young people’s 

experiences. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

The methodology chapter presents, justifies and examines the methods used 

in the research project in order to best answer the research questions: 

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   

2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

This chapter opens with discussion of the methodological approach, the 

researcher’s philosophy and motivations, and the nature of the collaborative 

partnership with the charity, XLP, and how these influenced the design and execution 

of the methods. The sampling method and data collection procedures are outlined and 

explained, including how the theoretical framework (SDT) was used in the design of 

the data collection methods. Reasons that certain participants were eventually 

excluded and a review of the challenges experienced during the data collection phase 

are also presented for transparency. The reflexive process is described and discussed 

within the contexts of the research followed by a description of the data analysis 

framework and procedures, and consideration of how to define, evaluate and attain a 

high level of rigour. Finally, the ethical considerations were presented. 

It is important that all this is clearly presented so as to be transparent and 

increase trustworthiness, auditability, credibility, and transferability, and hence 

demonstrate rigour. 
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3.2. Methodological Approach 

A qualitative exploratory approach has been adopted to this research as its 

purpose is to document and better understand the experiences of young people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. This group is considered particularly hard to reach due 

to their lack of trust of those outside of their own friendship groups. They have highly 

complex and traumatic backgrounds and their lives do not fit that of a ‘traditional’ pupil. 

To develop better interventions and support it is necessary to have a more in-depth 

understanding of their situations and experiences. Evidence suggests that many of the 

existing practices and interventions for this type of group of young people do not 

appear to work effectively and alternatives need to be sought. 

The research aim for this study was to explore the biographical, educational 

and motivational experiences of the population of interest in order to better understand 

how they experience motivation and education within a neoliberal context. More 

specifically, the two goals for the research are: firstly, to create narratives that capture 

the experiences of young people from this population; and, secondly, to analyse and 

understand the complexity of their lives and the impact their experiences had on their 

education. Measures have been included to help build trust and to minimise the effects 

of beings an ‘outsider’ researcher. 

Conducting research in an educational setting has some highly nuanced 

advantages and disadvantages. Queirós et al. (2017) outline the advantages and 

disadvantages of using quantitative and qualitative research designs in research. 

When applied to conducting research in an educational setting working with 

disengaged groups, such as the young people in this study, can be challenging 

irrespective of whether the study is quantitative or qualitative in nature. In particular, a 

design could make it more difficult to engage with the research when there is little 

existing trust between the school, the teacher and the pupil (Riley & Ristique-Forrester, 

2002); studying disengaged pupils in an educational setting may not yield the best 

data (Drew et al., 2007). It is important when working with disengaged populations to 

be able to meet the participants in a research setting that they feel is safe and 

comfortable, so that they feel they can speak freely and safely about their experiences 

(Chamberlain & Hodgetts, 2018). For this thesis, the collaborative partner, XLP, 
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helped greatly by providing safe environments and support to build trust between the 

researcher and the young people. 

SDT has been used as a framework of understanding to explore the problems 

associated with educational failure. This framework was chosen because it best allows 

us to expose and appreciate the complex underlying issues as well as the more 

obvious behavioural problems, and relate them to educational disengagement. 

Although SDT was developed as a quantitative theory to quantify types of motivation 

to learn, the core principles of the theory that involved focusing on the individual and 

their life experiences mean that it could be readily adapted to suit a more qualitative 

approach. Capturing the life and educational experience of young people who have 

experienced educational failure and relating it to the Basic Psychological Needs 

defined as part of SDT required for good motivation to learn, helped towards 

recognising where existing teaching and intervention methods help or hinder 

motivation and engagement, and potentially help guide future research and the design 

of more effective and targeted interventions to prevent educational failure. 

3.3. Researcher & Partnerships 

3.3.1. Collaborative Partnership 

This research was conducted in collaboration with a London-based youth 

charity called XLP. The sample was selected from beneficiaries of the charity. XLP 

stands for "The eXceL Project" (charity number 1101095), a charity who work with 

children and young people across nine inner-London boroughs (Lambeth, Southwark, 

Lewisham, Greenwich, Tower Hamlets, Newham, Hackney, Islington and Camden). 

They work with approximately 4,500 beneficiaries each year with their schools, 

community, mentoring and employability programmes (www.xlp.org.uk).  
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Figure 9 - XLP Young Person’s Journey 

The charity describe the ‘journey’ that a young person takes on their projects in 

terms of four distinct stages: Trust, Believe, Change and Contribute (Figure 9). Their 

programmes combine to deliver the following outcomes:  

1. Young people with a raised sense of self-worth, self-esteem and increased 

educational achievement, which helps them confidently and positively 

contribute to society; 

2. Young people with fresh goals and the desire to work hard to achieve them, 

and who are able to make wise lifestyle choices; and 

3. Young people with positive attitudes and behaviours towards their 

communities: their families, peers, local residents, teachers and the police. 

The charity work with young people to provide support and opportunities. The 

majority of the beneficiaries of their work will have experienced at least one ACE (likely 

multiple ACEs) and many have experienced, or are experiencing trauma and the 

effects of trauma. The significant behavioural challenges that many of the young 

people face could be interpreted as survival behaviours that reduced their ability to 

thrive and do not transfer well to ‘normal’ situations (e.g. school) resulting in 

detrimental punitive measures and fragmented relationships with those in authority 

(e.g. teachers or police). The charity uses supportive strategies and unconditional 
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positive regard in order to intervene and guide young people toward making better 

choices.  

The charity’s programmes provide good evidence that this approach is effective 

with young people from challenging and deprived backgrounds. It is important to 

understand how well and why their approach works, and whether the education 

system could learn from the third sector in terms of helping vulnerable young people.  

Having worked with the charity previously, I had established relationships with 

the several members of staff at the charity (including youth workers and the 

gatekeepers in this project) and was familiar particularly with the mentoring 

programme (XL-Mentoring). These relationships and familiarity were vitally important 

to the design, implementation and ultimate success of the project.  

The gatekeepers were always available to me to answer questions concerning 

how best to engage with the potential participants and I valued and learned from their 

advice, coaching and ongoing support. In addition to their role of finding the 

participants, the gatekeepers were also available throughout the study if I needed to 

talk or ask for their assistance concerning particular issues with or disclosed by 

participants. These conversations were helpful on a practical level and also on a 

personal level as they provided reassurance and support when challenges arose in 

the data collection.  

In order to prepare for engaging with the young people as part of the data 

collection phase I requested mentoring training and completed XLP’s XL-Mentoring 

Training Programme. As a researcher (and not a professional youth worker) I felt it 

important to learn as much as possible about the young people and how to best 

interact and support a young person, particularly if discussing difficult topics. The 

training contained four sessions covering: the purpose and principles of mentoring; the 

mentoring relationship (starting, sustaining, and ending well); practical help 

(communication skills, dealing with challenges and challenging behaviours); and, 

setting boundaries and  safeguarding procedures. The training prepared me for 

working with young people in a safe, ethical and effective manner. The knowledge and 

insights provided proved invaluable. 
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Some of the key decisions that were critical to the success of this study were 

informed by interactions with the charity’s youth workers and projects, and helped this 

project to achieve ethical and full data collection:  

• Engaging well and learning from the professional and highly experienced youth 

workers and gatekeepers; 

• Completing the XL-Mentoring Programme Training;  

• Applying a reflexive approach throughout the project; 

• Learning to read well the opinions, attitudes and body language of the young 

people and being sensitive to what they don’t say; learning when to push and 

when to step back. 

• Using a participant-centred and -led engagement strategy with the young people. 

3.3.2. Researcher Motivation 

I first became aware of XLP when I was fourteen years old. The charity had a 

youth worker placed in the local church that was led by my parents. My father 

subsequently went to work for the charity to help it to grow and to extend the reach of 

their work. During this time I attended and volunteered to help with a few events and 

projects prior to attending university.  

Subsequent to completing a MSc in Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), 

specialising in educational interventions, I developed a project called XL-LAN (Literacy 

and Numeracy) with XLP in 2016. The project used ABA principles and focused on 

working particularly with those who were failing in education to try and raise their basic 

levels of English and Mathematics. Working on this project raised my awareness of 

the significant number of young people who struggle with motivation to learn whilst 

growing up in extremely challenging circumstances. Hearing about the life-long 

impacts that result from failure in education it became increasingly important to me to 

understand the reasons behind poor educational engagement and think about what 

could be done to help. Whilst researching these issues I noticed that there was a 

severe lack of research into issues related to the motivation to learn pertaining to those 
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who are most at risk of failure. It is this group that I particularly wanted to help. It is 

highly likely that one of the key reasons why there is a lack of research concerning 

these young people is that this group is hard to reach, particularly distrusting of 

outsiders, and difficult to engage.  

I recognised that I have outsider status in this research project. I am a middle-

class, well-educated, white woman, who is not a representative member of the 

researched group. However, I strongly recognise the importance of representing them 

accurately, non-judgmentally and from an approach of unconditional positive regard. 

As a researcher I had to acknowledge both the differences in our backgrounds and 

any similarities that existed in order to be authentic and open with the participants. I 

understood that young people from this population may have difficulties in trusting me, 

however, with the help of the charity and its youth workers I was able to build trust with 

participants through association, introductions and endorsements. With each young 

person I was introduced by a youth worker who already had a well-established and 

trusted relationship with them. Building on that foundation I developed my 

researcher/researched relationship with participants based on openness and 

authenticity with the result that they grew to trust me with their stories and to represent 

them accurately.  

3.3.3. Researcher Philosophy 

A research philosophy is the system of beliefs and assumptions about the 

development of knowledge comprising five components: ontology (assumptions of 

reality), epistemology (assumptions about knowledge), axiology (influence of your 

personal values on the research), rhetorical structure (the language used) and 

methodology (the process of the research) (Ponterotto, 2005). These five components 

guided the design of the study and how the research aims are approached. The final 

component has been discussed above under Methodological Approach. This section 

reflects and states my position on the first four components and explains why I hold 

that position and how it influenced the design of this research. 

My ontological views are based on two central premises: firstly, that there are 

broad and objective laws that govern human behaviour (e.g. responses to events are 
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influenced by our biological and evolutionary backgrounds); and secondly, that when 

examining human cultures and societies it is clear that the perception of reality is more 

subjective. The combination of these two premises creates a worldview that accepts 

that both biological factors and social environments create the reality that individuals 

experience. Humanity creates meaning within the environment adding values to 

certain behaviours and events and condemning others.  

For this research project I have taken a social constructivist approach to 

understanding perceived realities and experiences. To fundamentally understand the 

participant group and their stories, it is important to accept their personal constructions 

of reality and to appreciate that the way individuals experience life and events are 

subjective and unique to each individual. 

Based on my ontological position, my epistemological position followed an 

interpretivist approach which focusses on the socially constructed world of the 

individual and is beneficial for examining in-depth experiences of a small group of 

participants. The approach places a high value on how and why people experience 

their realities and how it impacts at an individual level as well as at the broader societal 

level. There are limitations to this due to the nature of what can be empirically known; 

individual interpretation of events are subjective. 

As a qualitative researcher I was actively involved in the research process. The 

research relied on an open and non-judgemental approach to participant relationships 

and a clear understanding that the research is about the participants’ experiences and 

views. As previously mentioned, trust is a major consideration with those taking part 

in the study and to achieve a true relationship of trust I had to show my authentic self 

to participants when necessary. It was important that there was honesty and respect 

for the participants as individuals, and a need to ensure that the participants 

experienced their role in this research as collaborative. They were actively encouraged 

to learn from the process. 

The narrative stories of each participant were created with an eye for detail and 

a high level of accuracy to ensure the participants’ interview data was represented 

correctly. The research design strived to ensure that the lives and perception of events 
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were represented accurately and fairly, and their stories were portrayed in their own 

voice with their own interpretations. 

3.4. Sampling Method 

3.4.1. Participant Selection 

The research project was designed to capture a diverse set of different 

experiences of young people who are failing in education and have been exposed to 

multiple ACEs. The Charity states that its mission is: “to create positive futures for 

young people in the inner city and make a serious and sustainable impact on poverty 

and educational failure.” The focus of its beneficiary group are: “children and young 

people who are growing up on deprived housing estates, where gangs are prevalent 

and anti-social behaviour and drugs commonplace, and who experience a poor home 

life (e.g. low income/unemployed, broken/absent parental relationships);  

underachievement at school (e.g. at risk of exclusion/excluded); challenging 

behavioural characteristics (e.g. anti-social behaviour, poor attitudes, low self- 

confidence); and, make poor life choices (e.g. teenage pregnancy, gangs, criminal 

activity) (XLP, 2016). The majority of the young people with whom they work are 

exposed to a complex combination of ACEs. 

When working with such young people one of the key difficulties is building 

sufficient trust between the researcher and the participants for the project to work well. 

Many such young people do not trust easily for a wide variety of reasons (e.g. unstable 

home lives where they have been failed by parents, transient parental partners, and 

others; public services such as Child Services or the Police intervening and removing 

them or their siblings from their home or enforcing punitive measures; and, gangs and 

criminals operating where they live). Working collaboratively with the Charity to select 

participants who have established trusted relationships with their youth workers and 

mentors was intended to mitigate the risk of not being able to access appropriate 

participants and accelerate the process of building a suitable trusted relationship 

between the researcher and the participant. The Charity’s XL-Mentoring Programme 

takes referrals from schools, youth clubs, pupil referral units, child services, and the 

police, and mentors work with the young people and their families for extended 
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periods. XLP is a ‘Mentoring and Befriending Approved Standard Provider’ certified by 

the National Council for Voluntary Organisations. The Charity’s Ready-to-Work 

programme is also a mentoring programme but with a particular focus on helping 

young people access the workplace. All participants have been drawn from these two 

projects.  

The potential candidates were selected collaboratively with those who lead the 

XL-Mentoring Programme and the Ready-to-Work Programme and each young 

person, along with their mentor or youth worker, met with me prior to any data 

collection to discuss the nature of the research project and begin the process of 

building trust between us before they were offered the opportunity to participate. This 

was vital to the needs satisfying design of the research. 

3.4.2. Inclusion Criteria 

The research project was designed to capture a diverse set of different 

experiences of education with a particular focus on those who had missed large 

amounts of classroom time due to isolation, exclusion and/or truancy. The inclusion 

criteria were therefore intentionally broad. The inclusion criteria were: 

1. The participants must be between sixteen and twenty-four years old. This was 

to ensure that the participants had left school and had time to reflect prior to the 

start of the project. This meant they were likely more able to be open to talking 

about their past experiences more objectively, and from the age of sixteen they 

would be able to speak more freely and give personal consent to participate in 

the study without parental influence. 

2. The participants must be engaged with projects or programmes operated by 

the collaborative partner charity either with a mentor (who they must have been 

working with for sufficient time to have developed a trusted relationship) or a 

youth worker with whom they have a strong trusted relationship. This meant 

that they were more likely to be willing to talk about their experiences honestly 

and if they became distressed whilst doing so could look to the mentor or youth 

worker for support. 
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3. The participants must have been excluded, isolated or removed from the 

classroom for a considerable portion of their education (e.g. excluded from 

school, isolated frequently, truanting frequently). 

3.4.3. Sampling 

The nature of this research requires deep, rich data. To achieve this a small 

participant group was necessary (Palinkas, et al., 2016). The research design required 

that the participants were able to reflect well and discuss their stories in depth. The 

study used a purposive sampling technique; typical case sampling. This aligns with 

Patton (2002) who suggested that this sampling technique highlights what is typical 

within the research group, but not to generalise the individual experiences to all in the 

population.  

To engage this sample, senior youth workers in the charity acted as 

gatekeepers. When working with this hard to reach and sometimes suspicious group 

it is important to establish trust quickly. The gatekeepers were already trusted by the 

potential participants and supported the researcher in developing their own trusted 

relationship. The gatekeepers have an in-depth knowledge of the potential 

participants’ lives and broad experience of working with similar young people. They 

were able help to identify potential participants who met the inclusion criteria and 

would be willing to engage well. 

3.4.4. The Gatekeepers 

The charity provided three senior youth workers who acted as gatekeepers to 

the participants in this project and proposed a number of young people as potential 

participants for the project based on the inclusion criteria. Gatekeepers, Ethan, Ian 

and Hannah, approached the young people about participating in the research and 

when they found a young person who was interested arranged for them to meet 

together with the researcher. 

Ethan identified three potential participants, two of whom completed the data 

collection phase: Leo and Noah (Jay dropped out of the study). Ethan arranged for me 

to meet with the potential participants for the first time in a church building in south 
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London that he used as a music studio. Once they had met with me they would spend 

some time recording and creating music with Ethan. All three were comfortable with 

being interviewed and keen to participate. I made sure that they knew that they could 

stop at anytime during a session and could leave the study without penalty at any time, 

and if they decided they did not want their data to be used that it would be deleted if 

they so requested. One of the participants (Jay) dropped out of the study after the first 

week. However, the other two continued to participate and completed the interviews 

which took place at different locations in the area in which they lived over the following 

weeks, mostly in a local cafe or at the music studio. The hustle and bustle of the cafe 

felt conducive and natural and the participants engaged well, comfortable that they 

could not be overheard due to the normal cafe noises.  

Ian identified four participants to be involved in the study: Becky, Khalid, Omar 

and Yousef. Becky and Yousef had completed the Charity’s Ready-to-Work 

programme with Ian and had been with the charity for several years. Khalid was 

younger and had been attending youth clubs with Ian for a few years. Omar was also 

on the Ready-to-Work programme but had been with the Charity for only a few months 

and unfortunately had to drop out although he was still keen for me to use his data if I 

could and if it would help. I met with Ian’s group in various locations around London, 

including cafes, the Charity’s offices and at other XLP project locations (e.g. bus/youth 

groups). The young people from this group, with the exception of Khalid who was 

sixteen, were all around twenty years old. Ian was always aware of when and where 

meetings were being held. 

Hannah identified one participant, Sophie. Sophie had been with the charity for 

several years, first as a beneficiary, then as a gap year student youth worker, and at 

the time of the project was on placement with the Charity as part of her degree course. 

I met with Sophie at the Charity’s offices as she studied there one day a week and had 

the time to meet with me.  

3.5. Data Collection 

3.5.1. Data Collection Procedures Overview 
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All data collection methods have been selected as the most appropriate to 

answer the Research Questions:  

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   

2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

The data collection process consisted of three phases:  

1. Trust Building Phase. There was no set plan for this phase as it was highly 

dependent on how the participants reacted to developing a trusted relationship 

with the researcher. For some, such as Leo, the introduction from a youth 

worker he already trusted and respected was enough and he wanted to start 

being interviewed and telling his story straight away. For others, such as Khalid, 

it took longer. I went along to a couple of XLP projects that he attended (a bus 

project and a youth club) to allow him to get to know me a little better before he 

decided he wanted to begin the interviews. I set aside a considerable period of 

time for this phase as I was aware that it can take some young people a long 

time to trust a new face and the process can not be hurried. The time taken to 

complete this phase was significantly reduced by the use of gatekeepers. 

2. Interview Phase. The design of the interviews was based in the principles of 

SDT. This framework provided a guide to exploring how the needs of the young 

people were experienced during different life events and in different contexts. 

The interviews were semi-structured with a selection of aims for each interview 

session and progressed at differing rates. Most of the participants completed 

five interviews to reach a saturation point. However for one participant, Yousef, 

four interviews were sufficient to reach a point of saturation in interview four 

largely due to his open nature and ability to articulate his experiences. The 
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interviews were arranged via text messaging and locations varied depending 

on the needs and availability of the young person. The interviews were all 

recorded with a voice recorder device and the audio recordings were used in 

the preparation for subsequent interviews, ensuring an authentic representation 

of the young person and for reflexivity purposes to ensure minimal voice of the 

researcher. The interviews loosely followed the following schedule and 

collected data pertinent to answering all three research questions:  

• Interview 1: General Biographical Data. The first interview introduced the 

life events of the young person. This included early home life, primary 

school experiences, secondary school experiences, relationships with 

family members, peers, teachers and XLP staff. These interviews were 

around an hour long for each participant and contained a breadth of 

information about their lives. After the first interview the researcher listened 

to the recordings several times and wrote questions and areas to discuss 

in more depth for the subsequent interview.  

• Interview 2: Targeted Biographical Data. This interview explored in more 

depth the experiences raised in Interview 1 and particularly focussed on 

their educational experiences. The basic psychological needs were used to 

frame these questions in order to uncover how life events and the needs 

interact within the school environment.  

• Interview 3: People, Places and Motivation. An interview toolkit was 

developed early on in the research process in order to aid investigation and 

stimulate conversation with the young people and to provide continuity of 

data collection between the different participants. The toolkit used a 

combination of activities base on well-established therapeutic and 

psychological techniques. For example, circle-relationship diagrams that 

are a often used in therapeutic settings to help  reflect on relationships and 

attachments. In this study the use of circle-relationship diagrams was 

informed by the principles of SDT in order to understand experiences of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness associated with the events, people 
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and contexts that had been raised in previous interviews. Instead of simply 

placing people on a diagram in relation to their felt closeness by the young 

person, a circle diagram was constructed for each of the Basic 

Psychological Needs with people, events and contexts placed on the  

diagram relative to their perceived satisfaction of that need. This allowed 

the young person to discuss in more depth why they felt more or less 

satisfaction in those experiences and contexts (Appendix B). 

• Interview 4: Timeline 1. The recordings from the previous three interviews 

were all listened to by the researcher in order to prepare for the first 

Timeline Interview. Each event that had been raised in the previous 

interviews was written on a sticky note (e.g. ‘the time you got angry and 

flipped a table over’). The researcher prepared a comprehensive set of 

sticky notes to be used in the Timeline Interview by the young person 

placing them on a five-foot-long piece of paper that would be used to 

document their timeline. Placement of the sticky note would be relative to a 

date line made using coloured tape down the middle of the sheet of paper.  

The young person marked on the coloured tape a scale from their birth date 

to the current date. The stickers were then read out one at a time by the 

researcher and the participant would place them on the correct position on 

the timeline and discuss each event in more detail with the young person. 

This process helped to organise the experiences into chronological order 

and to construct a credible story. 

• Interview 5: Timeline 2: This session was used to further discuss the events 
on the timeline and to add other events that they felt were missing (e.g. one 

participant marked along the timeline when someone he knew had died). 

The timeline visually represented the significant experiences of the young 

person and helped to guide further discussion of how the events, people 

and contexts had impacted them. The completed timelines were used as a 

foundation for the development of the stories. 
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 To thank the young people for participating in the interviews they were given 

small gifts of food and drink throughout the study (at the cafe or brought to the 

venue). 

3. Data Reliability Phase. The data from audio recordings and the toolkit activities 

were combined to create the stories for analysis with a high degree of integrity 

and checking to ensure what was captured was true to the participants’ 

accounts. The original design of the study included the opportunity for the 

young people to go through their respective narratives and make sure that they 

were happy with the account. Only Yousef was able to do this before the Covid-

19 pandemic. The participants have been contacted and permission granted by 

them for the use of their stories as they are presented in this document. When 

the pandemic restrictions are lifted the stories will be discussed with them and 

any subsequent publications may be adapted accordingly. Each were given the 

option to have a bound copy of their own story in thanks for their participation. 

3.5.2. Individual Participant Procedures 

3.5.2.1. Sophie 

Sophie was a twenty-one year old student youth worker at XLP. She had a 

difficult educational journey and faced significant challenges in her life that have 

impacted her education, mental well-being and relationships with others. She has 

been with the charity since she was a teenager, first as a beneficiary, then as a 

volunteer, and now on placement as part of her degree studies. She has engaged with 

a number of the charity staff through some difficult years and is now developing her 

skills in order to work with other young people in her community. Sophie has an 

engaging and open manner, speaking candidly about her life and experiences, even 

when the topics were sometimes difficult to talk about.  

Sophie was my first confirmed participant and meeting up with her was easier 

to arrange than with some of the other participants as she has a study afternoon at the 

Charity’s offices each Monday which was when we arranged to meet. Our first meeting 
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was in early December 2018 when Hannah who had known Sophie for many years 

introduced us. Sophie was very keen to participate and help others like herself. 

We decided to begin meeting regularly in the new year. The next meeting took 

place in a small room at the Charity’s offices and went well. We arranged to meet 

again the following week. The second interview was more difficult for her; she had 

found it quite difficult to talk about certain aspects of her life. We talked for a while off 

the record in order to ensure her well-being and she appeared to be well when we 

ended. We arranged to meet again the next week, however, she contacted me later 

that week to ask if we could meet every other week instead as she had found the last 

session quite emotionally draining. I agreed that if she was finding it challenging that 

we would meet alternate weeks and I also suggested that we could do shorter 

interviews if she wanted to covered fewer topics each time. She said that we should 

see how it goes and if it was getting tough we would stop. We met three more times 

(every other week) and she completed five interviews.  

I was unable to meet with Sophie to go through her story due to the pandemic 

and the restrictions. I still intend to meet and present Sophie with her story at a later 

date when it is safe to do so and to invite all the participants to a post-research thank 

you event, when the restrictions have lifted. 

3.5.2.2. Yousef 

Yousef was twenty-three years old and proposed as a participant by Ian who is 

on staff with the charity and has been working with Yousef for many years. As soon 

as Ian told him about the project, Yousef was very enthusiastic to meet with me to chat 

and then to get started. Yousef is writing a book about his experiences and was keen 

to meet to help his own development, as well as help other people ‘like him’ by 

participating in the study.  

I met him on his day off in east London. We went to a coffee shop in a hotel 

lounge and had a soft drink. It was an informal meeting and we discussed the project 

and how it would work. We also took some time to introduce ourselves and got to know 
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each other a little and talk about his involvement in the charity. It was a positive 

meeting and Yousef agreed to be a part of the research. 

We decided that we would meet regularly at the O2 in North Greenwich. 

Although this was a busy venue, it worked well for the interviews and was less stressful 

for Yousef, which made him more comfortable and caused him to suffer with less tics 

(Yousef has Tourette’s Syndrome). Yousef was reliable and always turned up, but was 

often very late due to work or home commitments. He was ninety minutes late for his 

first interview with me although he did keep in contact to let me know when he would 

be there.  

Dependent upon how busy they were we met in various venues around the O2. 

This worked well and Yousef completed four sessions. His interviews were more 

focused and longer than some of the other participants, so we were able to complete 

the interview content after just four sessions. 

I managed to meet with Yousef before the first Covid-19 lockdown and go 

through his story to make sure that all the details were correct. Subject to a couple of 

minor date corrections, Yousef was happy that this was a fair representation of his 

story. I thanked him for his participation and told him that a post-research thank you 

event would be arranged and I would let him know when. Due to the lock-down 

restrictions this is yet to happen. 

3.5.2.3. Leo 

Leo was twenty-two years old when he was introduced to me by Ethan who had 

been working with Leo since Leo was fifteen. When I first met Leo he was charming, 

outgoing and funny. He was very open and engaged with the project. He was reliable 

and demonstrated a kind and loyal nature. 

Our first meeting took place at a recording studio in south London. Ethan was 

present to introduce us and after a short chat Leo wanted to get started. Ethan left the 

room to work in the studio and Leo and I started our first interview. He was open and 

willing to discuss his experiences and to discuss topics that were challenging for him. 
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We met four more times, either at the recording studio or at the cafe. Most days 

he showed up in a positive frame of mind and ready to talk about his experiences. 

However, at one of the interviews he was more subdued. Before the interview started 

I bought us drinks and asked him about what had happened. He told me the reason 

that he was upset. I offered to not do the interview and for us to sit and have our drinks 

instead if he would like, however he wanted to do the interview and he had a meeting 

with Ethan later. I decided to adapt the interview to talk about less intense topics that 

could be covered another time and we conducted the interview. Afterwards he thanked 

me for taking the time to do the project. Leo attended all of his interviews and engaged 

well with the project. 

I was unable to meet with Leo to go through his story due to the pandemic and 

the restrictions. I still intend to meet and present Leo with his story at a later date when 

it is safe to do so and to invite all the participants to a post-research thank you event 

when the restrictions have lifted. 

3.5.2.4. Khalid 

Khalid was the youngest of the participants aged sixteen. Ian introduced me to 

him. Ian approached Khalid and told him a little about what I was doing and asked him 

if he wanted to be involved. He agreed to meet me, so I volunteered on one of the Bus 

projects that he attended. Ian pointed me out to him and he briefly came over to say 

hello, however, his friends were calling to him and I suggested it would be fine if he 

would like to go back to them and find me later on when he had some time.  

He smiled and went upstairs. After about twenty minutes he came down and 

sat with me at the back of the bus. We chatted a bit about what the project was about 

and why he was being asked if he would like to participate. He gave me a brief 

overview of his story (not recorded) and mentioned he had been in and out of 

education for a long time. I asked if he would be happy for me to meet with him and 

record his story, and he said it would be ok to do so. We decided to wait until after half 

term and I would meet him at his Friday night youth club and talk with him there. 
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A couple of weeks later I went to the youth group, it was noisy and chaotic. I 

decided to make the interview short and make up the shortfall in time at another 

interview in a different venue. Despite all that was going on, he told me a bit about his 

schooling and his out of school experience. After the interview I remained at the youth 

club for a while longer with one of the youth workers I had previously met on the bus 

project. 

I texted Khalid early the following week and asked if he would like to meet me 

in a cafe for a drink. He agreed and this venue worked far better for the interview. We 

arranged three more interviews, all at the same cafe. He didn’t turn up for two of them, 

but they were quickly rearranged. He cited reasons of oversleeping or tiredness. When 

we did meet he was always fully engaged and open in his conversation. We completed 

five interviews.  

I was unable to meet with Khalid to go through his story due to the pandemic 

and the restrictions. I still intend to meet and present Khalid with his story at a later 

date when it is safe to do so and to invite all the participants to a post-research thank 

you event when the restrictions have lifted. 

3.5.2.5. Becky 

Becky was twenty years old when I was introduced to her by Ian who met Becky 

about a year beforehand when Naomi, another youth worker, recommended she 

joined the Ready-to-Work programme. When I first met Becky she was quite shy and 

nervous. We met at a cafe and I bought us tea and cake and had an informal chat. I 

told her a little about the research and she asked lots of questions about me and the 

project. She was keen to participate and we arranged to meet at the charity’s office in 

London, as she attended a project near there each week.  

Becky cancelled our first interview and it was two-months before we managed 

to meet again. The first interview took place at the office in a small meeting room. She 

was very open, engaged and willing to talk about her experiences. She was mostly 

reliable in attendance once we had started doing the interviews, sometimes she was 

late or did not attend, however she usually let me know in good time if she was unable 
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to come to a meeting. We met at the same location each time and the interviews 

spanned over ten weeks in total. She attended one of our sessions with her foster-

sister’s baby (who she was babysitting for the day). This was not a problem for the 

interview as the baby slept (and snored!) through the whole interview. Becky 

completed the five interview sessions. 

I was unable to meet with Becky to go through her story due to the pandemic 

and the restrictions. I still intend to meet and present Becky with her story at a later 

date when it is safe to do so and to invite all the participants to a post-research thank 

you event when the restrictions have lifted. 

3.5.3. Excluded Participants 

Three participants were excluded or left this research project after starting the 

data collection procedure: Jay, Noah and Omar. 

Ethan introduced me to Jay. In our first meeting he was keen to start the 

interview process. He was very open and friendly and the interview was positive. We 

agreed a date for our next interview at a cafe in his town. I sent him a reminder text 

and made my way to the coffee shop (about 2 hours away). I waited for 2 hours and 

he did not arrive and I had not heard from him. I sent a final text with a time I would 

wait until (another half hour) before I left and he didn’t respond. I got a text a few days 

later saying sorry and we arranged another time to meet. It was difficult for me to not 

hold onto some of the annoyance I felt, but understanding that this was going to be a 

part of the data collection process and that I needed to provide a relationship of 

unconditional positive regard and non-judgement I decided to let those feelings go. I 

consequently found that I was pleased to have another chance to meet with him and I 

made sure that he knew that there were no negative consequences to missing the 

meeting. However, he failed to attend the next interview meeting that we had arranged. 

I wanted to make sure that this research was a positive experience for him and sent 

him a positively worded text to see if he was ok but he did not respond. I messaged 

him a week later to see if he still wanted to meet and I heard nothing back. I decided 

to consult Ethan to see if he knew if Jay wanted to be involved with the project as I 

knew that if he didn’t want to continue he would be more likely to tell Ethan. Ethan got 
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back to me a few days later and told me that Jay no longer wanted to do the project. I 

sent one final text to say thank you to Jay for participating. There was not enough data 

from Jay to form a story and therefore no data pertaining to Jay has been included or 

considered. 

Ethan also introduced me to Noah. He appeared reserved but wanting to 

participate. We agreed a date for our next interview at a cafe in his town. He did not 

attend and was highly unreliable with both communicating his intention not to attend 

and in not attending on subsequent occasions. A number of his interviews were cut 

short due to impairment as a result of suspected drug taking. Despite completing five 

sessions his data was considered too incomplete to create a full story and was 

therefore excluded from the study.  

Ian introduced me to Omar at the offices of the charity. He had joined the 

Ready-to-Work Programme at the charity and was there with one other young person 

and Ian. I introduced myself and Ian and I explained the project. Omar was very keen 

and really wanted to get his story out there and to make a difference to other young 

people like him. We arranged to meet the following week and he was excited to start 

when I got there. The interview went well and he was engaged and willing to discuss 

his experiences. We arranged to meet a second time at the offices as it was convenient 

for him. I arrived for the next interview and he did not show up. He sent me a message 

that he was not coming after the time we arranged to meet. I checked he was doing 

alright and rearranged. This time he was late but he showed up. We had a catch up 

before the interview and I asked him how he was. He was starting to see a counsellor 

and said it had been difficult and he had struggled and gone back to some destructive 

coping mechanisms (i.e. drink & cannabis). We chatted for a while and then started 

the interview. Again he was very engaged and open. We arranged another meeting, 

however he missed that one, and two more we arranged. He messaged me and said 

he was happy to have been a part of the project but it was hard going through his life 

twice (with me and the counsellor) and it was too much. He told me to use his data 

and that he hopes it goes well. I thanked him for taking part and wished him well with 

his other projects. 
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3.5.4. Challenges Experienced during Data Collection 

During the data collection phase there were three significant challenges: 

1. Difficulty in arranging interviews. It often proved to be difficult to arrange 

meetings and I had to learn to be flexible when it came to meeting the young 

people. They would change their contact numbers frequently, would forget to 

respond to messages or calls, or would simply not respond at all. Even the 

charity could sometimes lose touch certain young people for a few weeks at a 

time when this happens. Two of the study participants during the period of the 

study had multiple contact numbers and changed them frequently which made 

contacting them extremely challenging. Often I would need to ask one of the 

gatekeepers to try and track down their new contact details for me when they 

had changed them. This sometimes extended the time period between 

interviews although with the help of the gatekeepers the disruption to the project 

was minimised. 

2. Not showing up to interviews. I arranged numerous interview sessions over the 

course of the data collection phase. Attendance could vary significantly from 

participant to participant and there were several occasions where one of them 

did not turn up. Most often I would receive an apology by text from the young 

person afterwards and we would rearrange another meeting. Some participants 

would turn up late or extremely late. It felt as though for some I spent more time 

waiting for them and eventually being stood up than I actually did in meetings 

with them! I met the majority of participants in the same area in south-east 

London where we would usually meet in a cafe on the high street or at the 

Charity’s offices. By way of example, on one occasion, I travelled for 

approximately two hours to get to a particular interview session location where 

I expected to be conducting three separate interviews with three different 

participants. None of them showed up. The first time a young person did not 

show I found it quite upsetting. I understood from the beginning that this group 

of young people would sometimes be a little inconsistent but it felt like they had 

wasted my time. To begin with I found it a little difficult to process these feelings 
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and was very aware that I sometimes felt negatively towards the attitudes of the 

participants. However, after discussing the matter with some of the youth 

workers and taking the time to reflect on the project, I learned to not hold on to 

the negative feelings and to be more understanding and adaptable. I realised 

that I needed to forgive and let go of the negative emotions in order to create a 

positive interview experience when they did eventually attend. I consulted staff 

from the Charity after the first time and they helped me to gain perspective on 

why this happens and encouraged me to persevere with the group. After one 

particularly disheartening day of no shows I spoke to the former Chief Operating 

Officer of the Charity who reminded me that, “if these kids showed up every 

time, then they probably aren’t the kids you want to talk with”. Rather than 

frustration and resentment, my motto became ‘unconditional positive regard’. 

Adopting this mindset meant not causing the participants to feel pressured or 

that I was upset with them, and encouraging them that they would always be 

welcomed back and not made to feel bad about missing a session. It was a 

difficult lesson to learn but it was one that informed the rest of the project. The 

nature of the research taught me to reflect, forgive and adapt in order to create 

better relationships with the participants, and to understand that their lives are 

complicated and difficult and that not showing up does not necessarily mean 

that they are being uncooperative. Most often they are simply trying to survive 

in difficult circumstances and although their attendance was often unreliable, 

they were still willing to come back the next time and participate again. Their 

lives and circumstances were complicated and I learned to embrace their way 

of being and not to take things so personally. I learned to use the waiting time 

productively to do other work and became no longer surprised when they did 

not show up. I incorporated contingency into the planned timetable and the 

budget for this issue. I assumed I would need up to double the time for data 

collection than might normally be required. I had been made aware of this issue 

by the youth workers who often suffered in the same way, but it still took some 

getting used to. 

3. COVID. Covid-19 also impacted the study and its design. All interviews were 

completed before the outbreak of the pandemic and the imposition of 
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restrictions on meeting face-to-face. However, alterations did have to be made 

and revised methods designed concerning with ensuring the correct 

representation and validity of the stories. The final meeting to look through the 

participant stories with them had to be cancelled due to the restrictions of the 

pandemic, only one of these sessions took place prior to the restrictions, and 

the intended reward event was postponed. The other participants were 

contacted to request permission to still use their stories, with reassurance that 

the stories were comprised of their words and that the adaptations made by the 

researcher were only to create a chronological account and to connect 

sentences and paragraphs. All the content was their own. All participants 

consented to the continued use of their data. After the study data was collected 

and analysed I was going to thank the participants and the gatekeepers with a 

meal (either at the Charity’s offices or at a popular chain restaurant). Although 

postponed, I am still hopeful that this will take place once the restrictions are 

lifted.  

3.5.5. Reflexivity 

As previously discussed, working with this group of young people presented 

certain challenges. The design of the study was sympathetic to their struggles and 

looked to identify and acknowledge the complex difficulties they encountered by being 

participant-centred and -led and flexible, within certain limits, in approach. The 

sympathetic approach helped in some ways, but was not able to address sufficiently 

certain unexpected challenges that arose. On a personal level, the young people’s 

stories caused me to reflect and evaluate my own life experiences and story.  

Some of the young people’s stories had similarities to my own. For example, 

experiences of poor mental health and bullying within the educational context. When 

such similarities occurred I was very aware of the need to both not allow them to 

influence my interpretations of the young people’s experiences and the creation of 

their stories, but also that I needed to process my feelings outside of the context of the 

project. This I did by talking with family and friends (no information about the young 

people was discussed, only my own experiences), and where appropriate the 
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gatekeepers. For example, early on in the study, one of the young people discussed 

their experiences of being bullied which I found quite difficult to listen to. I listened to 

the recording of the interview multiple times to prepare questions for the subsequent 

interview and to make sure that I had a clear understanding of her experience. This 

repeated listening helped me to separate my own experiences from those of the young 

person and to ensure that my feelings did not influence the authenticity and credibility 

of the stories. This situation occurred a few times throughout the study and each time 

I made sure that I reflected and listened only to their stories in order to maintain 

integrity and authenticity. 

On the other hand, other young people’s stories were so far removed from my 

own experiences that it was sometimes difficult to relate to them at all and to empathise 

with the participants’ experiences. For example, I was raised as part of a two-parent, 

middle-class family and attended a good grammar school in London. I was very 

engaged with, and placed a high value on, my education and was motivated to attend 

a good university. It was sometimes difficult to empathise with young people who were 

far less motivated and engaged with education, and frequently were in trouble at 

school and excluded. Our attitudes, perceptions and experiences of education and 

teachers were very different. At times, especially early on in the data collection, I found 

this highly frustrating as I did not understand why they felt and behaved the way they 

did. However, as the study progressed and I came to better know the young people 

and the challenges they had experienced and were experiencing in their respective 

home and community contexts, I found a greater appreciation and understanding. By 

listening to the recordings of the interviews multiple times throughout the study I 

became less judgemental and more understanding and empathetic.  

In those early stages of the data collection phase, it was too easy to judge the 

young people’s actions without fully appreciating the complexity of their lives in which 

these actions were rooted. One of the most annoying aspects of working with the 

young people in the early stages was when they failed to show up for an interview 

session, that had taken me hours to prepare for and to travel to, without any 

communication at all and without apology. This happened multiple times - three times 

in one day! After this, I had a conversation with a member of staff from XLP, and was 
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reminded that if the young people always showed up I was probably interviewing the 

wrong young people! By them not showing up I should know that I had the right 

participants! Upon reflection and further conversations with XLP’s youth workers 

concerning how to approach and process this disengaged behaviour, I learned from 

them that letting go and not building up resentment towards the young people is critical 

to working effectively with them. I needed to change my mindset towards using the 

principle of ‘unconditional positive regard’. This principle involves not holding a young 

person’s past actions against them once the consequences of those actions have 

been dealt with. This does not mean that the young person does not have to face the 

consequences of their actions or not incur disciplinary measures. What it does mean 

is that once that has happened, we all move on without prejudice and the young person 

has continued access to activities and support. In terms of the issue of not showing up 

at interviews and not letting me know, unconditional positive regard meant me 

adopting a far less judgemental attitude and being kinder and more understanding of 

their lives. I would inform them in a ‘friendly’ text that they had missed the interview 

and gave them the opportunity to arrange an alternative meeting. When they did attend 

I happily greeted them and we continued the process without referring to why they had 

previously missed the meeting. We only talked about it if they raised it; most of them 

actually retrospectively apologised. The use of unconditional positive regard and a 

non-judgemental attitude helped to reduce my negative emotions and protected the 

integrity of the data collection process. I moved from a sympathetic approach to an 

empathetic approach over the course of the project. This helped develop greater levels 

of trust with the young people and resulted in rich data.  

This reflexivity was important to this project to ensure the rigour and credibility 

of the methods used, the data acquired, and the findings discussed. Processing and 

evaluating my own position and attitudes on an ongoing basis encouraged a more 

empathetic approach to the participants which helped to create a rigorous and 

accurate representation of the young people which could be used to inform the 

development of authentic and credible holistic narratives. 
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3.6. Data Analysis 

3.6.1. Stories 

As previously established, the young people participating are from a population 

that is often portrayed negatively through statistics that do not uncover the complexity 

of their experiences and contexts. A narrative approach has been selected for this 

research to enable a more complete appreciation and understanding of the nature, 

interaction and impact of these experiences and contexts. There are different ways in 

which stories can be created and examined in research.  

Riessman (1993) proposes that in narrative analysis there are multiple types of 

story each with its own purpose and methods for data collection. This study uses one 

of those proposed story types, ‘personal narratives’, in order to explore the lived 

experiences of the individual using multiple in-depth interviews. It is common when 

analysing narrative data to code the transcripts with ‘life event codes’ and use them to 

frame the discussion (Riessman, 1993). Identifying and coding examples of particular 

ACE’s, such as ‘Household Dysfunction, found in all the young people’s stories and 

then collating those examples together to discuss that theme/code still abstracts those 

examples from their context and fails to allow a full appreciation of the complexity of 

their experience. Similarly, Clough’s (2002) proposal of creating fictional characters 

from combined experiences of multiple participants so as to discuss a theme also 

abstracts experience from other experiences that may influence it and from context, 

again failing to allow to a full appreciation of the complexity of experience. 

Carless and Sparks (2008), by suggesting that it could be beneficial to show 

the stories rather than tell them, highlight the importance of the role of the reader and 

the role of the participant’s voice in the process. They propose that the reader should 

be allowed to create their own thoughts and interpretations of the stories, without the 

influence of the researcher, and also allow for their individual stories and voices to be 

heard and experienced by the readers. Carless and Sparks (2008) presented three 

short stories as data and reflected on the use of stories. Their reflections discuss how 

the presentation of the stories can create compelling arguments in themselves and the 

openness of stories can benefit the understanding of particular contexts and 
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experiences. This approach has been selected as the basis for presenting and 

analysing the story data in this project: holistic and complete stories uninterrupted by 

interpretations of the researcher that allows the reader to hear the voice of the 

participant.   

3.6.2. Framework 

The purpose of this project was to analyse the respective stories of each of the 

members of a group of young people using a narrative approach for both presenting 

and analysing the data. Parcell & Baker (2018) propose four approaches to narrative 

analysis: Structural Analysis, Functional Analysis, Thematic Analysis, and, Dialogic 

Analysis. This research employed all four approaches to the analysis to better 

understand the significance of the stories. The results of the narrative analysis will 

form the base of the main discussion chapter to answer the research questions. 

3.6.3. Procedure 

The narrative design of the research involved using an analytical narrative 

framework as proposed by Parcell and Baker (2018) incorporating a thematic analysis 

based on the framework by Braune and Clarke (2006) (Appendix C).  

1. Structural Analysis: this examines the ‘plot elements’ of the narrative arc 

identifying significant elements that help us to understand and interpret 

individual experience. 

2. Functional Analysis: this is important in order to identify and acknowledge the 

motivations of the storyteller alongside the significance of their story. 

3. Thematic Analysis: this identifies and discusses the main themes shared 

amongst the group and highlights the importance of these issues in context. 

This was the largest analysis section and used Braune and Clarke’s (2006) 

framework of thematic analysis to analyse the data.  

⁃ Transcription: the audio recordings were re-storied into narratives with all 

subsequent work with the data conducted using the narratives. 
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⁃ Familiarise: to better understand the meaning of the data the stories were 

read multiple times, and the audio recordings listened to multiple times in 

order to make sure that the tone and voice of the participant would be heard 

through the stories. 

⁃ Coding and Identifying Themes: each story was divided into sections based 

on plot elements to help understand individual parts of the data within the 

context of the narrative as a whole. The plot elements were: Exposition 

(individual home context); Rising Action (significant life events that have 

contributed to the build up to the climax); Climax (the point in time where a 

particular event significantly impacted the participant); Falling Action (the 

consequences and subsequent events after the climax); and, Resolution 

(conclusion of falling action within the current context of the participant) 

(Benford, et al., 2012; Boyd, Blackburn & Pennebaker, 2020). Four passes 

were made with the data relating to: SDT needs, emergent codes and 

themes, reassessment through the lens of emergent themes, and the 

relationship between themes and context (see below for more detail). 

4. Dialogic Analysis: this seeks to understand how the themes and narratives 

relate to our understanding of the wider context. 

The first step in the data analysis in the project was to convert the interview 

data into holistic narratives. This involved transcribing audio recordings from the 

interviews and reordering the transcriptions according to the timelines that were 

created with the participants, with small connecting clauses added by the researcher 

to increase readability and offer a sense of the passing of time. It is worth noting that 

although all the stories were constructed in this manner, there is variation in the style 

of the narratives due to personal voice of each participant. 

Functional analysis was undertaken whilst creating the holistic narratives. Each 

young person had discussed their motivations during the trust-building phase and 

during their respective interviews. I also reflected on my own motivations in order to 

minimise the impact of my motivations on the stories. The young people’s motivations 

were considered and used to inform all further stages of the analyses to ensure the 
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credibility and trustworthiness of the representation of the young people.  These 

motivations have been captured in the Individual Participant Procedures section 

above. The holistic narratives were presented in their entirety so that the reader could 

appreciate the full and complex nature of the lives and motives of the young people. 

The results of this analysis are introduced and examined throughout the discussion 

chapter. 

Structural analysis is primarily focussed on addressing Research Question 1 - 

how does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people? It involved identifying 

transitions between plot elements of the literary story-arc framework (Exposition, 

Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action and Resolution) whilst retaining the integrity of 

the narratives and the timelines. This revealed that each participant’s narrative, 

although very different from the others in some ways, had similar plot element 

transitions, although there were some definite variations in the complexity of their 

respective story arcs. For example, the cycle of Exposition, Rising Action, Climax and 

Falling Action, was common to all narratives, however, certain stories had repeated 

elements within this cycle before moving to Resolution, whilst one did not appear to 

reach a full Resolution of their story. This method of analysis provided a means of 

comparing and contrasting plot-elements between the narratives of different 

participants which helped to reveal patterns and themes and increase transferability 

and trustworthiness of the findings.  

Thematic analysis is primarily focussed on addressing Research Questions 2 - 

what do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and their 

educational failure or success?  The thematic analysis used the plot-element 

structures identified during structural analysis and continued to be important for 

allowing us to compare and contrast participants narratives. Thematic analysis was 

conducted in four distinct stages. The primary pass involved examining the holistic 

narratives to code  instances relating to experiences that indicated either satisfaction 

or frustration of the Basic Psychological Needs of the participants as outlined in the 

theoretical framework of SDT. During this pass other codes and potential themes 
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began to emerge from the data and were noted down for further investigation later. 

The secondary pass specifically involved finding new emergent codes and themes 

within the data. These codes were identified by locating individual events within the 

plot elements of the narratives in terms of understanding whether they were positive 

or negative life events. The codes were then grouped to form themes where 

appropriate. For example, individual events found in multiple narratives concerned 

poor teacher-pupil relationships that had resulted from specific events. These were 

grouped as a theme labelled ‘perceived unfair treatment from teachers.’ The catalogue 

of themes that resulted from this analysis were then further explored to understand 

how they appeared to impact the Basic Psychological Needs of the young people. 

During this further exploration other supplementary needs began to emerge which 

were grouped into a catalogue of ‘Emergent Needs’. The tertiary pass involved 

revisiting the narratives, codes and themes throughout to consider them through the 

lens of the newly identified emergent needs. The quaternary pass through the data 

sought to understand the implications of contexts (home, community and educational): 

how Basic Psychological Needs and emergent needs were being satisfied or frustrated 

in these different environments. It explored how the themes relating to life events and 

the satisfaction or frustration of Basic Psychological Needs and emergent needs 

interacted within and between the contexts. This analysis provided a means of 

comparing and contrasting life-events and themes, within context, between the 

narratives of different participants which helped to identify further patterns of 

commonality and difference, increase transferability and trustworthiness of the 

findings.  

Based upon the findings of the functional, structural and thematic analyses, 

dialogic analysis was undertaken to understand the implications of the findings upon 

the broader political and policy landscape which are explored more comprehensively 

in the discussion chapter. Dialogic analysis focussed particularly on Research 

Question 3 - what is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector 

interventions in their lived experiences? 

Undertaking analysis of the holistic narratives from four different approaches  

enabled the research to investigate the stories on multiple levels and uncovered many 
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different themes and perspectives which strengthened the credibility of the methods, 

trustworthiness and transferability of the findings, and the auditability of the analysis. 

3.7. Rigour 

When assessing the quality of a research project it is important to define the 

methods and criteria by which it will be judged. Assessing quantitative research is 

more readily standardised than qualitative research (Seale & Silverman, 1997) and 

therefore it is important to define how the rigor of this research was assessed. The 

criteria for judging qualitative research can be difficult to define due to the different 

methods employed, the nature of the data produced, and, the subjectivity of the 

research (Smith, Sparkes & Caddick, 2014). Glassick, Huber and Maeroff, (1997) 

identified six steps to assessing the quality of a research project: Clear Purpose (a 

clear rationale for research questions), Adequate Preparation (a demonstrable reading 

and knowledge of the relevant literature), Appropriate Methods (that the approach is 

suitable to answer the research questions), Significant Results (the results advance 

knowledge), Effective Presentation (the ability to emulate or develop the work), and, 

Reflective Critique (regular reflection and learning during the research process). These 

six criteria are demonstrated throughout this thesis.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed that there are parallel criteria for quantitative 

and qualitative paradigms. They propose that there are three criteria for assessing the 

rigour of a qualitative research project: Credibility, Transferability and Dependability 

which are equivalent, to a degree, with Internal Validity, External 

Validity/Generalisability, and Reliability for quantitative research projects (Shenton, 

2004). This presumed equivalence could be argued to be inconsistent as the two 

approaches are fundamentally different and are dealing with very different concepts 

(Smith, Sparkes & Caddick, 2014). Daniel (2019) outlined and evaluated the TACT 

framework which proposes four dimensions of rigor applicable to qualitative research: 

Trustworthiness, Auditability, Credibility and Transferability(TACT). This framework 

has been found to be useful for designing and evaluating qualitative research (Daniel, 

2018). Even though it does not necessarily provide a direct measure of rigour, it guides 

and questions the design, development and execution of qualitative research to 
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ensure rigorous investigation. This is the framework chosen by this project to ensure 

a rigorous approach. 

Trustworthiness. The concept of trustworthiness in qualitative research is 

essential and describes the degree of confidence in the methods and findings of the 

research (Daniel, 2019; Carlson, 2010). During each stage of the research questions 

from the TACT framework were considered. For example, when designing the 

methods for data collection, the appropriateness of different methods was evaluated 

as to which would best answer the research questions. The narrative design of the 

study was determined to be the most suitable as it would offer the most authentic 

representation of the young people’s experiences. This storytelling method was 

developed to maximise the voice of the young person and demonstrate most clearly 

the complexity of their lives and experiences. The method of data collection chosen 

used multiple interviews with each young person and allowed for repeated discussions 

to clarify data ensuring a high level of accuracy with regard to the representation of 

the young person and a high degree of trustworthiness. An important aspect of choice 

to present holistic narrative data meant that the data retained good trustworthiness, 

given its completeness, that would likely have been lessened if presented selectively. 

Although relatively novel methods were used for this study, previous existing research 

guided the design of the project and it was built upon foundations laid by rigorous 

previous research as determined by the TACT framework. The use of reflexivity and 

transparency also contributes to the trustworthiness of this research, ensuring that any 

feelings or biases are acknowledged and openly discussed concerning how they could 

impact the research and measures that could be taken to address this issue.  

Auditability. The concept of auditability in qualitative research is also essential 

and describes the ability to be able to transfer the methods and processes to other 

research projects and usually refers to a detailed description of the decisions made 

and procedures used in data collection and analysis (Jonson, Adkins & Chauvin, 

2020). The clear and systematic description of the methods used, and the justifications 

of the decisions made on this project, contribute to its high level of auditability and 

further strengthens the rigour of the project.  
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Credibility. The concept of credibility in qualitative research is also important 

and describes the appropriateness of the methods, tools, processes and data in the 

study. Justification for the decisions made concerning the choices of methods, tools, 

processes and data can be found throughout the Methods chapter. These decisions 

were based on review and sound understanding of the evidence based in the literature 

concerning theoretical frameworks (e.g. SDT), interview methods and resources (e.g. 

multiple in-depth interviews and the toolkit), and data analysis (e.g. four different 

approaches used to analyse the data). As a result of the choices, the discussion of the 

findings is fully supported by the data presented in the Results section which 

contributes to a high level of credibility of the discussion and and further strengthens 

the rigour of the project. There were two particular issues with developing strong 

credibility with this research project. Firstly, due to the pandemic, it was not possible 

for the young people to verify the final versions of the narratives included in this thesis. 

However, due to the multiple in-depth interviews and combination of toolkit techniques 

incorporated in to the interview design, the accounts can be considered to have a high 

level of credibility. Secondly, the narratives were from a single perspective (i.e. the 

young person) preventing the triangulation of the data. Although the purpose of the 

study was to focus on the single perspective only, further research could easily be 

designed to address this issue and increase credibility further. 

Transferability. The concept of transferability in qualitative research is also 

significant and describes the application of the findings of the study to other situations 

or groups (although it does not refer to generalisability) and advocates the use of those 

findings in other settings. The methods and participant characteristics are clearly 

described allows for consideration of their use with alternative groups and contexts. 

The sampling technique used in this project (typical case sampling) contributes to the 

transferability of the findings as the findings could apply to others in other young people 

from the wider group (such as other young people from XLP). The findings from this 

research have the potential to be applied into other settings based on knowledge of 

similar findings. For example, the discovery of the emergent needs in this project, 

because they are aligned with SDT and other literature, can be argued as suitable for 

use in other settings. The findings regarding the usefulness of holistic narratives could 

also be transferred to other projects with hard-to-reach or vulnerable populations. The 
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clear and systematic description of the methods and participant characteristics, and 

the potential alternative applications of the findings, contributes to the high level of 

transferability and further strengthens the rigour of the project.  

This framework encouraged rigorous research by asking questions that guided 

the design, data collection, data presentation and data analysis. The methods and 

analysis used created trustworthy, auditable, credible and transferable data with a high 

degree of integrity and authenticity.  

3.8. Ethics 

This research project has several ethical considerations. The participant group 

were a hard-to-reach and vulnerable group who would need to engage with the project. 

The data could contain sensitive elements (e.g. illegal activities) or potentially difficult 

topics (e.g. Adverse Childhood Experiences and Trauma). Also there were ethical 

issues relating to physical safety for participants and the researcher due to gang 

territories. In this section, the ethical issues that were raised in the design of the 

research are discussed in more detail.  

3.8.1. Ethics Approval 

The design of the study followed ethical guidelines from the South West 

Doctoral Training Partnership (SWDTP) and the University of Bath. Ethics approval 

was sought prior to data collection from the Social Science Research Ethics 

Committee (SSREC) and approval was given on 14th November 2018 (Reference 

SSREC S18-012). Before data collection began a current DBS Certificate was attained 

and training in mentoring vulnerable young people was completed. 

3.8.2. Vulnerable Young People: Trauma 

The young people who were involved in this project have experienced 

significant traumatic events. It is important to acknowledge the potential harm that can 

be inflicted unintentionally and could exacerbate post-traumatic stress or re-

traumatisation. The design of this study intentionally emphasises the autonomy of the 

participants in order to empower and create environments that feel safe for them to 
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discuss difficult aspects of their stories. No pressure was applied for them to talk about 

any topic they did not wish to discuss, and they were reminded before each interview 

that they did not have to disclose anything with which they did not feel comfortable. 

One participant shared a story for context ‘off-the-record’ as it was not that participant’s 

story to tell. Participants were also reassured that if they wished they could have 

stories removed from the data set which reinforced that they were in control. 

Participants were also reminded that the gatekeepers/ youth workers were available if 

they needed support after a session and that their well-being was of greater 

importance than the study and if they wish to stop an interview or withdraw at any time 

there would be no penalty. 

3.8.3. Vulnerable Young People: Trust 

The young people who were involved in this project are from a hard-to-reach 

population who are often guarded and slow to trust anyone who is considered to be 

an outsider. Their ‘us and them’ view of the world is a response to their personal 

experiences and the experiences of others in their communities. Perceived 

interference from state run services (e.g. police or social services) and negative 

portrayals of their community in the media have created distrust and fractured 

relationships between the in-group (i.e. them, family and friends) and the out-group 

(i.e. everyone else). Individuals in this study have also experienced significant feelings 

of betrayal by people they thought were helping them who turned out to be using them.  

As a researcher from the out-group I was aware of the importance of 

empowering the participants and changing this negative association into a trusted 

relationship. The design of this study aimed to minimise any real or perceived 

exploitation by increasing the participants perceived control with an emphasis on a 

collaborative approach. Measures put in place to do this included a strict adherence 

to the voice of the participant in the narratives being captured, a plan to have the 

participants review and correct their stories, and giving them the freedom to change 

or remove any part of the story if they did not wish it to be included in the narrative or 

felt it did not accurately represent their story. 
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However, due to Covid-19 the complete review procedure only took place with 

one participant (Yousef). To adapt to the new situation, I spoke with each of the other 

candidates to reassure them of the integrity of the captured narratives and gained their 

permission to use the stories without wholly completing the intended Phase 3 review. 

This approach increased trust and feelings of autonomy within the research and also 

helped to minimise any perception of ulterior motives or manipulation. This approach 

to the research design and data collection increased motivation for engaging with the 

research and encouraged participants to express their views honestly and openly 

without fear of misrepresentation or repercussions. 

Building trust with vulnerable young people has ethical implications. This group 

of young people have experience of being exploited and rejected by adults they had 

thought they could trust. It was important to set the boundaries in the researcher-

researched relationship early on and to set limits on the expectations of the 

relationship appropriately (e.g. length of time of the project or phone contact 

boundaries). The  relationship boundaries had to be made explicit and understood by 

both the researcher and the participant. Setting the expectations within the 

relationships minimised the risks of harm at the end of the research project. 

3.8.4. Sensitive Data: Illegal Activities 

This study did not directly investigate criminal behaviour. However, there was 

a chance that information regarding illegal behaviour could be disclosed during the 

interview process. This study worked closely with the collaborative partner charity and 

followed the confidentiality guidelines and safeguarding procedures of the charity. Any 

sensitive data that was disclosed will be kept confidential unless the charity 

procedures state otherwise or the participant discloses activity that puts themselves 

or others at risk of harm.     

 

 

3.8.5. Sensitive Data: Emotional Harm 
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The design of this research project involved multiple in-depth interviews that 

included discussion of various difficult subjects and experiences to which the 

participant had been exposed. Some of the topics concerned were difficult to talk about 

and in some cases caused mild emotional distress. Information disclosed was often 

highly personal in nature and could elicit negative emotional responses such as 

embarrassment, shame or fear. Talking about such topics could potentially negatively 

impact their sense of self-worth or self-esteem. I completed the Charity’s XL-Mentoring 

Programme mentor training course to be better prepared in case any participants 

became distressed. 

For data collection it was important to minimise the risk of emotional harm and 

to make sure that good support was available if required. The participants were given 

the option to have a trusted youth worker from the charity or mentor present in any of 

the interviews for support. If they did feel the need to have them in the interview, the 

young people were made aware that they could contact their youth worker or mentor 

at any time if needed. If the participant became distressed at any time, then a pause 

in the interview was taken to offer appropriate support and comfort. If the interview 

needed to be terminated because the young person required more intensive support, 

the researcher or youth worker was available to sit and talk until the participant felt 

better. If the interview continued after such a break, the researcher took time at the 

end of the interview to follow up with the participant concerning the welfare of the 

participant before they left. During the interviews there was only one incident of mild 

distress which happened after the interview had ended and the participant spoke 

immediately to a youth worker. In our following interview the participant asked to 

increase the time between interviews from one week to two weeks as they were finding 

it emotionally challenging. I agreed and reassured the participant and we continued 

with the data collection process. All participants decided to participate without the 

youth worker or mentor in the room or in the immediate vicinity as they felt quite 

comfortable contacting youth workers via their phones if needed. 

 

3.8.6. Safety: Researcher & Participant 
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It is important to recognise that there are physical risks for participants involved 

with this study. To help mitigate these risks the following steps were taken. All data 

collection happened on the Charity’s projects or offices or in public cafes in the 

participants’ community. Gatekeepers were always notified of the location and times 

of the interviews for security and safeguarding reasons.  

The risk to the young people of physically attending some interviews relates to 

the issue of young people crossing gang territorial boundaries. To mitigate this for 

those who were considered at risk travel was minimised and meetings took place in 

their community spaces (e.g. cafes or church buildings). 

3.8.7. Confidentiality & Anonymity 

Participant data has been kept confidential during and after this study. The data 

was anonymised to protect the identity of the participant, however, some stories were 

difficult to fully anonymise due to the highly-personal specific nature of the information 

which could potentially lead to identification of the participant. All participants names, 

location identifiers and names of educational institutions were changed. The Charity 

was the only potential identifier that remained. If highly-personal and specific 

information was encountered in the narrative the stories were simplified with the 

agreement of the participants or if it was not possible to anonymise they were not used 

in the data analysis.  

Confidentiality has been kept during and after the study. The only time 

confidentiality would be broken would have been in the event of a safeguarding issue 

encountered during the research, however, this did not occur. In the event of a 

disclosure from a young person, the charity’s Chief Safeguarding Officer would have 

been informed and their safeguarding procedures followed. I undertook training from 

the charity regarding their safeguarding procedures prior to commencing data 

collection. 

 

3.8.8. Informed Consent 
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Prior to data collection beginning I was introduced to each participant 

individually by their respective gatekeeper. During this initial informal meeting I 

explained the purpose of the research and how they could be involved if they chose 

to participate. Prospective participants were encouraged to ask any questions about 

the research and about my motives for conducting it. The participants were aged 

between sixteen and twenty-four years old so parental consent was not required. 

Informed consent was obtained prior to the first interview (Appendix A). 

The participants were informed of their right to withdraw without penalty at any 

point, that they could withdraw any data they had given up to that point, and that they 

could withdraw all their data up to two weeks after completion of Phase 3. However, 

due to the change in design due to Covid-19, this last point was changed to be two 

weeks after my call with them to gain their consent to use the stories without the final 

review session. If they had requested the removal of their data from the project, all 

data would have been deleted/destroyed in line with university guidelines. 

3.8.9. Data Storage 

Due to the sensitive nature of the data collected all digital data was encrypted 

and password protected. Only authorised researchers on the project had access to 

the data. Any non-digital resources and data has been kept in a locked container in a 

secure property during the study and will be digitised (if possible) and then the original 

physical materials destroyed. Any non-digital data that could not be digitised will be 

stored securely by the university post-study. All data will only be kept as long as is 

required by university guidelines before being disposed of appropriately.  

3.9. Summary 

The chosen methods in this chapter have been clearly shown to be the best for 

answering the research questions: 

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   
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2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

This chapter has justified the decisions made concerning the methodological 

approach and acknowledged the researcher’s philosophy and motivations, and the 

nature of the collaborative partnership with the charity, XLP. Transparency concerning 

how the sampling method and data collection procedures work, and how the 

theoretical and methodological frameworks were used, along with being open about 

the exclusions and challenges, demonstrates trustworthiness, auditability, credibility, 

and transferability, and hence rigour.
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Chapter 4. Results 

This chapter will present the results from this study. The chapter is divided into 

five sections; Sophie, Yousef, Leo, Becky and Khalid. In each section the participant’s 

narrative will be presented. The narratives, produced from the data collected during 

the interviews, will present the data in chronological order and follow a traditional story 

arc structure (Benford, et al., 2012; Boyd, Blackburn & Pennebaker, 2020).  

4.1. Sophie's Story 

“I grew up in a house with my family; my mum, my dad and my sister … Me and 

mum don’t have the best relationship … She annoys me a bit, she takes things too far. 

Me and dad know when we are getting to the limit and we leave it, but Mum will take 

it to the next level. I do sometimes think that’s because when I was younger my Dad 

used to do all this stuff with me and come to my games and stuff, whereas mum was 

more involved with my sister’s art stuff and wasn’t very interested in sports. She always 

seemed a bit more interested in my sister’s stuff than my stuff, but that was ok for me 

because I didn’t have to deal with it [her relationship with her mother]… 

I’ve never really been super close with my sister, we argue quite a lot. We are 

very different people, she is more of a girly-girl who liked to party and I am more of a 

tomboy… I’ve played football since I was three. I also did karate from the age of four, 

so I was kind of bought up just doing sports anyway. I loved football at school. I was 

always on the football team… I did all right at [primary] school, was in trouble a little 

bit… I was friends with, well how should I say it, ‘the naughty kids’… Really loved 

music and Louise [a primary school teacher she liked particularly] was also a music 

teacher so we did a lot of music stuff which was cool. And I just loved all the sessions. 

We got to sing and play games and play drums and play music. So that was good!… 

My dad wasn’t really around for a little while when I was younger. When I was 

10 years old he was one of the first response teams after the 7/7 bombings. He was 

in the tunnel when the second bomb went off. He dealt with a lot of deceased and 

highly injured people… No one heard from dad that day, but I didn’t realise [anything 

was happening - she was with her grandmother] at the time. He came home covered 
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top to toe in blood, his green uniform was black. He went straight into the bath and 

that’s when he switched … My dad didn’t speak to us for a year and a half, we was 

completely shut out of that…I used to get angry very, very, very, very quickly. I have 

no idea why it was so extreme. My switches [becoming angry] back in them days, I 

had no control of my outbursts or my emotions or anything like that… It was like a 

ticking time bomb … Back then I just didn’t care about what was going on at all so 

when I reacted I just didn’t care… I just saw red - that was the way it was.”  

“I went to a secondary school that I didn’t want to go to; I chose to go to a sports 

academy. My mum changed my forms and put me down to the same school as my 

sister, which was a language college. When I interviewed for my school, the teacher 

was like, ‘you don’t want to come here do you’ and I was like ‘no’. [The teacher asked,] 

‘so why are you coming here then?’. [Sophie replied,] ‘my mum said I had to and my 

sister is here…I knew from a young age that I was always below average at school in 

maths, English, science anyway, I struggled with it … I have a fear of failure - I had a 

fear of exams, a huge fear of exams! A fear that I would embarrass myself when the 

teachers asked me to do that thing and I would get angry at myself and my teacher in 

that situation…  

I just wanted to be really good at everything and obviously no one is good at 

everything – everyone has their little specialisms. But I just pressurised myself, I just 

have to be good at this and I know I am not good at English but I really have to push 

and try… The teachers wanted you to hit grades. It was a very grade driven school. 

So if you didn’t get a pass grade then like, that was it! You was in a lot of trouble. They 

used to called them ‘dusty d’s’ if you didn’t get the grades. They would try and make 

a joke about the lower grades in a way so it was kind of like you had to push for the 

pass. Which is hard when you are not an academic person and a lot of your subjects 

are theory based … My self-confidence at the point was just next to zero – low self-

esteem, ‘just I can’t do this so what’s the point of trying’… I was always compared to 

people, there would be teachers who ask me “why can’t you be like Alice” – Alice was 

the brainy kid in class… I remember not feeling good enough that I was going to pass 

it…  
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All that played on my mental health so my whole like self-confidence and all 

that just kind of got crushed. I have never been ‘academic’. I never felt like I was able, 

because I was always being told, well you are behind in this and you are not going to 

achieve in this one… At the end of year 9/beginning of year 10, I started to self-harm. 

When I first self-harmed it didn’t feel like a bad thing, I didn’t really know what it was 

doing – but I knew it was doing something. I had no-one to tell me things were going 

to be ok. The pressure from school and I knew I was going to struggle… 

I started self-harming, in many kind of different ways, secretly in year nine and 

then it kind of got brought out in year ten … My mum phoned the school and told them, 

so I fell out with my mum over it. The school just told me it was an attention move so 

that played a factor into it because it was not an attention move. My Head of Year at 

the time was a nightmare! She said it was for attention and that I needed to STOP 

immediately rather than actually helping, she just didn’t really care. Clearly, in my 

opinion, she didn’t care from that reaction. I felt like they didn’t understand what’s 

happening so it kind of made me do it more. People just didn’t understand what was 

happening; it was all just like a massive spiral and it all linked together. There was a 

lot going on for me… 

 I had a good relationship with the P.E. teacher though, she was my favourite 

teacher at that school … I don’t know what it was about her, she was very very 

different. She really treated you like an actual person and it wasn’t like ‘I’m the teacher, 

you’re the student, I know everything, you don’t know anything and I have to teach it 

to you’. None of that at all, it was very community learning. I guess you could call, I 

mean it’s a lot like social learning in a way. Very informal, so you kind of pick things 

up and I think because I have the passion for sports and P.E. that helped a hundred 

per cent with me being involved with things. I spent a lot of time with her doing extra-

curricula stuff; trampolining, and football, and squash, lots of stuff. And she backed us 

up as well with stuff when things were going wrong. She was the person I could go to 

like, ‘miss they are telling me I got to do this but I really don’t think I can’ and she would 

be like you can do it, she was very supportive…She did a lot of extra support with us 

as well, so there were two of us in our class who just couldn’t do exams at all (get very 

stressed out about it) so she used to do revision sessions with us to try and help us. 
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We would go in at like 7am and she would make us breakfast in her office and we 

would all sit and have breakfast together and revise at the same time.   

A lot of the girls in my class weren’t very supportive. They were very 

judgemental of the methods [the self-harm] I had chosen and would kind of make a 

joke about it. My teachers were very judgemental of it as well, they would be like ‘well, 

what are you doing that for?’ and I was like ‘you clearly don’t understand if you are 

asking me’. So I just tried to avoid them as well. I just didn’t want to go to school at all. 

My attendance was very, very low. I tried to not go to school as much as possible. I 

used to fake being ill a lot. I would go into school and get into trouble to get sent home 

or I would be put into isolation so that I didn’t have to be in lessons or around people… 

I used to get kicked out [of the classroom] for my behaviour. I would just pick 

and pick and pick until it got to the point where the teacher would end up having a go 

at me so I could get angry [and] because he had a go at me and then I would have 

like an outburst. So there was a few times where I like would throw a chair across the 

classroom because I got really angry. And there were a few occasions where my anger 

kind of snapped in lesson; where tensions were high anyway so one little thing and it 

was gone. There were a couple of times where I got into an actual fight with a couple 

of girls so I got sent home. I would turn up to school not wearing the right uniform as 

well because I know I will get sent home and then I just wouldn’t go back because by 

the time I got home, got changed, and got back, there wouldn’t be any point…  

The first time I was excluded was the first day of secondary school; I was sent 

to isolation for throwing a chair. Over the years I was out of lessons a lot of the time 

(maybe just under half of my lessons) and was excluded for a lot of things. I got caught 

smoking at the school, that was quite a fun one! I got into a few fights and a few anger 

outbursts where I broke a few things. A lot of the time I was not coming into school, so 

when I did come to school I would be put into isolation. Or I would turn up in the wrong 

uniform so I would get sent home – I used to do that quite regularly …  I don’t know, 

my school took a lot of my favourite things away … as if it was some kind of 

punishment, rather than a reward… They saw the things that I really enjoyed as a 

reward in life anyway, so getting to do my extra-curricula stuff; doing my trampolining 
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and stuff like that. So when I didn’t come into school they were like “well, we are going 

to take this away then’’. But that was the only thing I was going to school for, that was 

like my, my thing! So taking that away was like … what’s the point?  

All of my exclusions were all short-term exclusions. A lot of the time they tried 

to keep me in school because they knew I wanted to be outside of school so they 

would give me an internal isolation rather than an exclusion. So they would put me in 

a room all day and I would just sit in the room. There were a few times where I got 

sent home for uniform or smoking, which were immediate home exclusion, but, for the 

most part, they tried to keep me within the school walls … It was a bit like a prison, the 

doors locked as well! You couldn’t get out! There was someone like guarding the doors 

and you had to go through these lockable doors to get out… 

On the days when I was going back to school after bunking I knew I was going 

to isolation, so I would stock up on things to get me through. So I would have my 

headphones and my phone charger. We couldn’t have our phones so I used to hide 

my phone and I would normally take my laptop, because they couldn’t take them away 

because you need it and I would take little supplies to last the day. I used to think it 

was a game at first like ‘ha-ha, I’m in the isolation room again.’ And you would make 

friends with other people in there. Some of them were alright actually. I’m still friends 

with some of them to this day. We used to just laugh about it to be honest, like ‘oh, 

what are you here for?’ ‘I wore my skirt to high – you?’ ‘oh, I bunked school’ you know. 

The school I went to was quite strict so you would get isolated for wearing your skirt 

rolled - you wasn’t allowed to have it rolled. They would do jumper checks and make 

you lift your jumper to see if your skirt was rolled and if it was it was detention. It was 

quite a strict environment anyway at school, so if I dropped my pen they would likely 

send me to isolation anyway.” 

“I was always in the lower set classes when it came to academic subjects like 

the sciences and that. That played with my self-esteem and I thought I am not good 

enough to do it, and then I would fail, and I would be like, crap, I really wasn’t good 

enough.  And I was always brought up to succeed… 
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GCSE time was quite hard for me. Things just kind of went really wrong. Exam 

stress got to me, plus life outside of school, including my home life had kind of taken 

a dip, and, mental health played a part; there was self-harm happening. I started to 

feel very anxious around the start of Year 10. There was a falling out with friends and 

things. I fell out with my friendship group and I was trying to fit in elsewhere. Kinda lots 

of stuff just going down the plug hole… I didn’t get into sixth form because my GCSE’s 

weren’t good enough. It felt really horrible. I felt like I completely failed and I really got 

stuck in my head about what to do…I started working in my old primary school and 

carried on with XLP [youth charity] and the Bus project [an XLP project], and also in 

the bar at the Barracks… 

It was there [on the Bus project] that I met Rosie, one of the youth workers…I 

nearly joined the marines when I got kicked out of school…Rosie said to me, ‘what are 

you doing in September?’ and I said I would hopefully be in the marines and she was 

like, ‘why don’t you come and do the gap year?’ … so its her fault! I just got to know 

Rosie quite well over the year because I was on the bus [Bus project] as a young 

leader and I thought Rosie was really cool.  I am really happy that she gave me the 

idea to do the gap year and stopped me joining the marines. Rosie was the first person 

who told me I was good at something and I actually believed her. She helped me to 

break the mentality that I can always be better and make me realise what I do is 

enough…I did the Gap year - twice!…” 

“I went to a camp with the charity [XLP] and I spoke to Mary [youth worker on 

the Bus project] and talked about it [her struggles with self-harm and other issues] in 

front of the campfire with everyone. Mary came up to me afterwards and gave me a 

hug and told me she was here if I ever needed to talk. She didn’t judge and I felt relief. 

She helped me realise that there were different ways of coping and trying to break that 

mindset… I met with Mary every week and we just genuinely spoke about a lot of 

things, quite a lot about fear of failure and how I could try and get over that. She was 

a real constant person who was really there for me. Without being like ‘well you gotta 

do this or you’re gonna go to shit’. When I would get depressed and shut myself off, I 

would cut quite a lot and avoid my mentor [Mary became her mentor]. Mary never gave 

up on me, even when I ignored all of her messages. She would constantly message 
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and call me and we would then meet up. When I would ignore the calls her name 

would pop up on the screen and the first thing I felt was panic. I just didn’t want to talk 

about what was going on and I knew she would ask! Although, it was nice because 

she was someone that cared. I would always keep her up to date though; I would still 

contact her, but it was harder when she contacted me. When I used to cut [self-harm], 

she used to ask me to message before, and I was like, ‘I can’t, I don’t know when it is 

going to happen’. So we had a deal that I would message [her] afterwards, once I had 

calmed down a bit and sorted myself out. We used to call it ‘being stupid’, so I would 

drop a text saying ‘been stupid’ or outright say it, which was hard to do, but she would 

always check to see if I needed some medical help and we would always try to meet 

up within a couple of days… 

My dad was an officer in the [cadet] squadron and my mum was on staff there. 

My sister was a cadet, [and] my auntie was the first female cadet in this squadron. 

Dad’s been there since he was 13. It is a family tradition to be in the cadets. Me and 

my sister were both in the cadets - I didn’t really have a choice about joining!… 

I was really into the music at cadets, I play the military snare drum. I am quite 

good as well, I managed to push that and I was part of the National Air Cadet Marching 

Band. I went to a the National Air Cadet Marching Band Camp with the cadets and I 

arrived knowing I was really good at drumming. I had won awards and I strutted in - I 

was like ‘yeah - I can drum,’ and then I met other people and I was like - ‘I cannot 

drum!’ Seriously, I showed up like billy big bollocks, like the bees knees, giving the 

worlds worst first impression - I was in a tracksuit and everyone else was quite formal. 

But I actually got challenged so much in that time that it bettered me…  

On the first day I was thrown into second row - I was always front and centre at 

my cadets. I was like, ‘what is this?! Why am I not in the front row!’ I had a sulk and 

got over it. We started the first drumming session without our drums, I asked when we 

were going to start playing because I didn’t bring my drum for nothing!  When we finally 

got to play they put the music up and I was like, ‘I can’t read drum music.’ I felt so out 

of my depth, everyone knew what to do…  
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I had this realisation that I needed to step back, shut up and listen to what was 

going on; ‘I am going to learn!’ And I worked my butt off that week. Every spare 

moment I had, I had drumsticks in my hand and a drum pad on my knee and I was 

practising and practising and I managed to get it. At the end of the week there was a 

social night and I got given a most improved award for the section - which was a big 

boost. And I had a chat with the section leader - he told me that when I turned up I 

was an absolute arse! I was like, ‘I was being myself’ and he was like ‘no you weren’t, 

the real you was the person we saw after day one, who worked their butt off and ended 

up in the front row.’  I ended up after this playing to 15,000 people at the Birmingham 

tattoo and playing a solo. It was terrifying, but if I hadn’t have changed that persona 

as a cadet. There was no way I would have been invited back…   

I spent all my spare time at cadets, I love it. I would spend 3-4 days a week with 

the cadets. When I was 16, I spent 48 weekends with the cadets in one year.  There 

was something about cadets being so different from school. You knew what you had 

to do and everyone knew their place. You also knew what you were working towards. 

I just wanted to be at cadets and not at school. I was good at cadets; I was good at 

uniform, I was good at sports, I was good at music, I was good at leading a team, I 

was good at shooting. Everything that was involved I was good at. It wasn’t like cadets 

was easy, I had some massive challenges, but they were good challenges…Cadets 

kept me grounded. It was a good distraction for me and it helped with keeping me from 

self-harm. It kept me focused and the feelings of wanting to do something were less. I 

threw myself into it and what is was when life around me was crumbling and everything 

was going bad. The more I was doing stuff the more I wasn’t thinking about it. They 

keep you busy the whole time you are there; you would start at 6am and go to bed at 

like 1am and it was full day.” 

“I am really happy that Rosie gave me the idea to do the gap year and stopped 

me joining the marines. She was the first person who told me I was good at something 

and I actually believed her. She helped me to break the mentality that I can always be 

better and made me realise what I do is enough. I did the Gap year - twice!…And then 

applied to Uni.  
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I was terrified to apply to Uni because I’d already been rejected once (for 

teaching P.E). It was a horrible feeling, like I wasn’t good enough. I actually have all 

the qualifications I need to be a youth worker now, probably more qualified than half 

the youth workers in Camden Council! But I want to complete Uni, to better myself and 

get more training (also a lot of jobs want the degree)… It can feel quite similar to 

school, sometimes I don’t feel able or capable, but now I know there are some things 

I am good at and because I am interested in the subjects, and I can see how they 

apply (unlike at school in GCSE or A-Levels).  I am now on placement here [at XLP] 

with my degree…  

When I started a degree so there is fear of not completing that. Because of past 

things there is fear of my mental health breaking again because the last time it 

happened was during education. So, I am now back in that scenario. So that is quite 

a big thing. A fear of, ‘I literally have no idea of what is happening in my degree at all’, 

but I think a lot of people are in the same boat. But the fear that I don’t actually 

understand half the stuff that’s happening so I can’t write my essays, and if I can’t write 

my essays I don’t pass the course. Fear of letting people down as well, failing to 

provide for other people… 

However, I am much better supported now, I’ve got a lot of people around me. 

My Uni are really, really good with the support we got. I’ve got a whole network of 

people at Uni, so we have our own pastoral tutor who checks in with us quite regularly 

and we have meetings regularly while we are there. We also have the dean of lay 

ministry who is there, who is also good with the pastoral stuff, like checking in on you… 

And then I’ve got the XLP side as well…I’ve got Rosie around me, I’ve got a 

mentor, I’ve got an academic mentor, and I’ve got a spiritual mentor. So, a lot of round-

the-round support. I have a really good friend now from my degree course, Hannah. 

She is hilarious, crazy as anything but really funny. She keeps me grounded. We can 

moan to each other and afterwards she is like, ‘great, what are we going to do now?’  

She listens, but she is also quite practical and logical with advice…  

I have had to learn how to change my relationships with people when roles 

change. So I went from being a cadet to being staff [at Cadets] and working with other 
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staff who used to be leading me when I was a cadet. And the same at XLP [youth 

charity], I went from being a young person and a young leader, where there were 

[certain] boundaries [with the youth workers], to being colleagues and friends with the 

youth workers. It was hard to begin with, knowing what to do and things, but its more 

natural now in some ways…” 

4.2. Yousef’s Story 

“When I was younger it was me, my mum and my brother. Then, a little while 

later a sister came along, then another sister … then another one! … My Dad wasn’t 

there; I don’t know where he went … We moved a lot when I was younger, which was 

very frustrating. None of the houses were ever really a home. I was young and I just 

wanted to stay in one place and it was difficult. There wasn’t a lot of money. Because 

I had no dad around that was a big part of it. My mum didn’t work at times, so the 

council moved us around a lot…  

I’ve been in a lot of houses, but we are settled now; been in the same place for 

11 years which is positive. When we first moved into our home I was really unsure 

about it because I thought we would just move again. But we didn’t. So we managed 

to build a home for us. I like it – it’s home”. 

 “I went to a primary school which was quite far away, so we had to get the bus 

which was kind of annoying. With the travel to school, I was tired a lot … I liked primary 

school, it was enjoyable … Miss Thompson was a good teacher. She was nice and 

caring. I met her when I was 6. She listened to me and wanted the best for me.  She 

really wanted me to do well and would try and help me.  One time, I remember doing 

a paper and it wasn’t very good, so she ripped it up and told me to try again. In some 

ways that looks bad, but she was pushing me to get better, she didn’t want me to fail. 

That’s what I like; she was tough but it was because she cared. She was also a funny 

teacher and tried to make the classes fun. She used to bring in sweets and reward us 

for answering questions in class and for right answers … 

There were a few bad ones [teachers]; the male teacher I had in year 4. 

Someone did something and he threw a chair across the class. Another time he 
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refused to let one of the pupils go to the toilet and she wet herself. The mums got so 

angry and would try and talk to the school but the teachers all back each other and 

defended him. He still works there now. It was a shambles; terrible school! But I didn’t 

know it at the time… 

In primary school I struggled to make friends because we kept moving around 

and school friends are just people I went to school with. I only have a few friends from 

primary school that I still talk to… 

When I was in year 6, I was diagnosed with Tourette’s Syndrome. It was really 

hard at that time … There was a teacher called Mr Evans, he was the SENCO [Special 

Educations Needs Coordinator]. He was always there, like talking to me and 

encouraging me and helping me to get all the right help from all the right places. When 

I was first diagnosed he talked to the other pupils in the school to let them know what 

was happening so I didn’t have to keep explaining … Mr Evans was never one of my 

class teachers, but he understood people and was always there if you needed to talk. 

He was also there even if you didn’t want to talk! He would just be there for you and 

spend time with you. He would always check up on me and ask me if I am ok.  He was 

really nice. I think he has left now because there is a new SENCO at that school and 

she is awful, but he was great … I also started taking a lot of medication around this 

time. The tablets made me tired and sleepy and made it really difficult for me to 

concentrate. It made me lazy … I sometimes used to fall asleep in classes because of 

the medications; I was so tired all the time. It made it so difficult for me to learn. Some 

of the teachers would just let me sleep, which in some ways was good because I 

needed it. But, it was also bad because I missed out on even more learning! Other 

teachers would bang on the table to wake me up… 

I then went to secondary school in east London. I had just been diagnosed and 

it was really scary and I was really panicking about starting a new school. I felt that for 

most children their worries were like simple worries, like: ‘am I going to have respect? 

Am I going to be rated? Are people going to like me?’ I had all those things plus, ‘are 

they going to accept me?’ I knew I wasn’t really different, but I had something that I 

had to try and control in the classroom. I just remember I was so young and so small 
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in Year 7; I was tiny. I didn’t let it impact on my confidence though. I was quite confident 

and would talk to a lot of people around school … I did get bullied in secondary school 

for different things, [but] the Tourette’s was the main thing when I used to make 

random noises. They thought it was funny to say stuff or be horrible. It did have a 

lasting impact. To this day I hate meeting new people and seeing new people, 

especially on trains. I really struggled to make friends in school. It was around this time 

I became involved with the charity [XLP] and met a youth worker called Ian. I started 

attending projects that they ran and it helped to have people around and fun things to 

do…[they were more accepting] 

When I went into Year 8 I really started to struggle. I remember my teachers 

would kick me out when I had bad tics for making certain noises and they would be 

like ‘go take a minute outside and calm down’. I didn’t need to calm down. ‘You’re a 

teacher, you shouldn’t be kicking me out.’ It’s like if a teacher asked a pupil in a 

wheelchair to come to the front of the classroom, and when they couldn’t, kicking them 

out and telling them to take a break. It’s the same thing. By kicking me out I missed 

out on learning. I missed a lot of learning. It made me so frustrated and angry to be 

treated that way. People sometimes don’t believe me, but it’s the truth, they used to 

kick me out for ticcing in class. I’ve never understood why. Some teachers, I think, 

thought they were doing the right thing, even though they weren’t. My mum would ring 

the school and ask why I am getting kicked out of class. The teachers used to tell me 

that I need to focus more, study hard and get my exams, but it was difficult for me to 

focus because I am always moving and ticcing. They would tell me to learn, but I 

couldn’t always hear them because of the Tourette’s. They really [did] try and find 

ways to help me and others who struggled, but it wasn’t really good enough… 

There were some positive people in the school though. I always try to look for 

positives. There was one really good English teacher. She knew I really liked football 

so she gave me a book about football and she actually cared. And there was another 

teacher who used to look out for me. They gave me respect that other teachers didn’t, 

and they were more friendly and chatty than the other teachers… 
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In year 9 things started to get worse. I spent a lot of time out of class, kicked 

out because of the tics. I would spend a lot of time in a disability room. It was 

frustrating, I was a really good kid. I was never kicked out for any reason other than 

the tics. I would say that I missed at least 1 or 2 lessons a day [on average, missing 

out on approximately two days of teaching per week]… 

I don’t think that anyone particularly enjoys learning, but I did enjoy lessons 

when they were fun. So, there are ways to teach that are fun. It feels like a lot of 

learning is forced; the teacher will teach from a screen and ask you to write stuff down 

with no interaction and it is boring. I think that we [pupils] need to be allowed to have 

more ownership of our work. It is our lesson, we are the learners and we should be 

allowed to help lead the class. It helps build more skills than just answering questions. 

I wish we could have had more influence over what we wanted to learn. School can 

feel like a prison; up at a set time, they tell you to do things at set times. You are 

basically locked in for a whole week. It’s like shift work… 

Some of the subjects we had to do felt pointless; subjects like R.E. were just 

useless. I learned more from talking to my friends about their beliefs than I ever did in 

the classroom. I do understand some things are important, like history. It is important 

that we learn from the past. And like maths. But, even then there were pointless things 

we learned. We spent so long learning about Pythagoras and I really don’t see why 

that is important. I mean, I haven’t used that sort of stuff since. I had to know it to pass 

an exam. These things don’t help you in the real world. Schools should teach more life 

skills, it isn’t taught at school, but I think it would be so useful for people to know, 

learning how to have a strong mind-set, dealing with pressure and stress. So many 

people struggle with these things and it would be amazing if that stuff was taught, 

instead of other less useful subjects.” 

“The exams were really stressful and the stress made my tics get worse which 

caused more stress. It was crazy. I didn’t revise that much. I used to get home from 

school so tired I just used to sleep. Then I would get up and go to school and come 

home and sleep more. It was quite isolating at times. I was just so tired – I felt like 
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there was no time for family time, there was no time for nothing, or seeing no-one, 

other than school and sleep…  

One big problem that I have with exams is my handwriting. I didn’t get a lot of 

support to help me develop neat handwriting and I am pretty sure that it was one of 

the reasons I failed English. I didn’t find out until after I sat the GCSE’s that I could 

have asked to use a type writer which would have helped me massively. My English 

teacher gave me no help. My teacher was human, she knew she could have supported 

me better and could have worked out how to support my learning…When I was making 

arrangements for the exams, I was told that I might have my own room. However, 

when I sat the exams I was in the exam hall with everyone else. There was a lot of 

pressure… 

I am a driven person and I really wanted to succeed in the exams. The time 

waiting for my results was one of the most stressful periods. I managed to achieve the 

five A*- C grades, but that was mainly because I worked hard to get those grades 

alone, rather than the school teaching me. Toward the end, school got a little bit better. 

It wasn’t really that much changed except that people got used to my tics and I think I 

got a bit harder to it. The thing that used to bother me was that no-one would ask if I 

was ok, not even teachers. It is just something small that could have made going 

through a tough time a little bit easier. Someone to just ask how you are, it can change 

your day. It is lucky that I am strong mentally; I can deal with a lot and deal with the 

crap and pressure. The school was bad though, but I worry about my sisters because 

they are at that school, and that school is trash!” 

“My first college was rubbish. I only stayed a short time and thought it wasn’t 

for me. But the second college was great. It was a sports college which I liked … 

College was way better than school. School was like a prison, but college was more 

relaxed. They don’t put a lot of pressure on you and you have more freedom. In college 

you are older and can learn better, as you know yourself better. College was more 

relaxed and you knew when you got up that you were going to learn something. 

College wasn’t amazing, but it was so much better – it felt more natural. I got to use a 

computer to type as well, which really helped… 
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College was also better than school because the teachers put less pressure on 

us and they were nicer. The class always tried to support and help each other and we 

were a team. There was less bullying in college, people were more accepting. In 

school kids try to make themselves look bigger and better, pick on people for stupid 

reasons. Teachers never stop them. But in college, the teachers had more banter and 

a lot more respect. We could joke around and it was easier for the teachers to stop the 

bullies…  

The English teacher was great. She took her time to help me with it and we had 

good banter about it, which was less pressure and I eventually passed….and she was 

so excited and so was I. She was my favourite teacher in college and was so 

encouraging. The teachers and pupils cared about each other and it was just so much 

more relaxed… 

I made some good friends in college. We were like a team which helped us 

learn better. We were all helping each other and supporting each other. I liked the fact 

we could learn from each other and teach each other in the things we were good at. 

No one wanted to see anyone fail and we just helped loads as a team.” 

“I always say “yes” to an opportunity. You never know where that will lead. 

Embrace a challenge. You can’t fail if you try. Taking the opportunity is part of the 

success. You will still get something out of it. Some things were great and I learned a 

lot, some things were not as useful. Like I don’t think that work experience is useful to 

young people, you don’t really learn much. But, I suppose it is an opportunity and I 

think that taking all opportunities to learn new things is good and it does show what 

work life is like… 

I try to make sure that the tics never take away the choices I have for my life. I 

am a positive person and I can choose to do what I want. At school, the only thing that 

was taken from me because of the Tourette’s was the opportunity to learn new things 

because the teachers would kick me out of class for something I couldn’t control. I feel 

I missed out on my learning because teachers were not patient with me. I also feel I 

missed out on a lot of lessons and a lot of options with the subjects that I was able to 

take… 
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I love sports and in year 9 I received the Jack Petchey Award for Leadership 

and Coaching. I like being a leader and encouraging others. I like to go above and 

beyond to make sure my teams are supported. They are not just a sports team, they 

are our future and we need to show them a better way. I learned from college that I 

need to let the young people I coach support each other; that as a team we need to 

encourage each other. Also, I give them individual praise, get to know them and check 

in with how they are. It is important to build relationships and you never know what 

they are going through. You need to build trust and a bond. I like to make people feel 

valued and included… 

When I was 20, I went to Romania with the charity to do youth and children’s 

work out there. It was a great experience and the first time I actually started opening 

up to people; I learned a lot about trust. I still really struggle to open up, but in Romania 

I learned to open up to lots of people. It was really good. I went on this trip again the 

following year. I also visited the Bruderhof Community. It was really good fun. We did 

a lot of work, stayed a couple of days, and helped them out with their warehouse (they 

make toys). I was like wow; these people share everything! They have one credit card 

and they all work together. I find it very appealing, although I probably wouldn’t live 

that way, but I like the idea. I learned a lot from them: that life is what you make of it 

and sharing is incredibly important and trust…. 

I then started the ‘Get Ready to Work’ programme [at the charity]. The program 

helps to build confidence, look at skills and do CVs and trips, and it also gets you a 

chance of useful work experience which really helps with employment. I worked in a 

special needs department in a secondary school, and it was really good. I still go back 

sometimes to see the people there. The programme was really good because it got 

my sloppy butt out of bed and gave me the push I needed. It helped me to get my job 

now, as a youth worker and coach, which I really enjoy… 

Having Tourette’s, especially as a teenager, is very confusing and even now I 

am still learning about it and how it works. It was sometimes hard to understand what 

was going on when I was at school. I have come a long way. All the bad things made 

me the person I am today; I have made some positives from the negatives. I am now 
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successful, and that is important to me. There is still a long journey ahead and I look 

forward to it.” 

4.3. Leo's Story 

“I live with my mum, my Dad and my siblings … I am close to both my parents, 

probably more my mum than my Dad. My Dad spent a lot of time travelling to the 

Congo … I am the middle child [of eleven] … We all grew up in the same house. When 

we were all at home … I shared my room with all my brothers … I mean it was a big 

room and we had bunk beds and we still had a lot of space. It was chaotic!  I remember 

we used to watch TV together, like cartoons, and once something came on we all ran 

downstairs to watch it together. We used to play MarioKart on Nintendo 64, like all of 

us together … We all had fights, and the craziest arguments, with each other and we 

would be fine, but if someone from outside started something, we would have each 

others back. We all had fights with each other, but we are siblings, that’s what siblings 

do! Those were very special moments for me … 

We used to go on holiday as a family, road trips to like Belgium or France and 

used to hang out as a family and do fun trips … My Dad used to travel a lot to the 

Congo, so I didn’t see him so much as my mum. But I have good memories doing trips 

with my Dad. Like on a trip to get a car from Manchester - we got the coach there and 

drove back. And on the way back something was wrong with the car and we had to 

drive slowly on the motorway so we sat and talked about life and everything - it was a 

good moment for us. We were a lot closer when I was younger, we used to playfight 

and that, but he is older now and we don’t do that anymore … 

I have so many happy memories of my family. I mean a few people have passed 

away over the years and that has affected my brothers, and me as well. My brother’s 

best friend was killed in 2006. He used to come over all the time. He was stabbed 

outside Lewisham Police Station. Before it happened that day, he came to my house 

and I was the last one of my family to speak to him. My brother was out at the time 

and I told him when he got back that he was looking for him, [but] by then he was in a 

coma. It’s hard because sometimes I want to talk to my brother about it and ask him 
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how he feels about it but I don’t want to trigger anything. It was hard seeing him like 

that, but it’s nothing that we couldn’t do together as a family.” 

“My teacher used to read to us in Year 5 … I still remember the book was about 

alligators who live in the sewers! … We also did baking in Year 5. That was great - 

year 5 was a good year. We baked sweet and savoury things, we made something 

with chocolate, banana and strawberries. It was weird but I liked it… 

Miss Bates was one of my favourite teachers. I had her in Year 6. She was the 

P.E teacher at the time and that was my favourite subject, well, after English… I 

remember what made me like it more was at one point we were doing poetry and we 

did one about Medusa because I am into mythical creatures. Miss Bates’s Year 6 

Class was called Minotaur, and we read all about that. It was the metaphors that they 

used about her in the poem, using features from a mythical creature to describe a lady 

who was jealous … Using some nice metaphors that were like [was] getting my 

attention and I thought that’s really creative! And that is when my love for it [English 

as a subject] happened … She was good because she was really into P.E. I always 

loved P.E right from when I was young because [of] being able to do something active 

and being free … but also she would listen to us if we was going through something. 

She would take time to pull us aside and talk us through and help us get through 

whatever was going on … 

There were a lot of fights in primary school. It was bad, but at the time it just felt 

normal … A lot of the violence in primary school could have been so much worse if we 

hadn’t had tag rugby. It was somewhere where we could compete in a slightly better 

way! A lot of them still do rugby. Before that they all wanted to do football, and then 

everyone loved rugby! The fact we weren’t as obsessed with football meant some of 

the tension went away … 

In Year 6 there were two classes … There was a fight that was so bad that the 

whole year had to sit and write a statement about what was going on. It was building 

for a few weeks and the teachers just didn’t know what to do. I remember a fight broke 

out and I got kicked out for that (around April and May), even though I wasn’t in that 

fight! This was around the time of the SATs and I missed out on a lot of school in Year 
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6. I was out of school for a month ….They tried to send me to Redlands [a primary and 

secondary pupil referral unit], but my mum wasn’t having it. The fight was between two 

girls so I had nothing to do with it [and] they weren’t even in my class … Primary school 

was quite good except for the fighting! We did singing assemblies and we had a good 

Christmas dinner. I mean we had a lot of good times in primary school…  

I got kicked out in Year 7 [from secondary school]. I lasted from September 

through to February, so thats like 6 months! I really missed out on a lot of work [and] 

it knocked my confidence a bit because I was behind. I had a fight on my first day with 

a boy who went to my primary school but was in the year above. We had always had 

a problem, right the way back to reception! I remember on his last day he said 

something offensive or he did something and I remember how it felt. It hurt and then I 

ended up seeing him again at secondary school and I just hit him. I didn’t really know 

why I acted the way I did back then, but now I recognise it was pride … That’s the first 

time I found out about internal exclusion, where they just put you in a room. So when 

they said I was going to be excluded I thought I was getting kicked out already on my 

first day. I was shocked and they showed me the room and that’s where I worked. I 

didn’t last long at that school and when I finally got kicked out I didn’t go to anywhere 

else for a while. I thought I would still go back. So I missed out on a lot of education 

which affected me after… 

I ended up going to a non-mainstream school [Pupil Referral Unit]. It’s where 

they put you when you get kicked out. When I was there I could tell that this wasn’t 

where I was supposed to be. [He thought to himself] I need to hurry up and get out of 

here! But even then it was quite a nice and I am glad I did go there, they really helped 

me out. There was a teacher there that just made me love English even more! Every 

Friday he would take us out to a restaurant or a museum, that was a special moment 

when I look back. In Redlands the classes were smaller (between 8 and 10 students) 

[and] the other kids were, I wouldn’t call them bad, more misunderstood. There were 

a lot of them and I feel at the time I was one of them as well. My class was full of 

people who weren't there putting on an image, they just made a mistake. I liked my 

class, we all had respect for each other. I was there from September to January of 

Year 8. The teachers always seemed to be confused as to why I was there. I just kept 
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myself to myself and did the work. I did what I had to do and then they told me I would 

be leaving soon. I really missed mainstream school, but I think if I had just started at 

Redlands, I would have been ok. Like, I knew how mainstream school worked, but if I 

didn’t, I think I would have been very settled at Redlands. I think I would have missed 

less school but I think I could have got too comfortable there and that wouldn’t have 

been good for me. After a few months there I was allowed to go to another mainstream 

school because I behaved well at Redlands. I did what I needed to do. I did the work, 

came in on time and followed the routine… 

When I started my third school I was automatically put on report the moment I 

started for 6 weeks. Literally, from my first lesson my teacher in at the end of each 

lesson would have to sign how I did and at the end of the day when everyone else was 

going home I had to go to my head of year and she looks at it and signs it off and if I 

didn’t do good then she would be like, ‘this isn’t good enough, you need to do better.’ 

I felt like they had the right to put me on report. I mean I did get kicked out of my first 

school and they need to do. I did feel I had to change myself entirely and I didn’t know 

what I was meant to do, so I went along with it… 

I managed to stay out of trouble for the rest of Year 8 and some of Year 9, but 

I still had a few problems when I was there. I would sometimes have fights if someone 

put their hands on me or if I felt disrespected … I never really used to start things at 

school, someone else would always start it, and I would react … I was disruptive in 

class from time to time, but not always. It was more that I had days when I was really 

anti-social and I wouldn’t talk to no-one. I would just come in, go to the table at the 

back and sit by myself. Other days I was loud. I think that was why some of the 

teachers liked me, because I had a lot of respect. If the class was noisy I could tell the 

class to shut up and they would … If I am being disruptive, I do feel bad, I feel bad for 

everyone. If I was talking and got caught out I would be like, I mean you can see it in 

people’s facial expressions! It would get to the point where people wouldn’t say 

anything to me [and] I don’t like that. There was always a line in class. I tried to be 

good with everyone in lessons… 
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English, P.E and Drama were my three favourite subjects at school. I proper 

did enjoy them. English allowed me to be free and to create without being judged … I 

mean it wasn’t that I was good at it. I was in the lower or middle set, but it was alone 

time in a building full of people and it allowed me to be free … In drama we had two 

teachers. They were another two of my favourites - Miss Tomkins and Miss Cass … I 

like the classes that give you more freedom. I mean in English, sometimes there is a 

right or a wrong answer, but to me personally that was minimal. With subjects like 

Maths and Science you are either right or you are wrong. But with English, even when 

we did debates there wasn’t really a right or wrong. I used to love it when we did 

debates and hearing peoples point of view, and no-one is wrong, but seeing people 

tapping into their thoughts and questioning yours. It was those lessons that I would 

pay attention for the whole thing. It’s like everyone has a chance to speak and they 

can say what they think, and everyone is respecting them - I enjoyed those lesson. I 

didn’t really get embarrassed, especially in class. If I didn’t know an answer I would 

give a cheeky reply or just say ‘I don’t know’. I mean, if I didn’t know, I didn’t know!. If 

I had been talking and they asked, thats my fault that I didn’t know, but if I was 

concentrating and I didn’t know I would say I am not sure. The responses are the 

same, but if it was my fault I would feel bad, but if I was trying I knew I tried and I didn’t 

get it right … 

I was quite popular at school. I sometimes enjoy being in the centre. It was kind 

of good in a way because I could bring a lot of people together so if there was someone 

who was feeling left out or what not I would just let them hang about with me. And 

when they hung out with me they would meet other people and they would start 

hanging out with someone else. Sometimes when they were not hanging around with 

me, I would see them hanging around with the person I introduced them [to] and I 

would feel good about it. But other times it was just draining! When I was younger I 

think I had a lot of close friends. Now I have a few that are considered close. I mean I 

still have a lot of good friends though … I would say my group was a group of many 

different people, different cultures, different countries, we were a brotherhood. It was 

sort of mixed, I think I got that from my brothers, they didn’t have just one specific 

group of friends. It is hard to know what our group was, I think I would have been 

considered one of the cool kids, but I got along with everyone, like literally with my 
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group of friends there were so many different characters. They were really funny, I 

think being funny is important. We were very accepting, like if you had been an emo 

or something, we would have accepted you into the group. It was a diverse group, I 

think that what made us a group was like… like with the type of person I am I like to 

keep people around and getting along, I connected with each of them and I think that 

was important - I like to keep them around and they started to connect with each other 

and that’s how we sort of got the the group. When I was thinking about it today it’s 

crazy, because some of us have different beliefs and different religions - we still 

respect it and we still come together. I was sort of the middle person in the group, I 

brought them all in. When I bring people together it’s nice, I like people to feel accepted 

and if there is a group, even if I am not around there is always somewhere they can 

go to hang around with …  

I think that there was a bit of fear around me. Also because I have such a big 

family and they all have a lot of respect and fear as well. I mean there is still a lot of 

love at the same time and we don’t bully people and we don’t start trouble. I think that 

I had a mix of fear and respect and love but I made sure of that. When I would have 

the outbursts and stuff it was always at the whole class, I wouldn’t single someone out 

… Because I had a lot of respect, if the class was noisy I could tell the class to shut 

up and they would. Everyone was quiet for the whole lesson and the teachers were 

like, even though it was kind of wrong, it helped the teacher to teach, so after they 

would speak to me and try to see if everything was alright. You never know when you 

will have to sit together or work together. I think that I was protected because of the 

respect. I never used it to bully people, but it did mean I could help protect others too. 

It gave me the chance to help people out of trouble … 

You know what it is - it’s like though the whole time in school teachers are the 

enemies. That’s what it seems like. In reality, that’s not what it is but it seems like it at 

the time. Because that’s how we saw them we did anything to make their lives a bit 

more difficult.  I think they are enemies because they have power. They have the right 

to be in control of lessons and of the school and the kids just want to be rebellious. 

They don’t see eye to eye at all and I think there is a lot of miscommunication. Like 

when you asked them to be more clear about something, they just say we don’t need 
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to tell you those things, we don’t need to explain things to you lot, we can do as we 

want and you need to do what we say. I don’t think it helps when we are in our teens 

and hot-headed! Some teachers can be trusted but it is sometimes hard to know what 

their intentions are. I feel like if every school had a few teachers that you could go and 

talk to about anything and everything - I mean obviously some stuff will have to get 

reported - but someone who had the freedom to help, that would help a lot.  Like I had 

that at the end of Year 10, there was a teacher I could speak to and he would ask me 

questions and literally we would just talk. I feel like some teachers like that can be 

trusted. I could probably think of 2 or 3 who I could have just gone to and they would 

give me advice and if I needed anything would be there… 

There are so many things that contribute to the distractions. But I definitely think 

that the relationship with teachers does help a lot. The good relationships I had with 

some of my teachers really helped the work. The classes where I had a good 

relationship with my teachers were the classes I did best in. I think you can tell the 

teachers who you can talk to by the way the interact with other students. I mean we 

watch them when they walk around the school, going to the staff room or getting lunch. 

We can see by the teacher’s facial expressions when they talk to other students. There 

were some teachers who were just miserable and some teachers will talk to you in the 

corridor and ask you questions and offer help.  There was a teaching assistant who I 

would talk to who was the closest person I had at school, Cameron. When I was getting 

into a lot of trouble and he pulled me to one side and said to me, ‘I am going to be 

honest with you, there are a few teachers who want you out, but there are a lot of 

teachers that want you to stay because you’re a nice guy - you just keep getting caught 

up into trouble’. So he took the time to mentor me and after a while he told me he 

thought I would be good at this and I started mentoring another student who was in 

Year 7.  He was really honest with me. I got the chance to go to a music school but 

we chatted and he told me that the GCSE results there were low and that I wouldn’t 

really benefit from it and encouraged me to stay to get my exams… 

When people would provoke me It was like instant anger; there is a trigger and 

lose control. You could go into a classroom and ask a group, ‘if someone insulted your 

mum what would you do’ and most of them would get angry. It’s a trigger point - I mean 
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it might be a London thing. Like I know from like primary school, the majority of people 

heard it. You just get angry - it just switches. It makes me want to hurt the person who 

said it because they have hurt me, because they disrespected my family. Also, it is 

thrown about as an insult. You don’t know what condition someone’s mum is in, they 

might be sick or not have long left … if you don’t know you shouldn’t say it. So, yeah 

it does make me want to make them feel some kind of pain … The ‘your mum’ insult 

was used a lot to trigger people and start fights. Other things that caused that sort of 

anger would be if there was a rumour. I mean I never had any rumours about me but 

some of those have triggered some big fights at school that I had seen. It’s like they 

don’t care who knows about the rumour, they want to find who started the rumour. I 

mean the rumours already out there, you can’t take that back, but you can find the 

person who started it. It goes back to respect again. The rumours might not even be 

true, it’s just the fact that someone has said something and it’s out there. You cannot 

take it back from people’s minds - it’s out there. And then when things kick off, the 

teachers all say, ‘why didn’t you come to us first?’  Of course no-one ever went to the 

teachers, you don’t want to be the person snitching. I think it travels down through the 

generations, you don’t tell on people! It depends on the person too I guess. I think that 

it is like, if you can’t deal with it on your own, as a last resort you might go to a teacher, 

but you will get in trouble with other kids for a while, but that didn’t really last long and 

people would just move on. The funny thing is, even if you deal with it yourself and 

you end up in a fight, you end up having to tell the teacher anyway! Also, people cheer 

fights on as well, someone will say something as a joke, and everyone else would be 

like, ‘you going to take that’ [or] ‘you going to have that’, and then you would react.” 

“2015 was a tough year, with my auntie [died of cancer] and that was the year 

I got stabbed as well…. 

It was after school. We were doing the History mock GCSE and I remember me 

and my friends were going to the library. From 2014 I had been doing a mentoring 

session called Game, cos there were a lot of issues between the people in our year. 

The teachers noticed it and thought [that] before things get more serious let’s try 

bringing them all together. So we were doing mentoring sessions on Monday and on 

Wednesday. We had Ethan [youth worker], so that helped me even more. So we had 
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been doing these sessions for about a year and we were taking it all pretty seriously 

so we decided to go to the library after to study. We went to the library and there wasn’t 

enough space so everyone was like, ‘lets go wait in McDonald’s for a bit’. I shouldn’t 

have done that. I should have went home. We were there and some reason it was 

packed with people from lots of schools. It was my little brother’s birthday so my little 

brother and two younger sisters were there as well … 

An argument took place … I was talking to his friends because we went to the 

same school … He was hot headed and came over to me and there was an exchange 

of words. It all happened so quick I didn’t realise it happened. It [blood] was on my 

head. I didn’t go to the hospital straight away. I went back home. There was blood, but 

it looked ok. But when I did go to the hospital the Doctor said something completely 

different: ‘you should have come here straight away, that looks bad’…  

That affected exams. I had headaches and on some days they were really bad 

and the exams just went really really bad. I failed science. I got a D in English! Even 

in English lessons I couldn’t concentrate! My writing was all over the place. I still sat 

my exams in a room with everyone else even with everything that was happening. I 

should have asked for extra time but I didn’t … 

It was after my auntie died and after I got stabbed that I started to reconsider 

things. I decided to get more involved in the good things, like with Ethan [youth worker] 

and the music. I remember talking to Ethan before all this happened about how the 

tension had been building and the summer was going to be crazy and I didn’t know 

how many of us would get through it, and it was crazy! A lot of kids my age died. It’s 

around that time that when we would all go places, we stopped saying goodbye and 

see you later and started saying ‘stay safe’. It was crazy. It was scary. You just can’t 

focus on anything else and we are still at school … It really felt like a ‘who’s next’ 

situation. I am lucky now I guess, I don’t feel that way anymore. But others do, other 

people have lost people too. It’s not something you can avoid, but you can take less 

risks. It’s not likely to happen when you go to the shop, but it could. It’s more likely to 

happy at a party. People carry knives to protect themselves, but it’s not good because 

if you have a knife, you have the chance to use one. 
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My brothers and their friends never glamourised what they were involved in. I 

mean some of them went to prison and they didn’t boast or brag about it and told me 

it isn't a good thing. The problem is most Elders [tier within gang hierarchy] wouldn’t 

give Youngers [lower tier within gang hierarchy] that advice. I am grateful to them [his 

brothers] for their honesty and they are really happy with what I am doing with my life. 

I had to make tough decisions from a young age and a I can’t speak about a lot of it. I 

have been through a lot, but it has made my family so much stronger.” 

“I have lost a lot of people far too young. There have been a lot of stabbings 

and a lot of deaths. I think that’s one of the reasons I get so angry sometimes. Me and 

all my brothers have been stabbed before. It’s bad - all of us! It’s crazy. It’s hard to say 

why it happens. Sometimes it is just issues from the past that just don’t stop. I don’t 

know if it will ever stop. It’s pride man, people just don’t let go of things. I mean, I have 

let go of things but everyone is different. I think if I had not met Ethan my path would 

have been proper different. That was the start and my love for music helped me to 

keep out of trouble and I don’t want to stress my mum!  

It’s difficult because it’s getting young people and getting younger. My friends 

were lucky because that level of fighting didn’t start until we were older. Now 11 and 

12 year olds are getting stabbed. I mean one of my friends got stabbed really bad in 

Year 9 and it was a shock. The school tried to help I guess. They did an assembly to 

try and get us to be safer. It is strange when people do get stabbed and die people 

seem to move on fairly quickly. Like the school will mourn for a day or two and then 

it’s back to normal. That’s how life is - it just keeps moving. It is sad though… 

Education is just a part of life; that’s its purpose. I mean most of the people I 

know now who are working are doing stuff that doesn’t relate to their education; it’s 

completely different. Is it [education] supposed to teach us about life or is it like some 

sort of test? Is it to build character? I’m not really sure. I think further down the line it 

may help you with certain situations or what not. I do think there is value in what I 

learned at school, but I do think there are other things that might be more important to 

learn at school. I think there should be more events for networking with other people 

from other schools in a non-competitive way, and I think they should have a class 
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called ‘life lessons’ to teach us things we need to know like mortgages and taxes and 

consent. There are so many things, but at the time you don’t really think about it. The 

closest we had was PSHE [Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education] classes 

sometimes and they teach you about things like bullying and how it affects people, 

which did help. Bullying sort of stopped after a week of workshops on bullying. I think 

there should be more workshops on things. I liked the workshops. It took the pressure 

off the student [and] because I felt no pressure it felt like I was really learning 

something. Lessons I can pass on to my kids in the future or someone close to me. 

The way they teach it is more free, and you can interact with others, it was more 

practical. 

Ethan is an important person in my life. He is basically family now! I met him on 

the way home from school, the way I used to walk back, a big group of us to the 

highstreet and get the bus from there. One time we were walking and it was just me 

and my friend Kamal, and we walked back and we would walk through this alley and 

there was a van parked there. I couldn’t see what it was inside, but there were a lot of 

people there. I saw the ‘XLP.org’ on the side of the van and I was going to Google it 

when I got home, but I would always forget! Then Kamal told me that in the van was 

a studio and there was a basketball hoop at the back. I was like, ‘you serious?’ 

because, you know, he jokes a lot and he was like, ‘yeah, serious!’. So I was like ‘OK’, 

and we would sometimes pass Ethan on the path, and he recognised Kamal and told 

us to come down and try it out and make something. Then me and Kamal were like 

‘yeah’, but we never did. Then one day I was like, ‘shall we go?’ And Kamal was like, 

‘yeah, what have we got to lose?’ The next week we went straight there. I didn’t tell 

anybody what I was doing. I got to the van and the beat started playing and I did it. 

When I came out of the recording bit, Ethan was like, ‘that was real tight’. It made me 

feel so good. I told Kamal it was his turn and he was like ‘no mate, it sounds good!’.  

I became popular [at school] after I did my first song with Ethan. And then I 

shared it to one person who wanted to hear it, and then it ended up getting shared 

around the school, and the majority of people liked it.  
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I really like the music stuff. It was a hobby and my love for it grew. And before 

my auntie died, she had cancer, she didn’t know that I was doing music. Then my little 

cousin played her the song. The last time I saw her, we spoke and she was talking 

about life and what she would have changed and what she would have done better 

and then she was like, ‘choose your friends wisely, and make sure you always have 

good intentions … and keep up the music, you are going to go far’. I remember thinking 

how does she know I do music? And she told me that my cousin had showed her the 

music and she thought it was really good. When she passed away it made me take 

things a lot more serious. So music is something I got to go all out on.”  

“I did the Showcase [an XLP Performing Arts project] and Ethan encouraged 

me to apply for a music college. I applied and got to the final stage of the interviews. 

It was like an induction day and you do an interview and you perform and do a couple 

of group activities. Then they pick you and in August they tell you who is in. I thought 

I was already in and my mum was happy … and then it turns out I didn’t get in. But 

what they do is compare the grades from GCSE and my grades were so bad … But I 

found another college with access to music and they accepted me straight away. So I 

studied there and met a lot of new people and it made me love music more. I did two 

years there but now I am working. 

I now have a job that keeps me active and out of trouble. I was also a part of a 

documentary project with XLP, EMI and Universal. I’m not sure what will happen with 

it, but I am just excited about it! I am nervous about it but I think it will be good. Was 

weird getting used to the cameras but by the second day you almost forget the 

cameras are even there. I am working hard on my music, doing well at college. I like 

working on my music alone, but collaborating is a good way to grow and spark some 

good ideas - two minds coming together. I am more involved with my family 

responsibilities and I am still working with Ethan and XLP [youth charity].” 

4.4. Khalid's Story 

“I live with my mum and my little brother. I am kind of close with my little brother. 

You know, every now and then I talk to him; I don’t ignore him! He is 13. I get on with 

my mum. I don’t have problems with my mum. I have contact with my dad still, he 
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doesn’t live far, about an hour and a half away, but I don’t talk to him too much. I can’t 

be bothered to talk to him. I can’t lie, I have no issues with him though. I just don’t talk 

to him very often, just every now and then.” 

“[The first] Primary school was good, but I left. I had a good group of friends. 

There was me and Hannah and Jay and we were like squad in the school! We did 

everything together. Then I left [in Year 6] and everything went to rubbish basically … 

I went to two primary schools when I was younger … I don’t know why I left my first 

Primary school. I think it was because my brother had ADHD [Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder] and they saw me flip out once and they thought that I had it 

too. So they moved me to another school … Apparently, I didn’t have nothing wrong 

with me when I left school … but I got moved school because of him. So he got put in 

a bad school where they tried to sort out the problem and I got put into a school that 

apparently wasn’t bad but was actually really bad. But it makes me upset that my life 

was changed because of things with my brother …  

[His second school was a combined primary and secondary PRU] I got beat up. 

Actually on my first day I got beat up. I got beat up in the classroom when the teacher 

wasn’t in there … A couple of weeks into school starting I was put into a room with no 

windows. It was a locked room with no windows. You could be in there for three hours, 

maybe four hours, or the whole day. You would miss lunch so when you do get lunch 

the lunch is cold and that’s where you get the food poisoning. The school was just so 

bad. But when I used to tell people, like for instance I would tell my mum she would 

never believe me she would say a school would never do that to you. One time, I got 

it all on video, the whole thing, and then she believed me and she knew there was a 

problem. I was put in the room every time I was rude really; things like talking in class 

or flipping out, getting angry and trying to leave the school, because everyone would 

try to leave the school. It was just a bad school! The whole school was surrounded by 

locks and there was a pin on the gate to get into the school. There was a big gate with 

spikes on it, you can’t climb over. It was scary … 

It sometimes felt better to be on my own but it was nice to sometimes be with 

other people. When you made friends it was nice, but when you have no friends there 
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it was bad … I didn’t get on with teachers. I used to just go to school, do what I need 

to do, and then go home … I think at some point I was put back a year but I am not 

sure. But if I remember correctly I was put back a year … I didn’t have no bonds with 

no teachers. My school experience was a bad experience at this school but I did learn 

something from it. You can’t trust to much people. Know who you are surrounded by. 

I would say I learned a lot from school, it just wasn’t school work … 

At the bad school I used to climb out of the windows all the time; I sometimes 

need to escape! You used to have to wait until the classroom was clear. The windows 

were the way out of the school. You would climb out of the window and then over a 

small fence to get off the school grounds. If I needed to get away, I would just 

disappear. I used to do it like everyday. Just whenever I didn’t want to be there I would 

disappear. I would come home really late because it was a long way and I would walk. 

So I would get home late, like sevenish or a bit after. I used to do this three or four 

times a week, maybe even five times! I would come in for like an hour or maybe stay 

until after lunch so that I have some food in me so I don’t pass out on the way home, 

and then walk all the way home. It would take an hour and a half … I was pretty young 

at the time, really young, but I didn’t look young. I was always taller. I was probably 

about ten. I didn’t even have much music. I had a song on my phone that I would listen 

to over and over again! I probably listened to it a hundred times by the time I got home, 

but time flew when I was walking … 

I liked travelling back then [aged 10-11]. I couldn’t get on trains so I used to get 

buses, weird busses, night busses. I used to go out around eleven o’clock. I would 

sneak out … I would be gone for about four or five hours, maybe come back ten hours 

later in the morning around seven or eight o’clock. My mum hated it but there was 

nothing else. I would stay in my room for hours waiting for everyone to go to sleep and 

then I would be gone. Eventually my mum got a lock on the door so I couldn’t get out. 

So I climbed out the window to get out because I get frustrated. When I came home 

the door was shut and the window was shut so I had to think. I went to my friends 

house and prayed he was awake. He was awake and I got in. I sometimes felt scared 

… but you can’t live your life scared of stuff … I like to face my fear. My biggest fear 

was living my life being afraid … I used to be scared to go the shops on my own. Now 
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I will go far out of London at silly times just for the air. That was a big fear and an 

achievement … I like going for walks where I can think about things. Nowadays I go 

for a skate, or I go on a bus or a train. I sometimes get the train to a place called Dover, 

out of London. It’s so far away, near ferries and stuff. I went so far and then I had to 

buy a ticket to get through the barrier! And I went back and had to buy a ticket to get 

home. It was a long, long journey back to London Bridge. I had to change trains like 

five times. I like the trains, it keeps me calm because I see loads of things, loads - 

that’s fun. I love an adventure, love it! I have been lost on trains a couple of times. It 

is a bit bad but it is also fun. It’s good to enjoy the journey … I feel most free when I 

am travelling. I feel most free on a coach, or a plane, or a train, just when I am 

travelling. I travel a lot. Half the time I don’t even tell my mum where I am going. I just 

go and come back. I recently went Purley, which is nice, and Epsom, Heathrow, 

Feltham, Birmingham, Wolverhampton. I do day trips or get a hotel …  

I am not a person to get angry, I just get angry when I am trying to get a point 

across and nobody will listen to the point I am trying to get across. It’s like because I 

am a student you think I am wrong straight away. But if you actually took the time to 

hear me out, it would make sense. That’s the only time I get angry, when I am not 

being heard. I’m normally such a chilled person when I am alone. I normally don’t talk 

when I am with people or need to talk. It’s just if people are saying stuff about me and 

I get my point out and if they don’t want to listen then … or if I get told off for talking 

then it’s just … whatever. When I get angry I just shout really. My voice goes really 

high pitch and that’s it really … I have shouted at teachers and my one-to-ones … 

Trust is important because I find it so hard to trust someone that when they do 

something, or say something or slip up or anything. It’s like, ‘you won’t have my trust 

again’. I mean it’s like, it is hard for me to trust my mum’s friend because I don’t know 

them. You can say you have been friends with them for years but I don’t trust them. I 

usually follow my gut the whole time. So if my gut is saying this is good you can do 

that I would do it. But then, if it’s saying like, I don’t trust that person or I get a weird 

feeling about it…  
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There were times when I would definitely act out in class to get kicked out. Like 

once I flipped a table out of the blue. I can’t remember why but after I flipped the table 

the teacher tried to calm me down so I kicked the chair and flipped a table again. They 

removed me from the class and called my mum and I got sent home. When I was 

home my mum asked me why I had done it. I said I had a moment and that was it. 

There were dozens of times that I would do something on purpose to get kicked out 

… I used to do this more often in the older class. They would put me in the older class 

as discipline. That’s another thing my mum didn’t believe me on. And the older boys 

in there were disrespectful and rude and I am pretty sure a lot of the boys from that 

class are in prison now. They used to just pick on you so you couldn’t really do anything 

in that class. If one of the boys told you to wait you had to wait. If you didn’t they would 

all come up to you and like slap you in the face or hit and kick you. You would get beat 

up basically …The school wouldn’t control it [and] they wouldn’t do anything to stop it. 

I was at this school for a year or two when I moved up a year with my class. The 

younger ones were put into my class for acting up and the same thing happened to 

them. It happened every year. I wasn’t involved with picking on the younger kids. I 

mean, to be honest I hated the school so much I don’t even want to go there. I went 

there with two friends. One is now in prison. The other is doing ok now. He is chill and 

has a job. I am still friends with him. He had a similar story to me; kicked out of school 

for no reason. This one time at our school we climbed out a window to get caught and 

we got sent home. But we never picked on people … When I would get home early 

after being kicked out my mum would ask me what happened. I would explain what 

happened and she wouldn’t believe me and I would just go to my room and just chill. 

I didn’t have people around me who believed what was happening.” 

“I was assaulted by a teacher and that is one of the reasons I don’t like school 

no more. This happened in the bad school when I was assaulted. I was trying to leave 

to go home early and the teacher just grabbed me and pressured me. I tried to fight 

my way off and he pressured me to the ground. He swiped my legs, hit my chest and 

popped my nose because I had a nose bleed. I was thirteen or fourteen at the time I 

think. After it happened they locked us in a room and social services got involved and 

the police got involved. It was caught on camera, me getting assaulted, but funny 

enough when the police came the footage was gone. There was only a couple of 
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minutes of footage but there was a camera right there seeing it all, but the footage was 

deleted, all gone. It made the whole thing even weirder. In a strange way afterwards I 

felt happy because I knew I would never have to come back. I was gone. After that I 

never went back to that school.  Never again. It also made my trust issues go way up. 

I trust no-one now … I left the school after that and that’s when I had home school. I 

went back to a school in Year 11 for exams … I just don’t trust schools, any school, or 

college, I don’t trust college. I don’t trust anything or anyone. It is hard to be the person 

who can’t trust teachers. I don’t trust teachers in school, or college. They are all the 

same, teachers are teachers.” 

“There was a time that one of the one-to-one’s didn’t trust me. We used to travel 

to the library sometimes. This was when I was too young for an Oyster Card so I could 

just walk on, so I did and she didn’t believe me because of my height … so I walked 

on and before I was too far she grabbed my arm and I shouted and everybody stopped 

and looked at her. That was the only time I shouted at a one-to-one because she didn’t 

trust me… 

I had a tutor called Sarah and we would go out a lot. I loved cooking. We would 

go out and we would cook at this other school. Every know and then we could try it 

and sometimes it was bad and sometimes it was good. I remember we kept going 

back every week to cook a coconut cake because I couldn’t master it and when I did 

finally master it I dropped it on the bus!! So that same day, it was crazy, I was really 

angry about dropping the cake and then when we were getting off the bus she broke 

her leg. She jumped off the bus and fell. It is weird because it was such a good memory 

and a bad memory but it was also the last time I saw Sarah … I love a challenge in 

cooking. Like something you can’t master and then when you do master it its so 

satisfying. I do like a challenge but then everything new is a challenge to me. For things 

I like I will work hard at it to master it but with things like Maths and English, I do it at 

college but I really don’t care about it for some reason. I just don’t want to do it. I mean 

I still try I guess. I feel like you don’t need Maths and English to do what you want to 

do… 
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After I was home schooled I went to school for GCSEs and what I done was 

rubbish. I done Maths and English and Art and some science and stuff …  I messed 

up on some of them, most of them. I had been out of school for so long. I had just 

missed out on so much stuff. Like three years of training and learning in Maths and 

English. I had like a year of Maths and English so I failed Maths and English and 

Science. I mean I basically failed all of them except for Cooking. I passed Cooking. I 

like it, it’s fun. I passed Cooking with flying stars. Everything else I had to retake in 

college … I am at college at the moment, just doing Maths and English [GCSE] and 

Cooking… 

I trust the majority of friends but I do have friends I am not as keen on and I just 

don’t tell them as much. But I do have friends I do trust and I have told them almost 

everything. Trust just comes when it comes. I don’t like rushing it. If it is going to be 

there it will be there. If someone found out stuff about me because someone I had told 

had told them, and I hadn’t told them. I don’t know why I find it so hard to trust. I just 

grew up that. My mum has a lot of friends around so I guess I am more anti- that. No 

one has really hurt me from breaking my trust but I think that is because I am careful. 

I think once I have told them something and they have told me something serious then 

that is when you trust. I think I am a trustworthy person but if they don’t want to talk 

about something serious then I haven’t got to their level of trust yet. All my friends 

believe in me. A lot of youth workers. A lot of people. Like Ian [XLP Youth Worker] for 

instance. I have known Ian since, well ages! Since I was going to that school, and 

Mark [XLP Youth Worker] as well. I have known Mark for Years. I have always had 

people there for me who believe in me and support me…  

Snow Camp is a programme for kids to help them see that there are other things 

to do other than chilling at home. When I first went to Snow Camp I really didn’t like it. 

I am not going to lie about that! But after a couple of years [when he was 16 years old] 

I remember hearing about it again and I was like, I remember doing that but I wanted 

to try it again. It is really good. You learn stuff and it gives you things to put on your 

CV. It has really helped me out. I think I could now work with kids if I wanted to. There 

is a lot of stuff really. It is an opportunity to help you to find out what you like in the 

world. If you travel and you find something you like, you got that from Snow Camp. 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Results  

156 

They can help you get what you want to get. My favourite thing about Snow Camp is 

boarding, helping out the children and teaching them from my skills that I learned at 

Snow Camp. I love sharing the knowledge and teaching. Snow Camp gives me a boost 

in confidence, although some people are just harder to teach! It’s just fun. I love the 

challenge, you know? … My mum motivated me to do Snow Camp. I probably wouldn’t 

have carried on without her … Travel is something I like to do. I don’t know why, I 

guess it just clears my mind. Like, I really want to go to Manchester but I can’t because 

it is so far away and it costs so much. I don’t know what I would do there. I do have 

friends up there that I have never met before who I would like to meet. I love to travel 

more. I would like to go to France again. Not to the mountains [he visited with Snow 

Camp], but I know you can go to France for the day and come back the same day. I 

would do that, definitely. I like to find somewhere new. Getting away from here and 

meeting new people. I like it.” 

“I think there are things that are possible and things that are not. I like to do my 

research into things before I start things and it always says the same thing, ‘you need 

this, or you need that’. But, like, they forget that I was out of school for so long and 

they don’t have those activities at my school. I wouldn’t have been able to learn it. And 

now that I do want to learn it, it will take years and years and years. I one-hundred 

percent wish I had had more of those opportunities. I would have loved to have done 

drama. I love acting. Not musicals, but I am good at acting. My friends say I must be 

good at acting because sometimes I will do a serious voice and then they will think I 

am being dead serious and I can hold it for hours and then at the end I will be lads, 

‘no I am joking!’ And they were always like ‘bro, I actually believed you’. I don’t think I 

can make people laugh in a stand-up way like Kevin Hart. I think what makes his stuff 

funny is that it is true. But I don’t live that life. My mum and dad aren’t on drugs. His 

did drugs. They used the funny drugs like crack which makes you do funny stuff and 

Kevin Hart can turn that into something funny and tell a crazy story but make it funny 

at the same time. I can’t do that. I have just lived a normal life. I am a normal person 

… I think I could use the skills I have in Cooking, I just need to get better at it I think. 

It’s something I enjoy so I could easily see myself going that way … I don’t know what 

I want to do yet. I guess just the same as everyone else - live life and have fun I guess.” 
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4.5. Becky's Story 

“My childhood was both happy and difficult at times … Me and my dad have a 

good relationship… like two little peas in a pod. I remember when I was a kid we used 

to go cockling and this one time the tide was coming in I stepped in quicksand and I 

was sinking and I yelled ‘Dad I’m sinking!!’ and he pulled me out and I lost both my 

welly boots! So dad had to carry me all the way back … I feel like with mum it depended 

on how I was on the day and how my mum was feeling because sometimes she could 

be a bit snappy and I would get snappy back and then we would just argue … My dad 

wasn’t really around when me and my brother were younger. He was always working 

and stuff which was a lot of stress for my mum as well … 

I was quite happy as a kid as long as I was doing my own thing … People would 

ask my mum, ‘where’s Becky?’ and she was like, ‘there is a pile of mud over there, 

sand over there and trees over there, she will be in one of them!’ … As a kid I loved to 

play imaginary games with others and go along with other people’s games. I am quite 

socially minded … I have an older brother [five years older]. When we were younger 

we both hated each other ‘cause I always felt my mum favouritised him over me. Like 

when my brother was younger if he wanted something, he got it. But when I came 

along, if I wanted something it was like, ‘no you have to work for it’. We have this 

personal joke in my house now where like, ‘Jack is number one, Jack is number one’ 

and I am always second best … It kind of made me feel like I wasn’t worthy and like I 

wasn’t worth it to be honest. It made me feel like I was pushed to the side a little and I 

think that is where a lot of my anger has come from … I used to be quite an angry 

child. So I think around the age of six I started to become, like, too much for my mum 

so we went through the foster care system … I think that the main thing was that I was 

quite aggressive. I used to say that anything that is close to me is the first thing I threw 

at you. I just feel, and think, that I was too much for my mum. And my dad wasn’t really 

around when me and my brother were younger. He was always working and stuff 

which was a lot of stress for my mum as well… 

Me and my brother never really got on with my mum’s mum and step-dad. My 

nan always used to prioritised my auntie’s two kids. They always got better things for 

Christmas, better gifts for birthdays. They never got into trouble for anything. I wanted 
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to rebuild the connection with my nan. She had moved quite close to my school and I 

said I would stay twice a week and we could cook together and stuff and she was like, 

‘yeah’. So my brother drops me off one day and my cousin is there, and she was like, 

‘you are not staying anymore, your cousin is staying. Go home’. This was at half past 

nine at night. So I called my brother to come and get me and he was like, ‘why’ and I 

told him the situation. He burst through the door, called my nan every name under the 

sun and told her that we didn’t want anything to do with her anymore. Since that day, 

I don’t really talk to my nan. When I got older I didn’t really want to see them. It was 

my choice to stop seeing them so much. It kind of felt like a negative relationship. They 

were just another person pushing me to one side to favour someone else [her 

cousins]… 

I saw my Dad’s [parents] every week. So every Thursday, that would be my day 

after school to go there for a couple of hours. They had quite a big impact on always 

being there. I see them like once or twice a week. They showed me the love that I 

needed.” 

“It took a long time to trust my mum. I don’t know, sometimes my mum goes 

back on her words so she would say one thing to me and then be like ‘no’, or ‘that’s 

not happening’. I don’t know I just think it takes a lot for me to trust my mum because 

we argue so much as well and how can I trust you if we argue all the time over stupid 

little things. It’s like when my mum drinks. I can’t be around my mum when she drinks. 

I would message a friend like, ‘can I stay at your house tonight?’ My mum has like a 

few beers when she finishes work but I wouldn’t say it’s like heavy. The problem is the 

weekend when she’s not working… 

I don’t even really know what happened. I just went a bit off the rails because 

of stress from school and stress from home and I was always arguing with my mum 

… I still sometimes argue with my mum. She will do something that really irritates me 

sometimes, like, so the other day she was trying to register my Oyster Card online and 

it asks you the question of ‘Which dates you have travelled’. So you have to try and 

remember which dates and buses you used when. So I am trying to think and she is 

rushing me like, ‘just do it’. And then I snapped, ‘for God’s sake mum I can’t do it’ and 
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then I end up arguing with her. She will then be like, ‘I’m sorry, calm down, let’s do it’ 

and I am like, ‘go away’ and I slammed the door. And she replied, ‘Well, fuck you then!’ 

… The worst fight I had with my mum was when I called her a very nasty word and 

she smacked my head off the wall five times. She then ran downstairs crying. I called 

her a c-u-n-t [spelt out the letters of the word]. And they hate that word in my house. I 

got so angry with her and said it. And she grabbed me and was shaking me and she 

didn’t realise how close my head was to the wall and it was like bang, bang, bang. And 

I was like ‘MUM! My head’ and she felt so sorry she came up with ice cubes like ‘I’m 

so sorry’, but it was ok… 

My mum worked in a butcher’s and I kind of did jobs there from the age of 

thirteen … I didn’t really see her at work, which wasn’t too bad … My dad was always 

like, ‘if you want it, then you have to buy it yourself’. Even now if I want new trainers, I 

have to buy them myself. I quite enjoyed working. It kind of made me feel like I was 

more responsible … I have always had to work hard to get my own things and I quite 

like expensive things so I know I have to work hard and I have to get the grades to get 

the money to get what I want and to get a degree out of it and things. So I am still 

working hard ’til today so I can get to Uni. I was meant to go to Uni when I left school 

and because I didn’t go my parents were so upset with me. Even to this day they will 

say that I should have gone to Uni. And I am like, ‘I’m sorry, it just wasn’t for me’ [at 

that time]. And one of my friends has just got accepted to Uni and it actually hurt me. 

She came to the house and my mum was like, ‘there’s my Uni girl’ and she [her mum] 

didn’t even say hello to me - nothing! I think that there is pressure on me that I have 

to go to Uni if I like it or not because I will be the first person in my family to go to Uni 

and because I put that in their heads that I want to go to Uni. It’s kind of like now you 

have said it you have to go. If you don’t go it will make your life miserable, kind of thing. 

So I do regret saying I was going to do Uni… 

[From the age of six] I was with one foster family and funnily enough it turned 

out to be one of my best friends at school. We have been best friends since the age 

of three and we are still like glued to the hip to this day. It was really good, I made a 

life-long friend and sister. I still see my foster family a lot. Funnily enough they live 

round the corner from me so it’s like anytime I can just walk back round, like ‘mum 
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[foster mum] I need to stay here!’ My mum and my foster mum have a good 

relationship and while I was in foster care I saw my mum and dad regularly. I was a bit 

of an outsider when I moved in with them, but at the time it was only me and my older 

[foster] sister Amy, so I kind of felt I was in the same boat as her because she is only 

like a month and a day older than me … It was kind of like instant [trust], but at the 

same time it wasn’t. It took a good half a year to a year to be like, ‘yeah, I fully trust 

you with my life now’. But I did kind of trust them in the first place because they had 

trust in me because I moved into their house and whatever … It helped a lot having a 

friend my own age. It did feel quite instant the feeling of family, they were very warm 

and friendly, but they also let me get on with my own thing. But because Amy was the 

same age as me I felt we could relate on the same things. We were in the same 

friendship group so that wasn’t too bad. I think my foster family dealt with my behaviour 

differently [to my mum]. They would let me have my tantrum and then come down and 

apologise after, whereas my mum was quite abrupt and would be on me whilst I was 

having my tantrum. That’s where I learnt that if I was angry to just say, ‘leave me, so I 

can calm down’. My foster mum used to do that to my [foster] sister because she used 

to come up to try and chat to me and my foster mum would be like, ‘you want to get 

your head bitten off? I dare you to go upstairs, if I was you I would come down and 

leave her be’… Me and my sister have been through a lot together…  

When I moved in with my foster family it felt good, I had my own room. I mean 

I had a room at mum and dad’s but I had a [foster] sister and we could see each other 

and share a room if we wanted. I mean, we had to share a room when our other two 

[foster] sisters came. So it was them two in one room and us two in another room. 

Sharing [a room] sometimes frustrated me quite a lot because when I get angry I do 

want my own space and obviously sharing I had to like compromise because it was 

her room as well. If I got angry I would curl up on my bed and ‘just leave me be!’ Having 

my own space is really important, even now when I get angry I like to go for a walk just 

to calm down …  

I saw my family quite a lot growing up … sometimes I would go to theirs or they 

would come to me or we would go out … Even when I was fostered I was still in regular 

contact with my mum. It was nice because when I did see my mum it wasn’t so angry 
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… When my mum used to come round I used to go out a lot, so I didn’t hear their 

conversations [mum and foster mum talking about her]. But it did make me feel like 

my mum does care about me, maybe she isn’t really a bad person, maybe she isn’t as 

bad as she seems to be. I don’t think I ever really thought she was a bad person, but 

I did think she prioritised my brother. That has changed now, now my brother has 

moved out! She jokes ‘now you’re my number one’ and I joke back ‘nah, I’m always 

second!’ But me and my mum are quite close now. When I was sixteen or seventeen 

I decided to move back with her. I had a much better connection with my mum. She 

was coming round quite often. We were going out and doing things and I just felt we 

had a better connection. It was time for us to have a fresh start. It was hard moving 

home and I was nervous. I was worried it might not work out, but I would push forward 

and tell myself it was going to work out…  

I wasn’t really getting into trouble at primary school. It was when I hit teenage 

years that was like kind of when I went off the rails a bit. So at primary school I was 

completely fine. I think I got in trouble once with my head teacher but I can’t remember 

what that was for. It wasn’t nothing serious. I mean I don’t really feel much about 

primary school at all really…I was diagnosed when I was seven. My brother didn’t get 

diagnosed with dyslexia and dyspraxia until he was in secondary school so my mum 

really pushed for it … My favourite teacher [in primary school] was my dyslexia teacher 

because I am like a severe dyslexic. I used to have one-to-one classes with her twice 

a week. That was quite good. She helped me to come out of my shell quite a lot 

because back then if you asked me to spell something I would just look at you blank 

because I didn’t know how to spell it and sometimes I would see my ‘d’s and my ‘b’s 

backwards and I couldn’t really read on white paper with black writing so I would have 

a colour sheet over it. I mean, I still hate reading to this day! But she made me come 

out of my shell quite a lot and she helped me. And I think that is what helped me at 

secondary school as well because we had one-to-one tutoring there for people with 

dyslexia…  

When I was younger it [school] didn’t really have a value to me. I went to school 

to see my friends and to laugh and joke about and to get into trouble! When I was in 

year seven I had a detention every day for the whole year through year seven. This 
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girl took my seat in the corner so I just ripped out the chair and I was like ‘this is my 

seat!’ and the maths teacher was like, ‘you two have got detention everyday’. It was 

like an extra hour every day after school. It made me feel like the naughty child … My 

grades started going down in Year 7 and 8 I didn’t really care then. If I am honest, I 

was kind of like, ‘forget school, who needs school?’ I don’t know, I think I just felt like 

the grades wasn’t worth it at the time…  

I have been excluded before. I used to be internally excluded in what they called 

a PSU [Pupil Support Unit] Centre. So that was for like the angry kids who always got 

kicked out of classes but there is a separate room for seclusion. The PSU Centre is 

for children who are disruptive in class who are always getting in trouble and getting 

kicked out basically it is the naughty student centre! … It is kind of a little centre where 

they can go and still get their lessons and grades but without everybody around them. 

I was normally there about three or four times a week. I was normally sent there for 

being disruptive, and rude … In school you would have to wear school uniform and 

wear shoes. I used to come in wearing trainers, and never wear my blazer just to 

annoy the teachers. I never bought a bag to school. Used to eat food in the science 

lab. I got told off for that quite a lot! Bunking my lessons, jumping over fences to go 

out of the school. I don’t know why really. I guess I kind of hung around with the wrong 

people at school and I thought if I did everything that they were doing everyone else 

would be like, ‘oh yeah, look at her!’ And I think because where I was always like angry 

emotionally, that I felt like it was the right thing to do … I used to try and annoy teachers 

in class sometimes. There was this one teacher who used to really irritate me and my 

whole class quite a lot and I think we had just had enough one day and we made him 

cry. It sounds so bad. I mean I was not really saying much but most of the class were 

just bullying him saying he was a bad teacher, that he was never going to get married, 

that no one would ever love him. I was like, ‘wow, some of the things you are saying 

are quite deep!’ And then he started crying. But he stood in the corner crying. I felt 

quite bad but I just sat there and didn’t say anything … When me and my friends got 

into trouble we would all get the same punishment on separate days so we weren’t all 

excluded on the same day because that would cause mayhem!… 
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Sometimes being on my own in seclusion was better than being in class 

because it used to be me and my friends who would act up but I was the one who 

would get in trouble the most, which I used to get quite annoyed about, but I always 

thought that if I was by myself I might be able to get the work done properly. I did 

actually work there … I have a really short attention span. So, for example, if I was in 

an exam I would open up the first page and I would read the first question then I would 

just be looking out of the window, then I would look at the clock and realise twenty 

minutes had gone! And then I would try and rush through the exam. Sometimes I just 

can’t focus. But when I am on my own there is no one else around me to distract me 

and no one is going to get in my way, kind of thing … Some days I can feel like I really 

want people around me and other days I just want to be by myself…  

I feel like when I tried things I have been pushed down a lot. I would say in 

school that happened quite a lot. Like in my English class. Because I have dyslexia it 

is really hard for me to read and write. At that time I was so bad at reading. The teacher 

was reading the book ‘Of Mice and Men’. We all took it in turns and my teacher was 

like, ‘Becky it’s your turn’ and I was like ‘ok’. And everyone was saying like that’s not 

how you read it; you’re pronouncing it wrong and they were just like, ‘what are you 

doing? You can’t even read’. It made me feel like I am never reading a book again. 

When my little sisters would ask me to read her a book I was like, ‘no, you read the 

book yourself’ or I would find it on Youtube and I would just play it to them… 

I enjoyed science at school, all the science. It was always fascinating and we 

would learn something new. I love chemistry and playing with the fire, and mixing 

things together and watching things explode. I have always liked the practical side of 

science. I prefer practical work; I am really more of a hands on person so I feel when 

I am learning something practically I am learning it better. If I am sitting down and 

listening and I am bored I am not going to learn anything. I will just phase out, think of 

something else or do something else like drawing. When I start to drift I think about 

things like what I am going to do at the weekend or whether I should buy myself some 

new trainers. It’s always random. Like should I go to my friends house tonight or go 

home, and sometimes I just daze off and I don’t even realise… 
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Sport was my favourite subject at school. I just feel that I can always get my 

energy out that way. It’s like sometimes, if I get angry, I try to turn my anger into energy, 

so if I felt really annoyed or wanted to punch someone I would go out for a run or say 

to my friends, like, ‘come on lets go do something [physical]’… It is a good way for me 

to try and control my anger … I like rugby … It’s quite an aggressive sport, it was very 

good at getting my anger out …  The more sport I did, the calmer I would become.  

When I was getting angry at school and getting kicked out I would always go to the 

P.E hall, and one of my favourite teachers there (I mean she was quite odd - she used 

to make me laugh, but she had dyslexia too so she understood where I was coming 

from) so she used to like give me the key to the hall … so that I could get a basket ball 

out, or play tennis, or grab a rugby ball or something, or if she had a class outside she 

would let me come and join them … 

There was a massive divide in our year. We were the bottom set so we were 

the dumb stupid ones and the other ones were like ‘we are too smart for you’. Being 

in the bottom set made me feel less privileged because the other two sets they got 

quite a lot. For example, the maths class, the middle set class for maths got tea and 

coffee every Friday and biscuits and my class didn’t get anything. So me and my 

friends used to sneak biscuits into our bags and sneak them in class, so yeah.  Being 

in bottom set made me want to prove to people that just because I am in bottom set 

don’t mean I’m stupid. I want to succeed, like this one time in P.E, because I was the 

only girl in P.E, the group that we was with there was one boy who was in top set for 

everything and my P.E teacher put me with him because we done a test and he got 

lower than a C and I got an A*. So they put us together and he was like, ‘I have really 

underestimated girls.’ And since that day we became so close and always doing things 

with P.E together and he helped me a lot with my Maths and English. He was like 

really smart and he was one of the most popular guys as well. He did get questioned 

like, ‘why are you hanging around with her?’ He was like, ‘listen, don’t touch her she 

is really good.’ I think that helped a lot. People picked on me a little bit less. I think 

people were quite scared of him. He was like the big bad guy… 

My anger got worse just before I hit Secondary school and because I got bullied 

in Secondary school as well. I had three or four big outbursts at school that were quite 
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bad and led to me being excluded. I mean, obviously if I start throwing chairs across 

the classroom it is a bit dangerous. Lucky enough none of them ever hit anyone … 

Just little irritable things [would trigger me] … like, if someone approaches me in a 

wrong way but they didn’t mean it then that still annoys me, or if someone is constantly 

asking me for something or they are trying to be you but they are not you. One of the 

worst ones for me though is when people talk about family. I mean most people know 

my situation [foster care] so it is like, they knew how I grew up … I do sometimes hold 

on to things. I become more of a rude person and sometimes I will take my anger out 

on other people or I would cause an argument over some thing small. I do sometimes 

enjoy arguing as well though, especially when I am right!… 

I had a fight with my foster sister. She is a month and a day older than me and 

basically I went out one day and her little sister followed me and I kept telling her go 

home: ‘go home, you are going to get me in trouble.’ And she never listened and she 

followed me. And at this point I was old enough to cross a main road and go the shop 

which I did and she followed me and then my foster sister found out. I knew something 

was wrong and loads of people came and my foster sister came running up and 

punched me in the back of the head. And I was like, ‘what the hell was that for?’ and 

she was just like pulling my hair and things like that. And then we was like throwing 

punches at each other and I managed to get her down to the floor and you know those 

poles with like the little spinny thing [free-standing rotating shop sign], thats where I 

dropped her down, and I feel so bad to this day. I still apologise to her, but she done 

the same to me so … I was so angry that she was accusing me of this, and she had 

hold of my hair and I had hold of her her and I just smacked it off the metal pole and 

as I done that her hand came free and she booted me straight in my jaw and that 

popped my jaw out. My jaw is still a bit broken to this day. But that was one of the first 

fights I had. We are still friends now and I think we just needed time away from each 

other at that point. We were always with each other. So, she like stayed with a friend 

and my dad [foster dad] found a way to help us laugh at each other…      

I was bullied at school and I think that some days were worse than others with 

the bullying. I had one fight in school. There was these two black girls and they tried 

bullying me for some reason. And one day they tried pinning me to the chair and like 
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in our school there had been like head lice going round and they thought it was me so 

they tried going through my hair with a nit comb. And I was like, ‘what are you doing?!’ 

and I just saw red and I picked both the girls up and I threw them across the room. 

And I threw a table and I threw a chair at them. And my teacher just sat there and she 

just looked at me like [blank] and she didn’t say nothing and I just walked out. And that 

was like when I would go up to the P.E hall. I told them the whole situation obviously, 

but they always gave me time to calm down before they spoke to me…   

The bullying affected our friendship groups a lot. There was this one time, 

where one of the girls I used to hang around with, basically her bank card went missing 

… My brother had been to Tunisia that year and he had brought me back these Beats 

[headphones] and hers had gone missing. I was like, ‘why am I the one getting the 

blame, I work my arse off!’ So her bank card and everything else went missing and I 

got the blame for it. And literally my whole class turned against me apart from two 

people … It is hard when a class turns. There were like twenty-eight of us and three 

of us were in one corner. It wasn’t great but it did make my friendships with those two 

girls stronger … It’s hard to explain [what it feels like to be the outsider]. It kind of made 

me feel like, you know the ugly duckling? I mean its not the best way to explain it but 

it’s like no one wanted to be with him or whatever …  

I sometimes got embarrassed at school, so some of my friends, this is going to 

sound so stupid, but some of my friends had kickers and that and I just had the little 

dolly shoes and I was always like, ‘I want the kickers’, I want to be in the crew like why. 

The uniform used to be just plain black skirts. When the school moved to a new 

building the uniform changed and it was like long grey skirts with a crown on it. It was 

so much money for my mum! She stopped buying the kickers and just sent me to 

school in trainers. I started getting into trouble and everyone else started coming in in 

trainers and they never got in trouble. I was like, ‘hold on, why am I getting picked 

out?’ Every time I got picked out I pointed out everyone else who was wearing trainers. 

I wasn’t the only one!” 

“I made friends with this new girl who came to my school and her foster parents 

went to church and she went to church with them and they asked me to come one day. 
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So, I was like, ‘yeah, yeah, yeah, sure’ …  and  thought nothing of it. Then I just kept 

going and going and I went to the youth groups on the Friday, um, been to New Day 

[Christian youth festival], and Clarity Woods which is a bit like Go Ape with high ropes 

and things like that. Then last September I got baptised because I kept going back to 

the church and I was hearing everything that God was saying and things like that …   

The first time I attended church I was a bit nervous. But I went with friends and 

everyone was like, ‘oh, it’s that girl that you have been talking about!’ And I was like, 

‘why are you talking about me?’ I was a bit nervous and a bit like, ‘what the hell is 

going on here?’ The thing that made me keep going back was that the people were so 

welcoming. They were intense but welcoming and they were like, ‘you should come 

back. We have so many things going on,’ and they invited me to everything. I was 

included straight away … 

My youth worker, Joe, he is quite a big influence on me. He was one of the big 

people with how I came to God. His dad was like a really bad alcoholic and whatever 

else and he came to Christ. And the way he was telling the youth group about God it 

kind of led me in a way to becoming a Christian. When I told him I decided to give my 

life to Christ he had a big grin and was so happy for me. He calls me his Trophy of 

Grace when he introduces me to people … we laugh and I am like, ‘my name is Becky, 

it’s nice to meet you!’… 

I started attending church in Year 9. I think that my friends from church made a 

big difference to me. Their parents were quite hard on them about studying and getting 

the grades you want to get. I used to go to one of my friend’s houses quite a lot to 

study. Her Grandma fostered her and she used to have private tutors who would come 

and she said for me to come and join them one day and I just kept going back and 

going back and going back. So that helped a lot as well… 

I feel like I am more of an open person now [since starting church]. Like before, 

if you had come here and asked me these questions, I would have been like, ‘why are 

you asking me about that? Why are you asking about my story?’ Like, ‘what are you 

going to do with it?’ But now I am more like, ‘ask me the questions and I will tell you.’ 

More of an open book now. I think it is a good thing most of the time, however, 
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sometimes I can open up too much and get myself in a situation where people start to 

feel sorry for me and they change a bit. Like they invite me out and then say don’t 

worry you don’t have to pay for it. I am like, ‘I have money.’  I am still learning about 

openness. I haven’t been to church in a little while because I work weekends, but my 

manager is a Christian and she is trying to help to get me more weekends off so I can 

go. I do miss going to church. I miss my friends from church because on a Sunday we 

used to go to church and then after church we would like go Kasper’s [Ice cream 

Parlour] or we would go walk up London and do something up there. So we were 

always doing something. It wasn’t like I just went church and went home … 

When I was doing GCSE Sports a part of our programme was to go out to 

America. It cost my dad like £1500. He had to pay for a passport, the hotel, meals and 

my spending money on top. It was definitely worth it! … When I went to America with 

my school, I had no one. None of my friends were there, just random people that I 

didn’t know from like the school that I went to. So I kind of felt I had to open up to them 

and be like, ‘this is who I am.’ So that helped me a lot as well. I think after spending 

like two months out there it kind of made me realise what I needed to do when I got 

home; I needed to change. There was a girl I went to school with out there and she 

was kind of in the same boat as me [foster care], so we was like talking about 

everything and when I came back I was like, ‘time to change’. I need to start studying 

for my GCSEs and get what I need to get. The trip was for studying about how 

American sports are different to British sports and we got to go to basketball games 

and lacrosse games. It was during term time yeah, so I was like an exchange student. 

American school was so good, but like, every time you spoke you had like everyone 

staring at you. The girl I was [shadowing] with she was doing like the most boringest 

subjects ever and she had this Maths class and there was this guy in front and I was 

talking to him and he was basically doing all the lessons I really liked. So I asked if I 

could change my lessons and the next thing I know there is like me and twelve boys 

at the table at lunch! I was just like, ‘oh God!’ If I could have I would have carried on 

out there. It was really good and I made really good friends out there. My American 

friends were so outgoing. Like I was going to a house party every weekend and like 

always hanging out after school like doing things. So it was really good. They made 
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me feel included really quickly. People were like that in America as well. I was included 

straight away… 

I think when I was there I was probably more quiet in the lessons [compared to 

her own school]. If I was here I would be really loud and interrupt, but out there 

because I felt like such an outsider the first couple of weeks I was trying hard and I 

would sit at the back of the class and keep quiet. There was this one time where one 

of the teachers was seeing how the class would work to different types of music, like 

slow music or head banging music and things like that. So they had four of his students 

and then me and there were [a selection of] numbers [between one and thirty] 

scattered over the board and you had to put them in order. They were all like just under 

two minutes and I did it in like fifty-eight seconds. They were like, ‘how does your brain 

work so quickly’ and I was like, ‘I don’t know!’ I just stepped back further than anyone 

so that I could see more than one number and put them in order whereas everyone 

else was standing close and looking around… 

Classes were more interesting out there. The way they are set, they are set 

differently, plus you have like your own chair and your own little table so you wasn’t 

sharing a table with anyone. The way they study is completely different to how we 

study, so it was a bit confusing but I got used to it. At the beginning it was hard to 

adjust. I didn’t really have any of my friends … It was a different way of studying. At 

lunch they would have study groups and obviously the boys that I was with were 

always in a study group where if I was at home with my friends I would probably jump 

the fence and go to the shop instead of studying. So I feel like they are more like more 

hard on you that you have to study and you have to do this. That was a bit of a lesson 

for me. One of my friends would talk about their future … He wanted to be like a 

basketball player, or something else, I can’t remember, but he was really good at 

basketball. 

I think that deciding to change my life was a big step for me, but I kind of felt 

like it needed to be done, if you get what I mean? I think I needed to change the way 

I was with people and the way I come across because sometimes I do come across 

quite rude even now my friends are still like ‘wait, Becky, that’s rude!’ I guess I just 
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come across like I don’t really care about how other people are feeling. I was like, ‘wow 

I am actually a rude person?’ It did make me think that I could have handled situations 

in different ways but it gave me a lesson and I have worked on it quite a lot since. I 

like myself now, I like that I am open and I am more willing to help people now… 

I had quite a lot of self-doubt and if I had any worries I just kind of kept them to 

myself. I was like a little tight bottle ready to explode. I just felt I was always by myself 

really, I never really told anyone anything. It was really hard [to open up to somebody 

for the first time] to be honest with you. I had a massive argument with my friend over 

it. She was like, ‘STOP BEIN’ SO CLOSED AND TELL ME WHAT YOU FEEL!’ and I 

was like, ‘I can’t; I don’t trust you.’ ‘WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU DON’T TRUST ME? 

WE HAVE BEEN FRIENDS FOR GOD KNOWS HOW LONG!’ But yeah, that was 

really hard. It felt like me trusting someone was me putting my life in their hands. It 

was difficult for me to trust someone because I didn’t know if the would betray me, like 

go spill everything to someone else or do something behind my back to do me dirty or 

something. Also I used to be quite abrupt in how I would say things and I think 

sometimes that might push people away. Like I am still quite forward now but I am not 

as forward as I used to be. I find it quite easy to open up now because of my little 

[foster] sisters actually. I have had to be quite open to them because they look up to 

me quite a lot. So I am like, ‘I cannot really lie to my sisters my whole life really!’… 

I think if I can tell a teacher is having a bad day that it would change how I 

behaved in class. When I was younger I think that I would have played up more, like, 

‘I am going to make your day worse and see how you feel.’ But I kind of grew out of 

that and now I would stop other people from doing that. Like, ‘you wouldn’t like it if 

someone did it to you.’… 

The trip [to America] helped with my anger. When I came back I was kind of 

like relieved. I wasn’t an angry child all the time anymore. I mean I felt like I was angry 

but I was kind of mellow at the same time. I think it was because one of the boys I 

hung around with had really bad ADHD and I don’t know how I managed to like calm 

him down but we came up with solutions of how to do it. I guess I just took my own 

advice. I think when you are learning how to deal with things better you don’t have to 
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be taught it, you know yourself better than anyone else really does. But I do think that 

some words of advice from someone can be really good but trying to work out how to 

manage things yourself is probably the best way… 

I don’t think reputation really matters. I used to think it mattered. I would wonder 

what people think of me but now I don’t really care. If you don’t like it then I am not 

asking for your opinion really. If someone who I didn’t really know was talking badly 

about me I think it would make me angry because they don’t know my story. I just feel 

you need to know my story before you judge me and talk about my story…  

Coming home was like, back to reality.  I don’t know, it felt like a lot different. I 

mean I was used to not wearing uniform and getting away with some things but I 

managed to get back into it. But that time in America helped me to knuckle down and 

I knew I had to change who I hung around with. I got my friends into the studying zone 

and we started to work a bit more. To start with they were a bit like, ‘nah, I am not 

going to bother’, but then I was like, ‘look, do you want to be a bum for the rest of your 

life?’ That was what one of the [American] guys said to me: ‘do you want to be a bum 

the rest of your life? Not having no job and not doing anything?’ I was like, ‘Nah, not 

really.’ So I took his words and I said it to them and they were like, ‘I see where you 

are coming from’. There was a little bit of backlash when I changed, they were like, ‘I 

don’t like what America has done to you.’ They were like, ‘we like it in a good way but 

we don’t.’ I think at first they were a bit on edge about how to approach me because I 

was more calmer. They were like, can we trust her or not?’ But they got used to it. It 

was hard to change my ways, trying to keep myself calm, trying to change my ways, 

count to five before you respond. I think I just wanted to be a better person and to do 

that I had to change. I was always angry, I was always rude to people, I really didn’t 

like who I was before America. I was so rude… 

When I went to school I was quite a troubled child in school as well. I used to 

get into fights and get excluded [and] not come in in the right uniform just to annoy the 

teachers! And then something kind of hit me and I was like, ‘you need to sort yourself 

out now. You are getting older and you need to start knuckling down with your grades.’ 

I feel like hanging around with them [her old friends], I kind of found me, because 
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sometimes doing the wrong thing wasn’t always the best thing, but sometimes it was 

right because it made me learn from my own mistakes. I had a friendship group [her 

old friends] that supported me through whatever phase we went through, which was 

good. One of the bad things was that my grades dropped massively at school. I was 

getting like A’s and B’s but then I started getting E’s and F’s and some D’s, so, that 

was one of the bad things. This group of friends were in my tutor group, so we started 

hanging out in Year 7 all the way through to Year 11. But I think when I changed in 

Year 9, it helped and they changed as well, because it kind of made them realise,’oh, 

we only have two years left and we are gone and we need to get GCSEs to get jobs 

and support our [future] children when we are older.’  

I did good in my GCSEs. I got an A*, two A’s, three B’s and the rest were C’s, 

which wasn’t too bad. I feel like I was quite rubbish at Science, but I got a C so … I 

don’t know, I used to play around a lot in that class. Bear in mind that my teacher was 

my tutor as well so that made it worse. I was good but it wasn’t like my class was the 

bottom of everything so in my class I was in the middle set but it took me three years 

to pass [Maths] so … I was very good at P.E and I.T, I got an A* in I.T. I stayed on [at 

college] for another 2 years to do a physio course and came out with A, B, B [grades]. 

[After leaving college] I started with XLP in January last year. My youth worker 

Naomi [works for XLP] asked me if I was still looking for work and put me in touch with 

Ian [from XLP]. I met Ian at Costa to go through everything and go over details and 

that and I started on the Ready to Work Programme. XLP provides so many 

opportunities for people like going to Romania and doing all the trips we done with Ian. 

There is just so much opportunity here. Being with XLP has boosted my confidence 

quite a lot and has helped me to open up. It’s like with Ian we have done interview 

practise with random people in the workspace and so that boosted my confidence a 

lot talking to people. Now I am like, ‘yeah, I can tell you my life story!’ Learning skills 

[e.g. interview skills] has been really useful and learning with people like this is more 

fun than school.  

I started volunteering at the buses [XLP bus project] as a part of the Ready to 

Work Programme and just carried on and I went on the Romania trip. It was nice 
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because we were working with less fortunate children, able and disabled, and it made 

me think how much I have at home compared to them, and how much help I got. It 

was really good out there. There was this little group of children who used to walk to 

us every day, like 5 miles, and play games and help us paint and do things like that. 

Hopefully I am going back this year.” 

“I work in a soft play centre and my manager is looking to put me up to 

supervisor and assistant manager because she wants to open up a new shop next 

year…   

I like my job now. I like working with children. I want to help them like I was 

helped when I was quite a bit younger. So I kind of want to do my good deed back by 

helping them. They have helped me to control my anger a bit better though; I have to 

keep calm and not react. I’m not sure it’s long term though … I feel like I have a 

connection with kids. I just feel I can relate to them so much. I feel like I am giving back 

to them and I feel a lot of joy working with them. I feel like I am giving them what I 

never got as a child. Now my confidence has been built quite a lot [referring specially 

to reading out loud to other people]. At my workplace we do story time so I have to 

read books to the little ones so I don’t really care about it anymore if I’m honest … 

I started a physio course in college because my brother played rugby and his 

physio was a girl [Sarah] and we got on and she took me under her wing. So it wasn’t 

really a course but it was and she took me under her wing. Sarah sort of mentored me 

and showed me how it works and that is what I want to do. Just saving my pennies 

now! I am looking at going to Uni hopefully and finally do my physio course and then 

become a physio. I am saving to go so I think I will go when I am about 25 when I 

should have the money put together. I want to be a physio because it is practical and 

interesting and it’s good money too.”



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Discussion  

174 

Chapter 5. Discussion 

5.1. Introduction 

The stories presented in the results section clearly identify the challenges faced 

by these young people and those from similar backgrounds. Each story is a 

complicated and interconnected network of societal, family, and personal influences 

that speak of significant long-term impacts on their well-being, motivation and 

education. It is evident in the stories that although the circumstances may differ for 

each participant, adverse events and experiences negatively impact their outcomes. 

A set of emergent needs were revealed in the stories - safety, security, trust, justice 

and self-esteem - along with the Basic Psychological Needs of autonomy, competence 

and relatedness. When these needs were frustrated it appeared to become more 

difficult for the young people to engage productively with their education. However, a 

number of protective factors were identified that appeared to mitigate some of the 

potentially negative consequences of this frustration of their needs and reduce the 

negative impact on motivation to learn and engagement with education. This section 

will introduce these emergent needs and discuss the influence of protective factors. 

It is important to recognise that this discussion is focussed on answering the 

Research Questions: 

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   

2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

The complex nature of the stories and the interrelatedness of the questions 

means that it is not possible to structure the discussion of the answers simply. To allow 
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the reader to fully appreciate the meaning and extent of the findings it is necessary to 

have a more complicated and insightful discussion that comprehensively explores the 

interactions and interdependencies related to the themes (life events and needs) and 

contexts. Although the discussion is necessarily therefore more complicated, the 

answers are drawn together and presented in summary form within the conclusions. 

The discussion begins with the introduction of the emergent needs and 

protective factors and their importance to this research followed by an understanding 

of how those needs and factors are impacted within the context of their home and 

community environments. With this foundational understanding in place, the 

discussion now explores several topics that occur within the education context, 

influenced by the home and community contexts and by other factors such as 

educational policy, trauma in the educational environment, behaviour management 

strategies, teachers, peers and specialist support. Needs and protective factors are 

discussed throughout. The final section discusses the use of holistic narratives in this 

research project.   

5.2. Emergent Needs 

The young people’s stories highlight significant times in their lives when they 

experienced threats to their feelings of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem. 

These were identified as key themes in the analysis. Before exploring and discussing 

the data further, it is important to define these terms clearly. 

5.2.1. Safety 

Safety can describe the physical and psychological need to feel able to protect 

ones physical and psychological well-being (Maurice, et al., 2001). Safety is a well-

established need and is a fundamental component to human well-being and motivation 

(Maslow & Lewis, 1987; Marin & Brown, 2008). The absence of a sense of safety can 

have a detrimental impact on multiple facets of life and hinder social, cognitive and 

physical development (Kliewer & Lepore, 2015; Bradshaw, 2004). Leo, in particular, 

experienced frustration of his need for safety due to exposure to multiple acts of 

community violence (against him, his family and his friends) and many of his 
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maladaptive behaviours were likely a response to this lack of safety. The repeated 

threats to his need for safety appear to have had a lasting impact on the way he 

interprets his surroundings and other people. Leo experienced a reduced ability to feel 

safe especially when leaving the house being always fearful of attack and conscious 

of potential threat. He doubted his ability to be able to protect himself and others. Fear 

for safety could also be argued to have a detrimental impact on the Basic 

Psychological Needs proposed in SDT as it appears to frustrate feelings of: autonomy, 

as the sense of personal control of their situations is reduced; relatedness, due to 

threats posed by other people from the home, community or educational context and 

being less able to form authentic relationships that could provide protection; and, 

competence, due to not being able to protect yourself, family or friends. 

5.2.2. Security 

Security, in the context of the stories, can describe the feeling of certainty within 

one’s situation, a sense of belonging and acceptance. The young people often 

experienced ‘insecurity’ as a significant feeling of uncertainty regarding their situation, 

isolation and rejection that impacts psychological well-being (Maslow, et al., 1945). 

Security is a well-established need and acknowledged as an important component to 

human well-being and motivation (Maslow & Lewis, 1987). Yousef’s housing situation 

meant that he had to move house many times during his childhood. These repeated 

moves and the negative experiences associated with eviction and relocation meant 

that he experienced significant insecurity that also threatened his (and his family’s) 

physical and psychological needs for safety. The unpredictable, uncontrollable and 

sometimes confusing nature of the events could have also negatively impacted his 

Basic Psychological Needs: the lack of control, comprehension and consistency he 

experienced during the multiple moves may have contributed to the frustration of his 

autonomy, competence and relatedness. Yousef’s need for security was threatened 

by housing insecurity which had the potential to negatively impact his well-being, his 

ability to experience good motivation at school, and his ability to engage productively 

in school. 
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5.2.3. Trust 

Trust is fundamental for social functioning and relationships (Cook, 2001). It 

refers to feeling confident about the reliability, truth, or ability of someone or 

something, and the willingness to be vulnerable with someone else (Mayer, Davis & 

Schoorman, 1995; Nooteboom, 2002). The need for trust requires satisfaction from 

multiple contexts: trust in societal structures (e.g. that police are there to protect you, 

that schools are there to teach you, and, that social services are there to protect and 

care for you); trust in your family and friends; and, trust in your own abilities and 

capabilities. Trust appears to be the foundation of many protective factors such as 

good peer and teacher relationships, and good parental and mentoring relationships. 

When discussing trust, the young people also referred to the betrayal of trust which 

has a detrimental impact on well-being and motivation and can be closely linked with 

a need for justice. An ongoing lack of trust could perpetuate frustration of Basic 

Psychological Needs and have a negative impact on well-being, motivation and 

educational engagement (Yoon & Rolland, 2012). 

5.2.4. Justice 

Justice also appears to be a significant need for this group of young people. 

Justice refers to the principles of equality and fairness in how people behave and 

responses to those behaviours (Goldman & Cropanzano, 2015). Feelings of 

discrimination and injustice are ubiquitous across all of the young people’s stories. By 

way of examples, the response of Sophie’s school to her self-harming behaviours, the 

inadequate disability support provided by his school for Yousef, the lack of care or 

concern shown by the teachers toward Leo when he was being moved between 

multiple schools, the punishment measures imposed by the school on Khalid 

(including the incident of assault), and the removal into foster care and unfair treatment 

by her school of Becky. A profound sense of injustice and distrust seems to be 

associated with some of the poor behaviours exhibited in the stories. It appears that 

many of the incidents of anger and aggression were preceded by feelings of injustice 

from the home, community and/or educational contexts. For example, Becky’s 

challenging early home life and eventual removal from her home into foster care 
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placement impeded her ability to trust people, and the difference in treatment, between 

her and her brother by her mum, frustrated her need for justice. As she struggled to 

control her emotions and behaviours, Becky often found herself isolated as she 

pushed her peers away and harboured feelings of being misunderstood and judged 

by teachers as disruptive and ‘bad’. Although academically capable, Becky was placed 

in lower ability sets where she felt judged to be ’stupid’ by others, frustrating her need 

for competence. All the young people suggest that feelings of injustice influenced their 

experiences in life in general and in education in particular. If the need for justice is 

not met, it appears to frustrate the need for autonomy, competence and relatedness, 

and reduces access to autonomous motivation that reduces engagement with 

education and learning. 

5.2.5. Self-Esteem 

Self-Esteem has been defined in many ways and in this context has been 

defined as the attitude a person has towards themself (Hosogi, et al., 2012; 

Rosenberg, 2015; Cooperfield, 1959), the ability to feel confident in one’s own abilities 

and worth (Janis & Field, 1959; Hosogi, et al., 2012). The positive relationship between 

high self-esteem and academic success is well-established (Fileppello, et al., 2013; 

Lane, et al., 2004). The impact of low self-esteem can be clearly identified in the 

stories. Low self-esteem has a significant and detrimental impact on well-being, health, 

relationships and education (Ford & Collins, 2013; Ferkany, 2008). It is apparent that 

both Sophie and Becky suffered from low self-esteem. Self-esteem appears to be 

linked to the other emergent needs often occurring together with a lack of safety, 

security, trust and justice. By way of example, Sophie’s difficult relationship with her 

father due to his PTSD (which could have impacted her feelings of safety, security, 

trust and justice) and her mother’s perceived preferential treatment of her sister (which 

could have increased feelings of injustice), combined with attending a school she did 

not choose and at which she felt she would fail (feelings of betrayal and injustice), 

arguably, contributed to her low self-esteem. Repeated failure to meet the academic 

expectations of her school and parents frustrated her need for competence and 

created a persistent cycle between lowered self-esteem and failure. This was 

exacerbated by Sophie feeling unable to talk honestly about her problems, and on the 
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rare occasions when she tried she felt dismissed which frustrated her need for 

security, trust and relatedness. Both her home and school context seem to have 

negatively impacted Sophie’s self-esteem. The frustration of the need for self-esteem 

could also reduce access to certain protective factors, as it may limit a young person’s 

ability to connect with others and accept help when offered. 

5.2.6. Findings 

The young people in the stories appear to have experienced frustration of 

multiple emergent needs in their home, community and school contexts. The variety 

of unmet emergent needs and the frustration of their Basic Psychological Needs 

suggests that it would likely be far more difficult for them to be able to experience 

motivation to learn which would result in them finding it hard to engage productively 

with education. It could also be argued that significant and persistent needs frustration 

could contribute to the development of other maladaptive responses and behaviours 

such as aggression. The stories suggest that when this group of young people arrive 

at school they are already experiencing significant and persistent needs frustration 

from within their home environments, and that the schools’ responses to the 

consequential challenging behaviours can compound the needs frustration making it 

even harder for them to feel motivation and engage with education, and possibly make 

the problems even worse. 

5.3. Protective Factors 

Despite the presence of multiple needs frustrating experiences in these young 

people’s stories there are also a number of more positive influences and experiences 

that appear to help reduce the negative impact of their needs frustration. Protective 

Factors are people, places, approaches and events that help to protect against, or 

mitigate the impact of, frustrating experiences on the emergent needs for safety, 

security, trust, justice, and self-esteem, and attempt to satisfy the Basic Psychological 

Needs. Protective Factors allow access to opportunities for the young person to 

experience better quality motivation to learn and to engage productively with their 

education. 
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Protective factors that could be present within the home include: good 

parenting, helpful parental/sibling role-models, positive family relationships, a stable 

home environment, and emotional support. Such protective factors provide 

opportunities for positive experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem, 

which in turn provide opportunities for satisfaction of the Basic Psychological Needs. 

Satisfaction of these needs from within the home context appears to encourage 

greater needs satisfaction in the classroom and better motivation and engagement 

within the educational context. Even when the educational context provides further 

negative experiences, the protective factors from the home context can help to lessen 

the impact of frustration. Yousef’s mother provided strong protective factors despite 

the difficult circumstances in which they found themselves. She demonstrated good 

parenting by prioritising his educational needs and emphasising to him the importance 

of school, which Yousef internalised. This strong value of education persisted 

throughout his story, even when faced with problems of teacher behaviours and 

discrimination. The protective factors provided by his mother appear to have mitigated 

some of the potential damage from his negative experiences on his motivation to learn 

and his engagement with education.  

Protective factors that could help young people found within the educational 

context include: good teacher relationships and behaviours, positive reinforcement 

and praise, encouragement and persistence, autonomy supportive teaching, 

individualised support, and, internalisation, goal setting and meaningful discipline. 

These protective factors provide opportunities for positive experiences within the 

school context with experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem, that 

in turn provide opportunities for satisfaction of the Basic Psychological Needs. The 

satisfaction of these needs within the educational context helps by offering the 

opportunity for all pupils to feel better motivation, and can be especially important for 

those who lack protective factors within the home context. For example, Sophie had a 

good and supportive relationship with her P.E. teacher who persistently gave her 

encouragement and praise. This relationship helped to create experiences of trust, 

safety and self-esteem that she did not experience in her home context. Such a 

relationship provided important protective factors that satisfied her needs for trust, 

safety and self-esteem, and contributed to her better managing some of the frustration 
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of her Basic Psychological Needs and the associated emotions and behaviours. The 

protective factors contributed to supporting her well-being as well as her motivation to 

learn by providing a degree of satisfaction of her Basic Psychological Needs. 

Protective factors that could be provided by peers include: positive and 

supportive relations, trusted relationships, and acceptance. These protective factors 

allow for opportunities for positive experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and 

self-esteem across contexts which in turn provides opportunities for satisfaction of the 

Basic Psychological Needs. For example, as Becky found friendships within her 

church, she began to feel accepted. They seemed to provide her with greater needs 

satisfaction that carried over into her educational context. She started to engage better 

in her classes and felt motivated to do well in exams. It is interesting to note that with 

the protective factors from her friends leading to greater needs satisfaction, Becky 

appears to begin to provide new protective factors and opportunities for needs 

satisfaction for her less engaged school friends. The positive influence of friendships 

appears to contribute to the protection of the emergent needs and the Basic 

Psychological Needs, even when the home and school context remain frustrating. 

Protective factors that seem to be provided by the Charity included: 

unconditional positive regard, significant positive relationships, mentoring, access to 

opportunities, freedom to choose, internalisation of goals, and encouragement to 

develop skills or talents at which they are good. These protective factors provide 

opportunities for positive experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem 

across contexts which in turn provides opportunities for satisfaction of the Basic 

Psychological Needs. For example, Leo’s relationship with Ethan gave him the 

opportunity to have multiple positive experiences that provided satisfaction of his 

emergent and Basic Psychological Needs. Leo’s community context fostered feelings 

of fear and insecurity, however, Ethan’s approach to engaging with Leo provided 

protective factors that encouraged feelings of safety, security, trust, justice and self-

esteem and enabled needs satisfaction of his Basic Psychological Needs allowing him 

to engage better in the community projects and contributing to his motivation in his 

educational context. 
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Avoiding educational failure is vital for young people. The impact of protective 

factors on motivation, engagement and well-being appears to be important, especially 

when considering the best way to support young people who are living in environments 

that frustrate their emergent and Basic Psychological Needs. The remainder of this 

chapter discusses at greater depth the respective experiences and contexts of these 

young people, the impact of frustration of both emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological needs on motivation, and the role of protective factors in potentially 

limiting negative outcomes. 

5.4. Home and Community Context 

The young people’s stories reveal the complex nature of their lives and the 

experiences that they encounter on a day-to-day basis. All the participants in this 

research had challenging and difficult backgrounds and were exposed to multiple 

ACEs. Growing up in such home and community contexts impacted their experience 

of education (Ladd, 2012). Three main themes were identified from the stories for 

further exploration: Poverty, Poor Home Life, and Trauma and ACEs.  

5.4.1. Poverty 

The young people in this research experienced poverty and its negative 

consequences. Four types of poverty were identified in the stories: relational poverty, 

financial poverty, housing poverty and community poverty. This section explores these 

different types of poverty and the impact it may have had on their education.  

Relational poverty focuses on the quality of social relationships, and economic 

and political relationships, between those classed as living in poverty and those who 

have, or are perceived to have, greater power (e.g. politicians, police, social workers 

or teachers) (Feldman, 2019). The stories contain insights into how current neoliberal-

influenced policy has created relational poverty which has contributed to increased 

stigmatisation of the poor and childhood adversity (Feldman, 2019). For example, 

families from disadvantaged backgrounds can be viewed negatively by those who are 

better off in society and those from disadvantaged communities can feel the stigma of 

poverty (Featherstone, et al., 2019). They also face negative portrayals in the media 
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and policy documents as they are often perceived to be ‘scroungers’ or ‘undeserving’ 

(Morrison, 2021).  

Leo saw his school class as divided into ‘us’ (pupils) and ‘them’ (teachers) 

which made trusting the teachers and their motives far more difficult (Stets & Burke, 

2000). He likely experienced what he felt was an imbalance of power in favour of the 

teachers. This can also be seen in Yousef’s and Khalid’s stories as they understood 

their respective schools to be unjustly siding with teachers concerning incidents of 

poor teacher behaviour when they believed the teacher was at fault. Young people 

experiencing material deprivation can find themselves negatively stereotyped by their 

peers, teachers and the authorities (Durante & Fiske, 2017). For example, when 

something went missing in school, Becky’s peers immediately accused her due to her 

perceived poor financial status and because they knew she was in foster care. It could 

be argued here that a diminished sense of justice, trust and self-esteem seem to have 

contributed to her experiences of relational poverty, and could have limited her access 

to educational-based protective factors. Relational poverty can result in increased 

feelings of shame which can mean that families may be less likely to seek out or accept 

help when it is offered (Jo, 2013). It is common for such communities to distrust and 

be fearful of state intervention or involvement (Gupta & Blumhardt, 2016). Therefore 

supportive interventions that are delivered through community organisations (e.g. 

charities or religious communities) and led by members of the community are seen as 

far less threatening, are more readily accepted, and likely to be more effective (Bolton, 

et al., 2020; Lakind & Atkins, 2018). Community-led interventions tend to provide more 

opportunities for autonomy for the beneficiaries involved and may have a greater 

positive impact on the families through empowerment (Rwebugisa, 2020). It could be 

inferred that such community-led interventions seem to limit the negative impact on 

emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs, provide protective factors and 

potentially increase motivation to engage with the intervention. 

The charity and the church (that Becky attended) appear to address the 

negative impact of relational poverty; the projects appear to provide protective factors 

and opportunities for satisfaction of the emergent needs and Basic Psychological 

Needs. For example, Sophie, Yousef, Leo and Khalid were all a part of the Charity’s 
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XL-Mentoring programme. The programme provided multiple opportunities for positive 

support and building trusted relationships that appear to be key protective factors for 

the young people involved in this project. Positive role-models are important to 

encouraging positive choices and good life outcomes (Morgenroth, Ryan & Peters, 

2015; Stern, et al., 2018). The project offered opportunities for young people and their 

families to receive support from and within their own communities and to have 

opportunities to have positive experiences. It offered them opportunities to access 

consistent and persistent environments, and experiences that could contribute to 

increased feelings of trust, safety, security, justice and self-esteem. This support 

provided protective factors that seem to have contributed to a reduction in the potential 

harm caused by relational poverty and helped the young person to engage better with 

those perceived to have more power (i.e. teachers) within their school context.  

There are many reasons why families may find themselves in difficult financial 

situations (Bourquin, et al., 2019; Lambie-Mumford, 2019). The young people in this 

study spoke about financial poverty as primarily associated with being a part of single-

parent, low-income households and/or with poor parental health. The stories provide 

evidence that young people from families that are experiencing financial poverty can 

face multiple challenges (Irvinson, et al., 2018) that threaten their needs for safety, 

security, trust, justice and self-esteem. Financial poverty can contribute to the removal 

of protective factors within the home context and increase the likelihood of continuing 

an intergenerational cycle of poverty (Stack, et al., 2015). Single parents, and parents 

with health issues, increase the likelihood of household stress, social exclusion and 

material deprivation (Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018). It can be difficult for a single 

parent or parents with significant health issues to balance a work-life that is able to 

meet the necessary financial needs, and at the same time to engage well with their 

child’s education. Parental engagement and monitoring are known to significantly 

improve a child’s educational outcomes (Lowe & Dotterer, 2013). It is possible that 

these home environments may limit access to certain protective factors for the young 

person in the family. 

Housing poverty, and in particular housing insecurity, is generally a 

consequence of financial poverty (Croucher, Quilgars & Dyke, 2018; McKee, Muir & 
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Moore, 2017). Housing poverty can increase stress and mental health problems of 

parents which can result in them feeling that they have failed to provide for their family 

(Grangerio, 2019; Babajide, et al., 2016; Beer, et al., 2006; Preece & Bimpson, 2019; 

Hatch & Yun, 2020 ). Housing insecurity can lead to multiple and frequent relocations 

at the discretion of the council and often involves forced evictions. Multiple relocations 

can make accessing good supportive relationships, support services and support 

networks difficult (Crane & Warnes, 2000), and appears to reduce access to good and 

consistent protective factors for young people. Yousef’s family had to move house on 

several occasions due to financial challenges. The insecurity of not knowing where 

they were going to live preyed on his mind. It has been suggested that repeated 

relocation can have a detrimental impact on a child’s education (Lee & Evans, 2020) 

and Yousef’s experiences of moving house frequently left him feeling that no matter 

where they lived he did not have, ‘a home’ (Gambaro & Joshi, 2016). He moved house 

five times whilst still in primary school (almost every year) before relocating to their 

current residence (at the time of this report) when he was twelve years old. This was 

the first house that he described as feeling, ‘like home’. Research suggests that 

insecurity in a child’s housing stability can lead to difficulties with a child’s 

psychological well-being (Geller & Curtis, 2018) and their educational attainment 

(Hutchings, et al., 2013). Yousef faced adversity relating to housing insecurity and his 

needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem were threatened by the 

situation. However, Yousef’s mother did provide a key protective factor by instilling in 

him an internalised belief in a good education being vital for his future. As a result, he 

continued to recognise the importance of education for his access to future 

opportunities and success. He was also supported particularly well by his mother and 

some of his primary school teachers. The support they provided appeared to minimise 

the potentially detrimental outcomes associated with the threats to his needs posed 

by his housing situation. Yousef’s experiences show us that even when children face 

challenges in their home environments when protective factors are present, it does not 

mean that they will always result in negative outcomes, such as disengagement with 

education. The protective factors provided, such as internalisation and good 

supportive relationships, appear to have sustained some degree of needs satisfaction 

and motivation to learn despite the challenges faced.  
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Multiple relocations negatively impact a family’s need for stability, safety and 

security gained from a more permanent home (Cutts, et al., 2011). The current housing 

policy increases the likelihood of persistent intergenerational dependence on social 

housing (Robinson, 2013) and the associated problems. When such relocations do 

have to be made involving those who have been exposed to ACEs and trauma, the 

current approach can cause additional trauma and frustrate emergent needs. Grey & 

Woodfine (2018) proposed an ACE-informed approach to housing policy could be 

adopted which looks to minimise the detrimental impact on the needs of the family. 

They offer training in order to ensure the identification and protection of the most 

vulnerable families from housing related ACEs (such as eviction). It should be noted 

that the experiences of relational poverty in these situations may be heightened as 

many vulnerable families have developed a fear, dislike and distrust for public-sector 

services. However unintentionally, the services delivered by the state are often 

perceived as harmful and diminish feelings of power and autonomy (Leece & Leece, 

2010). It has to be recognised that any form of eviction or forced relocation is going to 

be unwelcome and needs frustrating; the key is how to minimise the negative impact. 

Inadequate housing refers to both the condition of the housing and the area in 

which it is situated (Bonnefoy, 2007). Leo grew up as the middle child of eleven 

siblings. The family shared a modestly sized home that was often busy and 

overcrowded (Blake, Kellerson & Simic, 2007). Leo expressed his experiences as 

predominantly positive, spending time with and playing computer games with his 

brothers. He had positive memories of childhood with a strong protective instinct 

towards his sibling group and an underlying code of loyalty. Strong sibling bonds can 

be beneficial to adolescents as strong protective factors that help them to process 

more stressful life experiences (Gass, Jenkins & Dunn, 2007; Van der Kaap-Deeder 

et al., 2017). With all the brothers sharing the same bedroom, although lots of fun, it 

was often chaotic and not necessarily conducive to completing homework (Shelter, 

2005). When Becky lived with her foster family, the house gradually became 

overcrowded. This resulted in her needing to share a small bedroom with her oldest 

foster sister. Although she reports a good and close relationship with her foster sister, 

they sometimes had arguments and fights. Living together in a small room during their 

teen years, at times, impacted the quality of their interactions and friendship. This 
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could have had a negative impact on the protective factors provided by the foster-

sister relationship. The challenges associated with overcrowding such as 

compromised privacy and personal space, reduced time with parental figures, and 

unhealthy relationship dynamics may have reduced feelings of personal autonomy and 

reduced the quality of her relationship with her foster-sister (and best friend) during 

times of conflict (Bacon, 2018; Hadfiel, Mauthner & Edwards, 2005; Evans, Maxwell & 

Hart, 1999; Solari & Mare, 2012). Inadequate housing can result in frustration of 

emergent needs. However, strong protective factors within the home, such as good 

sibling bonds, appear to mitigate some of this frustration of the negative experiences 

that can be associated with inadequate housing. 

Community Poverty refers to the collective poverty level of the community 

(Gordon & Cui, 2014) such as that found on council estates with high poverty rates 

where the young people in this study were raised. Areas with high levels of poverty 

often experience disproportionately high crime rates (Panatzis & Gordon, 2018). 

Young people from such estates are likely to experience a range of challenges relating 

to the community context including the significant problem of gang culture and 

influence (Kirchmaier, Machin & Villa-Llera, 2020). Most young people are highly 

reluctant to discuss any gang affiliations they may or may not have due to safety and 

security concerns relating to possible reprisals upon themselves or their families. 

Given the young people’s community contexts it is likely that they have gang related 

experiences such as friends or families involved with gangs, violent gang-related crime 

in their neighbourhoods and/or personal involvement, although this was not discussed 

explicitly in this study.  

Community poverty and high crime rates appear to create an environment that 

threatens feelings of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem. One of the most 

common maladaptive responses to gang related activity in the community is that 

young people who experience a lack of safety and increased feelings of insecurity can 

feel the need to carry a weapon ‘for protection’ in an attempt to regain some sense of 

safety in an unsafe environment (Densley, 2018). Others may attempt to satisfy the 

same safety needs by choosing to join a gang (Densley, 2018). Pressures to do this 

can be considerable (Whitney-Snel, Valdez & Totaan, 2020). It is important to be 
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aware that studies have suggested that youth gang members can have traumatic 

responses to their gang-related experiences similar to those of child soldiers in war 

zones and that young people from both contexts experience high-stress environments 

with multiple exposures to, and normalisation of, violence (Garbarino, Governale & 

Nesi, 2020; Merrin, Hong & Espelage, 2015). For example, Leo was exposed to 

multiple episodes of violence from his community and he witnessed the pain and 

suffering that was caused by violence within the community. He became distrusting of 

others, fearful of the unknown and excessively vigilant about protecting himself and 

his family. Leo witnessed the consequences of violence upon close family and friends 

on multiple occasions and knew many young people who had died or were seriously 

injured as a result of violence, particularly due to stabbings. His siblings had been 

stabbed in the past and he himself was the victim of a violent assault with a knife. The 

instability and unpredictability of life and death within his context diminished his ability 

to feel safe (Lee, et al., 2020; Harding, 2020) and could have limited his ability to 

experience motivation (Sonterblum, 2016). The community environment did not 

provide access to protective factors and was actively threatening to the feelings of 

safety and security for Leo, and for his family and his friends.  

Bennett & Goodmann (2010) state that “trauma robs the survivor of their power” 

(p.484). Exposure to such events can influence perception of violence, power and 

control, and negatively impact choices and behaviours (Margolin & Gordis, 2000). 

Leo’s exposure to violence may have resulted in desensitisation and the normalisation 

of violence which in turn could have contributed to him exhibiting behaviours that are 

often associated with conduct disorders and antisocial behaviour (Loeber & 

Farrington, 2000; Frisby-Osman & Wood, 2020). 

The complex, territorial and violent nature of gang culture within these housing 

estates can limit access to community-based protective factors, such as good peer 

relationships, opportunities and other supportive relationships. One of the key 

challenges identified by the charity collaborating in this study is that of children and 

young people crossing gang-territory boundaries (e.g. different postcodes) safely in 

order to access their projects. To overcome this challenge, the charity developed a 

number of mobile youth club facilities (e.g. double-decker buses that host games, 
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kitchens, music and entertainment in a safe environment, or a van-based mobile 

recording studio). The protective factors that are provided by such projects within the 

context of a safe and accessible environment included: unconditional positive regard 

from staff; mentoring; invitations to choose to participate in activities and have new 

experiences; freedom to express themselves; and, identifying and developing skills at 

which they were good. The projects provide positive opportunities that helped to satisfy 

their emergent needs. The approaches also appear to positively influence the 

satisfaction of the Basic Psychological Needs, and seem to help the young people to 

engage more productively in learning new skills both on the projects and within the 

educational context. Mobile youth projects, such as those provided by XLP, allow 

access to multiple protective factors within the young person’s community, which 

would otherwise be missing. 

The young people in this study experience poverty as a result of a complex 

combination of factors such as health, housing, finance, crime and a lack of community 

investment. These young people, and those who share similar experiences, attend 

school encumbered with additional worries and concerns often perhaps not 

experienced by their more affluent counterparts (Marryat, et al., 2018). It is evident 

from the stories that the young people experienced, relational, material and community 

deprivation. Literature strongly suggests that poverty has a detrimental impact on 

education and that the experiences created by poverty can lower academic 

engagement and attainment (Raffo, et al., 2007; Jaeger, 2008; Goux & Maurin, 2005). 

The stories revealed the impact poverty can have on different aspects of their lives 

and the additional challenges that they face even before they enter the classroom.  

5.4.2. Poor Home Life 

Parental protective factors within the home context appear to provide young 

people with the opportunity to satisfy their emergent and Basic Psychological Needs, 

and to develop resilience against frustration from other contexts (Copand-Liner, 

Lambert & Ianlongo, 2010) which that can carry over into other contexts (Masten et 

al., 2008). When these protective factors are absent the young person may experience 

frustration of their needs that can negatively impact upon well-being (Eirich, et al., 
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2020), motivation to learn, educational engagement and educational outcomes 

(Robles, et al., 2019). When ACEs, trauma and other negative experiences occur in a 

home context that has limited protective factors, it can result in frustration of needs for 

safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem, and their Basic Psychological Needs. 

However, when protective factors are present in the home context they appear to limit 

the frustration experienced. 

Divorced (or separated) parents is one of the more common ACEs (Marryat & 

Frank, 2019). Single-parent households are more vulnerable to causes of adversity in 

childhood (Huny, Slack & Berger, 2017). Single-parents can have difficulties with 

engaging with their child’s education for multiple reasons including: reduced 

resources, high stress, poor mental health and reduced time in the home (Jackson, et 

al., 2000).  Single-parents are more likely to experience financial and community 

poverty which can contribute to a stressful home environment for the whole family 

(Walker, Crawford & Taylor, 2008; Evans & English, 2002). The term absent parents 

refers to parents who have no contact with their children at all, parents who are absent 

for periods of time (e.g. away working or incarcerated), or simply to parents who do 

not live in the home (e.g. co-parenting) (Menning, 2002). As an absent parent, 

Yousef’s father did not contribute to Yousef’s life either relationally or financially. His 

mother worked intermittently and tried to support the family whilst simultaneously 

providing parental encouragement and support for his education (particularly during 

and after the diagnosis of his neurological condition), providing strong protective 

factors for Yousef and his education. Khalid’s parents had separated giving him limited 

and infrequent contact with his father. Infrequent parental contact often fails to provide 

protective factors, such as parental connectedness and support (Barber, 1994), which 

arguably could have resulted in the frustration of his emergent needs. Leo considered 

himself to have a good relationship with both his parents. However, he felt closer to 

his mother and siblings than to his father who was often absent for long periods of time 

due to business commitments overseas. Fathers are important within the home 

context and for educational outcomes (Meyer, 2018) and their absence can result in 

negative emotional and behavioural outcomes in some adolescents (Leo, Wand & Gai, 

2012). The absence of a father figure removes an important protective factor: a strong 

male role-model (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2009). Arguably, the emergent needs of a 
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young person raised without the protective factors provided by a consistent father 

presence could be negatively impacted. 

Parental mental health is also a prevalent ACE (Marryat & Frank, 2019) and 

can have a significant negative impact on the experiences of a child (Sadler, et al., 

2017; Smith, 2004). Sophie experienced changes in her father due to his PTSD that 

had a significant negative impact upon her relationship with him. Prior to his trauma 

he provided multiple protective factors. Sophie had a particularly strong bond with her 

father. They shared a love of sports and games and he would, despite working long 

shifts, always try his hardest to attend her football matches and army cadets with her. 

The removal of those protective factors appears to have had a negative impact on 

Sophie’s resilience and been detrimental to her emotional development and 

regulation, mental health, and her self-esteem (Lavi, et al., 2019; Flowers, et al., 2018; 

Doinita, 2015; Bowlby, 2005). Keizer, Helmerhorst and van Rijn-van Gelderen (2019) 

found that changes in relationship and attachment between father and daughter can 

have a significant impact upon self-esteem. As a result of his trauma, Sophie’s father 

emotionally shut down from his family. Although physically present in the house, he 

was no longer able to connect or engage in the lives of his children in the manner that 

he had been able to previously. Sophie found the change that occurred in her father 

very difficult to understand and to process (Stallard, et al., 2004). Sophie’s father would 

ignore her for long stretches of time or yell at her repeatedly for small annoyances 

such as making noise. Ignoring her was not confined only to the home. “He kept 

running cadets and I remember thinking, ‘how come you were there for other people’s 

kids but you aren’t there for your kids’, so that affected our relationship.” She also 

witnessed the negative impact it had on her parents’ relationship. The years after the 

incident felt long and difficult for the whole family (Van Loon, et al., 2014) and had 

resulted in her parents almost divorcing (Manning & Gregoire, 2006). Such significant 

negative changes in important relationships and/or the home environment can 

contribute to behavioural changes in a child that in turn can lead to difficulties in school 

with challenging behaviours and reduce engagement with education (Bae, 2020). The 

instability and unpredictability introduced into Sophie’s home context negatively 

impacted her behaviours at school. Poor parental mental health can have a negative 

impact on the well-being of a young person (Wilkinson, et al., 2013) and it appears 
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that Sophie’s needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem were not being 

met in her home context. In Sophie’s case, it seems that she experienced 

simultaneous frustration of her emergent needs and the loss of protective factors that 

her father had previously provided. Being physically present is not necessarily 

sufficient to ensure the provision of protective factors. 

Dysfunctional parenting strategies refer to interactions between a parent and 

child  resulting in negative outcomes for the child and include elements such as: poor 

emotional responsivity, less engaged interactions, unpredictability, unclear 

boundaries, frequent use of coercive methods and harsh discipline, and a poor 

emotional delivery and tone which can be unclear for the child to understand (Wolfe & 

McIsaac, 2011). Sophie’s father’s poor mental health contributed to a home context 

that was unpredictable; Sophie describes tensions in the house in terms of “walking 

on eggshells” around him and that “he was just angry and would snap at the slightest 

thing”. Her father’s unpredictable outbursts and reprimands, and the ever-changing 

boundaries to what was deemed acceptable behaviour, negatively impacted her needs 

and created a home environment that lacked protective factors. This type of 

unpredictable and inconsistent parenting appears to have had a negative impact on 

her needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem, and her Basic 

Psychological Needs which carried over into the education context resulting in reduced 

motivation to learn and engagement with her education. 

Khalid’s mother seemed to be sceptical and disbelieving of some of her sons 

claims. He felt a sense of injustice about his school’s disciplinary measures and told 

his mother about the poor disciplinary practices he had experienced (e.g. isolation, 

restraint). His mother chose not to believe him and her dismissive and untrusting 

reaction to his claims resulted in him experiencing heightened levels of frustration and 

anger and reinforced his truant behaviours and educational disengagement. Khalid 

resorted to capturing on video how the school’s disciplinary measures were being 

applied as evidence to support what he was telling his mother. When his mother 

viewed the recording she then acknowledged that there was an issue. However, her 

actions may have limited the protective factors she could provide as this incident was 

perceived as a betrayal by Khalid. Her disbelief damaged the protective relationship 
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and negatively impacted his needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem. 

This may have contributed to needs frustration for both emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs, particularly relating to his educational context, which could have 

lowered Khalid’s motivation to learn and his engagement with education. 

Becky felt that her mother was highly critical of her and her choices, and often 

felt as though she failed to meet her parents’ expectations. This was compounded as 

her mother consistently negatively compared her to her brother and she came to 

believe herself to be ‘second best’. Becky perceived disparity between how her mother 

treated her and her brother which was reinforced when her grandparents overtly 

showed preference towards her cousins and other family members over her (McHale, 

et al., 2000; Rauer & Volling, 2007). The lack of protective factors offered by her family 

combined with the negative experiences in her home context frustrated her need for 

safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem and her Basic Psychological Needs 

which appear to have carried over into the education context. This resulted in reduced 

motivation to learn, challenging behaviours and low engagement with her education. 

Both Sophie and Becky felt that the treatment by, and expectations of, their parents 

was unfair. As a result they experienced anger due to how they were parented. Their 

respective behaviours reflected that anger with Sophie harming herself and acting out 

in class, and Becky engaging in verbal and physical altercations in and outside of 

school. Parents who set high and potentially unachievable expectations for their 

children can frustrate their emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. However, 

it appears that parents who display low expectations and little trust in their child can 

also enable similar outcomes.  

Becky’s mother also appears to exhibit some coercive parenting strategies (e.g. 

harsh discipline, threats, rejection and psychological manipulation). Becky recalls her 

mother’s unstable mood, suspected alcohol misuse, and incidents of violence in the 

home context. She describes herself as being a difficult child and her temperament to 

be more challenging than that of her older brother. This could be part of the reason 

why Becky’s mother may have found it more difficult to show warmth and have a 

positive parenting strategy with her (Lee, 2013). Her mother’s inconsistency in how 

she treated Becky and the preferential treatment she gave to Becky’s brother (e.g. he 
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was given things at home whilst Becky had to earn money to pay for them herself) 

lowered her self-esteem (Han, 2017). Becky’s relationship with her brother was 

negatively impacted by the perceived unfair treatment that she received at home. 

Becky was also frequently exposed to belittling comments such as negative 

comparison with friends or blamed for family troubles. She struggled to regulate her 

emotions and feel safe and supported at home (Stefan, Avram & Miclea, 2017; 

Zimmer-Gembeck, et al., 2015). Becky’s aggressive behaviours could have reinforced 

the difficult relationship and the possibly insecure attachment with her mother (Finzi, 

et al., 2000; Finzi et al., 2001; Feinberg, et al., 2000). All these contributing factors 

could have lowered Becky’s motivation and engagement with education (Chen, 2017). 

Becky’s perception of her lowly status and worth was further reinforced when she was 

sent to a foster family whilst her brother remained with their parents. This likely 

reduced her perceived self-worth and created feelings of rejection by her family 

(Arshad, Khadim & Masood, 2018). Critical and coercive parenting can cause 

significant harm to the social, emotional and behavioural development of young people 

(Day, et al., 2021) and appears to threaten their needs for safety, security, trust, justice 

and self-esteem. The use of psychological manipulation and physical punishment from 

a parent removes multiple protective factors from the home and creates a highly needs 

frustrating environment (Sanders, Cann & Markie-Dadds, 2003). Becky was moved 

into foster care when she was six years old. Her understanding of the reasons behind 

her being placed with a foster family were that her violent outbursts had made her ‘too 

much’ for her mother to manage. Only 1% of foster care placements are instigated 

due to child behaviour alone (DfE, 2018) and given the unstable nature of her home it 

is plausible that there were a number of other contributing factors to this decision. 

Becky’s foster placement, whilst initially difficult became a positive experience for her. 

Her foster parents provided multiple protective factors and whilst not living with her 

mother she managed to build a better relationship with her mother that also eventually 

provided new and additional parental protective factors. Her foster family gave her an 

environment that provided better satisfaction of her needs for safety, security, trust, 

justice and self-esteem and an improvement in the quality of the satisfaction of her 

Basic Psychological Needs for motivation (Gypen, et al., 2020; Hallas, 2002). 
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5.4.3. Trauma and ACEs 

Trauma is a significant factor in the lives of all the participants that can 

negatively impact motivation to learn and educational engagement (Chen, 2017). All 

of the stories indicate exposure to multiple ACEs and/or potentially traumatic 

experiences. ACEs and trauma can originate from different contexts and the young 

person’s response to trauma can carry over into other contexts. From the stories there 

are two main types of trauma that seem to originate within the home context: 

intergenerational trauma and developmental trauma. As previously discussed, a lack 

of protective factors within the home context appears to have a detrimental impact on 

the behaviour, well-being, and educational experiences of the young person. When a 

lack of protective factors is present and ACEs and other adverse and traumatic 

experiences are present, the problems seem to compound magnifying the impact. 

Sophie appears to have experienced intergenerational transmission of trauma. 

Sophie’s father’s traumatic experience whilst working as a paramedic responding to 

the 7/7 bombings seems to have resulted in her own experience of trauma as his 

behaviours and attitude toward her altered after the event. He exhibited negative 

changes in his behaviours at home as a result of his trauma, and developed poor 

coping techniques and maladaptive responses which included personality changes 

and emotionally disconnecting from his family. He ignored Sophie for long periods of 

time and raised his voice to her for relatively small annoyances. Behavioural 

expectations in the home were ill-defined, changeable and unpredictable, which gave 

rise to significantly increased levels of stress and anxiety within the home and it could 

be argued that this fostered a hyper-vigilant response in Sophie (Green & Goldwyn, 

2002), hindered her emotional development and mental health (Lavi, et al., 2019; 

Flowers, et al., 2018), and lowered her self-esteem (Doinita, 2015; Bowlby, 2005; 

Keizer, Helmerhorst & van Rijn-van Gelderen, 2019). The simultaneous loss of her 

father figure and the protective factors he had previously provided combined with his 

new over-authoritarian persona in its place, created a home context that frustrated her 

experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem and simultaneously 

removed the positive protective factors that had previously been present. Living within 

an increasingly unpredictable home environment seems to have impacted negatively 
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upon Sophie’s needs satisfaction for the emergent needs and her Basic Psychological 

Needs. This was likely detrimental to her emotional and behavioural regulation 

(Karimzadeh, et al., 2017), and her motivation to learn and her engagement with her 

education. 

Becky’s experiences of trauma also appear to be as a result of an 

intergenerational transmission of trauma, however, due to this being present in her 

early years elements of developmental trauma can also perhaps be seen. Her home 

environment was highly unstable and unpredictable and included aggressive and 

unsupportive experiences which seem to be highly detrimental to her feelings of 

safety, security and trust, and lowered her self-esteem (Han, 2017). By way of 

example, if a mother has negative experiences that relate to being a parent, such as 

post-natal depression, she may develop maladaptive behaviours regarding the child 

in order to cope with the situation that limits the protective factors she is able to offer 

to the child (Righetti-Veltema, et al., 2002). These maladaptive behaviours could 

reduce the mother’s ability to meet the physical, emotional and social needs of her 

child. It should be noted that it is not suggested that all mothers who struggle with 

negative parental experiences respond in this manner, however, some, particularly if 

they themselves as children experienced intergenerational trauma or insecure 

attachment could be more prone to doing so (van Ijzendoorn & Bakermans-

Kranenburg, 2019). Early attachment bonds between mother and child significantly 

impact the type of attachment that is formed which is used as a schema in the 

formation of future relationships (Bowlby & Ainsworth, 2013). As a result, Becky’s 

relationship with her mother may have had a long-term impact on how she related to 

other people. It is possible that Becky experienced a difficult start to life due to her 

mother’s poor coping strategies and maladaptive responses to her care (although the 

specific nature of these behaviours was not explicitly explored during this study). Her 

mother’s behaviours included unstable moods and possible alcohol misuse which 

gave rise to heated verbal altercations between them and on at least one occasion 

physical disciplining resulting in an injury to Becky. Children from abusive backgrounds 

and with a parent with alcohol dependency issues may encounter challenges, 

particularly with their education (Christoffersen & Soothill, 2003; Morey, 1999; 

McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1999; Raitasalo & Holmila, 2017). Such a home context 
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is absent of, or has very few, protective factors that would encourage positive 

experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem. Becky’s mother decided 

that she was unable to cope with Becky and her behaviour and so Becky was removed 

from the home and placed into a foster family at the age of six years old. The removal 

of Becky could be classed as a single-event trauma as a result of a persistently 

traumatic home context. The removal from her family home frustrated her needs, 

however it seems that her foster family were able to provide access to protective 

factors that were not available in her original home context, and her mother was 

eventually able to also provide some protective factors, which contributed to better 

opportunities for the satisfaction of Becky’s emergent needs. 

In addition to the two types of trauma that originate in the home context 

(intergenerational and developmental), two further types of trauma seen in the stories 

appear to originate primarily within the community and educational context although 

could also be present in the home context: single-event trauma and complex trauma. 

As previously discussed, a lack of protective factors provided in the community and 

educational contexts appear to have a detrimental impact on the behaviour, well-

being, and educational experiences of the young person. When a lack of protective 

factors exists in the presence of ACEs and other adverse and traumatic experiences, 

it appears from the XLP young people’s stories, to compound the issues and 

exacerbates the impact, particularly for those who may have already experienced 

trauma within their home context. 

Community poverty can encourage raised levels of violence and crime that may 

increase the likelihood of children and young people experiencing trauma, through 

witnessing, participating in, or being a victim (McCrea, et al., 2019). Trauma that 

relates to community violence is particularly visible in Leo’s story. Exposure to multiple 

ACEs, particularly those relating to community violence, can have multiple negative 

influences upon adolescent development (Cross, et al., 2017). Exposure to violence 

can result in a hypervigilant awareness of a young person’s surroundings and could 

contribute to outsiders being seen as untrustworthy and a threat (Stirling & Amaya-

Jackson, 2008). Violence in the community threatens feelings of safety, security, trust, 

justice and self-esteem and can result in maladaptive behavioural responses in order 
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to cope with the situations that they are experiencing and to potentially attempt to 

satisfy their emergent needs, even if those behaviours do not effectively help to satisfy 

those needs.  

In Leo’s primary school there were a lot of fights and it could be argued that 

Leo developed a level of desensitisation to violence evidenced by his comment that 

the violence ‘just felt normal’. Leo lost many friends to violent attacks during his school 

years. Just prior to him sitting his GCSE examinations, he experienced an especially 

traumatic single-event as part of his ongoing complex trauma. He was violently 

attacked with a knife that resulted in a serious wound to his head. This violent and 

highly-traumatic event had significant consequences on his well-being and education. 

He could no longer concentrate or write as well as he had been able to prior to the 

event and it seems that the school failed to provide protective factors in terms of 

support after his attack and during his exams. Leo’s needs were significantly and 

repeatedly frustrated by his traumatic experiences and lack of support. He was often 

fearful in the community context as there were multiple real and perceived threats to 

his physical and emergent needs and the community provided limited protective 

factors. Violence and trauma can have a severely detrimental impact on academic 

engagement by reducing motivation to learn, attendance and lowering attainment 

(Akiba, 2010; McInerey & McKlidon, 2014; Melde, Berg & Esbensen, 2016). The 

frustration of his emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs seems to have had 

a negative impact on his motivation to learn and educational engagement, especially 

prior to the introduction of protective factors that were eventually provided by the 

teachers at the PRU and youth workers from the Charity. Creating a safe and secure 

environment post trauma is vital for recovery (Assor, et al., 2018). The impact of violent 

trauma, both complex and single incident, can result in long-term negative effects on 

mental health and well-being, is associated with multiple co-morbidities and can be a 

driver for maladaptive behaviours (van der Feltz-Cornelis, et al., 2019). 

The neurological, emotional and behavioural impacts of trauma on young 

people can be significant and severe (McLaughlin, et al., 2020). When young people 

attempt to process trauma without support, behaviours, mental health and well-being 

can deteriorate (Frisby-Osman & Wood, 2021). Khalid’s lack of protective factors at 
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home and in education could have contributed to the significant negative impact on 

his needs, motivation and engagement. The stories identify some particularly 

traumatic events and the challenges that they created, however, they also reveal the 

importance of protective factors. It is interesting that whilst Sophie, Leo, Khalid and 

Becky all discuss traumatic events and the consequences of those events, Yousef, 

who was also exposed to potentially traumatising events, appears to have developed 

more adaptive coping strategies. The protective factors that were provided by his 

mother and supportive teachers seems to have increased his resilience. Although the 

situations he found himself in threatened his emergent needs and his Basic 

Psychological Needs, the satisfaction of those from his protective factors resulted in 

better emotional and behavioural outcomes. He appears to have avoided some of the 

consequences of trauma experienced by the other young people perhaps due to the 

presence of protective factors.  

For the young people who have few protective factors in the home context the 

stories suggest that protective factors can and have been provided effectively by other 

sources. Notably, specific teachers who provided good role-model and supportive 

relationships, youth workers from the Charity, church communities and peer groups. 

For example, Becky’s Christian friend, her conversion to Christianity and her church 

community had a profound impact upon her outlook on life (Stronge, et al., 2020; 

Paloutzian, Richardson & Rambo, 1999) and provided multiple protective factors. 

Joining this community caused her to reflect and re-evaluate her life within a new 

framework formed by her new beliefs which resulted in a conscious decision to change 

(Sanderson et al., 2016). She was motivated to change for herself and for her younger 

[foster] sisters who looked up to her. The internalisation of her new-found beliefs and 

her personal goal to change her behaviour had a positive impact on her school 

engagement and relationships with her teachers. Her better motivation allowed her to 

engage with her education more effectively and to persevere and pursue her goals 

even though it may have been difficult and uncomfortable (Williams & Sternthal, 2007; 

Neyrinck et al., 2006). Becky wanted to be less ‘rude’ and to be able to open up and 

trust people more as she had seen modelled at her Church community (Cornwall, 

1988). Becky had found it difficult to trust others and risk being rejected. Her fear of 

betrayal and being hurt by those she had trusted was for her an established and 
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consistently reinforced reality and breaking through that mindset was difficult 

(Schofield & Beek, 2005; Kaehler et al., 2013). From her experience within the church, 

Becky started to learn that her past experiences did not necessarily need to repeat 

themselves and that trusting people was worth the risk.  During this time of personal 

growth Becky learned how to better manage her negative emotions which enabled her 

to keep calm in situations that may have previously triggered outbursts of anger. This 

allowed her to focus more on working towards achieving her goals. Becky became 

more able to reflect and consider others’ points of view and to develop the ability to 

empathise with the emotions of others and adjust her behaviour accordingly 

(Henschel, Nandrino & Doba, 2020; Breines & Chen 2012). The church community 

provided multiple protective factors, trusted relationships, access to opportunities, 

forgiveness and acceptance, unconditional positive regard, a positive community and 

internalisation of church and faith-based values. These protective factors appear to 

have increased her feelings of safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem and to 

have had a significant positive impact on the satisfaction of her Basic Psychological 

Needs. This had a notable positive impact on her motivation, her behaviours and her 

engagement with her education. 

Sophie had few protective factors in her home or education contexts. When she 

became involved with charity projects she was provided with multiple protective factors 

such as: unconditional positive regard, mentoring, authentic and trusted relationships, 

access to opportunities and acceptance. All of these protective factors helped to 

satisfy her emergent needs. She worked hard and started to engage and develop skills 

which have turned into a career path. She is currently completing a degree in order to 

achieve her goal. Understanding trauma and protective factors and how they impact 

on the emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs, motivation to learn and 

educational engagement, offers insight into how to better support such young people 

and provide better educational and emotional support within educational settings. The 

protective factors provided by the charity and the church appear to mitigate many of 

the issues relating to trauma and a lack of protective factors from other contexts.  
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5.5. Educational Context 

The complex and traumatic experiences to which these young people have 

been exposed in their home and community contexts has been discussed above along 

with the challenges to the satisfaction of their needs before they even enter the 

classroom. The role of protective factors from within the home and the community in 

alleviating some of this frustration has also been reviewed. It is now necessary to 

explore their experiences of the educational context and the role of school- or PRU-

based protective factors. 

5.5.1. Educational Policies 

Current educational policy appears to have had certain detrimental effects on 

the young people in this study and generally seems to create a more stressful learning 

environment for pupils and teachers (Toropova, Myberg & Johansson, 2021). 

Neoliberal-influenced policies that emphasise increased monitoring and accountability 

can have a detrimental impact on teacher effectiveness, well-being and productivity 

(Johari, Tan & Zulkarnain, 2018), and it could be argued that increased stress can lead 

to the use of more reactive behaviour management techniques in order to cope (e.g. 

authoritarian discipline, excessive control)(McCarthy, Lineback & Reiser, 2014). It is 

important to understand the impact of specific policies on the young people from XLP, 

however, it is also worth acknowledging that these policies might also have an impact 

on the broader cohort of young people in education. Policies such as school selection 

and transition, the National Curriculum, standardised testing and academic ability set 

groups, impact children from all backgrounds in the educational context. However, for 

the young people involved in this study their difficult home and community contexts 

appear to exacerbate the negative impact of these policies as implemented in their 

respective educational contexts. 

Neoliberal values encourage competition between schools and place an 

emphasis on the choice of school as important to the child as it will influence future 

academic opportunities and social development (Baltodano, 2012). For young people 

growing up in the inner-London Boroughs there are often many schools in their 

respective catchment areas from which they are expected to choose, although this 
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does not mean that they have access to multiple good options (Reay & Lucey, 2003). 

The young person’s opinion and choice of school could impact upon the educational 

outcomes of the young person (Lucey & Reay, 2002).  

During the process of applying to secondary schools, Sophie had determined 

that she wanted to attend a sports-specialist school which she felt most suited her 

abilities and would offer her the best chance of success. Sophie’s mother however 

changed the first-choice school on her application form from Sophie’s school of 

preference to the school that her sister already attended. Sophie felt that her sister’s 

school was not suitable and that she would almost certainly fail there. Sophie already 

believed her mother displayed preferential treatment of her sister and her mother’s 

decision seems to have reinforced some of these beliefs. Her mother’s lack of 

sensitivity to her opinions appears to have impacted Sophie’s self-esteem and her 

sense of justice. She believed that her mother’s choice of school did not play to her 

strengths given it was a language-specialist college and that she was likely to fail given 

the higher level of academic ability required. It could be argued that the negative start 

to secondary school was not helped by her attending a school that she did not choose. 

From the moment she started in the secondary school Sophie displayed disruptive 

behaviours making it clear to her teachers that she did not want to be there and that it 

was not the right place for her (e.g. persistent disruptive behaviour, angry and violent 

outbursts, truanting). She struggled to relate well to her teachers and peers and 

struggled to adapt positively to the secondary school environment finding it 

overbearing and intrusive: “very strict … I just felt very trapped. I don’t like to be 

trapped… It felt like a massive cage and we were just locked in the cage and you 

couldn’t do lots of things unless someone said you could do it”. The negative 

experiences surrounding her transition to secondary school may have contributed, 

along with her home context, to the frustration of her needs, particularly her need for 

self-esteem and her need for autonomy, which in turn could have negatively impacted 

on her motivation to learn and engage at the school. 

A particularly notable policy is the National Curriculum. The National Curriculum 

has allowed greater consistency and accountability in education and has enabled the 

comparison of different schools which encourages competitiveness between schools. 
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The most common and prominent comment from the young people was the perceived 

irrelevance of what they were being taught to life after school. All appreciated the 

importance of attaining good grades in certain subjects but did not understand why the 

content was necessary or how it was applicable or even useful to them. Leo 

recognised the importance of school and the need to attain certain grades. However, 

it appears that although he valued the concept of education, he did not value the 

content. He saw little connection between the subjects taught at school and the skills 

needed to live life well. Many subjects are considered irrelevant for future employment 

(Lannelli & Duta, 2018; Areneda, Guzman & Nussbaum, 2019). The apparent 

disconnect between education and life skills can reduce engagement (Gregory & 

Kaufeldt, 2015). In addition to concerns about the usefulness of what they were being 

taught to life after school, all the participants raised curriculum concerns about subject 

availability and timetabling. Quotas, restrictions by type of lesson, and lack of 

availability of subjects (e.g. due to no subject teachers being available to teach certain 

subjects) often restricts a pupil’s choice of subjects to study to exam level (e.g. you 

must take two science-based subjects but cannot take more than one from each of the 

arts, humanities or sports) (Anders, et al., 2018).  

Sophie felt the school’s decision to restrict her options for GCSE subjects was 

unfair and that she was made to take subjects in which she fully expected to fail rather 

than those subjects she felt she could pass. The pressure to succeed in subjects in 

which she felt ill-equipped to do so was increased further when Sophie was informed 

that it was school policy that if she did not achieve the required results at GCSE in 

those subjects she would not be allowed to return for sixth form studies with her peers. 

It is appreciated that there may be certain limitations due to practical considerations 

that make it necessary on occasion to restrict access to certain subjects (e.g. if the 

school has no qualified teachers for a particular subject so it is not offered), but the 

school’s decision to restrict Sophie’s access to certain subjects meant that she: a) 

could not study subjects in which she could potentially achieve a pass mark and 

succeed; b) would be forced to study subjects in which she felt she would almost 

certainly fail; and c) would be effectively prevented from passing sufficient GCSEs to 

be able to return for further studies with her peers. These school policy decisions 

appear to have threatened her needs, particularly her self-esteem and her need for 
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competence, as she frequently felt that she had failed or was not good enough. It could 

be argued that for Sophie the pressure and high expectations of her school did not act 

as motivators and appear to frustrate her needs, potentially contributing to times of 

disengagement with her education. 

Educational policies which emphasise standardised, high-stakes testing, and 

the negative feelings associated with failing, appear to contribute to increased anxiety 

in pupils, reduced motivation to learn and lower self-esteem (Banks & Smyth, 2015; 

Barrance, 2020; Room & Soan, 2019). Sophie’s experience of such pressures appears 

to have had a negative impact on her self-esteem. Sophie believes that had she been 

able to participate in subjects in which she had the greatest chance of success she 

may have felt more motivated to learn and work hard at school, suggesting that her 

low self-esteem and low feelings of competence may have been a contributing factor 

to her poor school experiences. Placing such an emphasis on educational outcomes 

upon young people is potentially detrimental to the most vulnerable pupils in the school 

(Ruairc, 2009).   

Sophie felt the pressure from her teachers to do well academically was 

unbearable: “The teachers wanted you to hit grades. It was a very grade driven school. 

So if you didn’t get a pass grade then like, that was it! You was [sic] in a lot of trouble”. 

Sophie’s GCSE examinations occurred at an especially challenging time for her. She 

was experiencing highly-negative events both at home (e.g. her father’s mental health) 

and in school (e.g. bullying) frustrating her needs for safety, security, trust, justice and 

self-esteem. She found herself overwhelmed with a fear of failure and anxiety and felt 

that the more she tried and failed, the harder it became to engage and succeed. The 

persistent needs frustration and erosion of her self-esteem and confidence over an 

extended period of time appears to have left her motivation to learn and engagement 

with education at an all-time low. This frustration of her needs in school could have 

been exacerbated by how few protective factors being provided in her educational, 

home and community contexts. Sophie felt significant external and internalised 

pressure to meet standards of achievement imposed upon her that she felt were 

impossible for her to attain; she felt setup to fail (Khattab, 2015; Strand & Winston, 

2008). Sophie’s response to failing to achieve the imposed targets appears to be to 
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impose internal punishments (e.g. guilt) upon herself. In doing so she experienced 

problems with her own mental health and diminished well-being (Winch, Moberly & 

Dickson, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Depression is known to have a negative impact 

on educational outcomes (Davies, Sullivan & Ammit, 2018). The repeated failure and 

lowered self-esteem and feelings of competence, she experienced at school led her 

to become self-critical and to suffer with depressive tendencies (Shahar, et al., 2003). 

Yousef also faced major challenges due to the pressure to succeed he felt was placed 

upon him during the GCSE examination period. The increased pressure he 

experienced raised his levels of stress and anxiety which in turn exacerbated the 

symptoms associated with Tourette’s Syndrome prior to his exams. The increased 

exhaustion from trying to control his tics combined with the side effects of medications 

made staying alert and focused on exam preparations much more difficult. The 

extreme tiredness, and the need to complete the ‘essential’ school work as best he 

could, required him to sacrifice other activities that could have improved his well-being. 

Yousef felt a deep sense of injustice and lowered self-esteem due to the lack of 

protective factors provided by his school (i.e. the lack of appropriate disability support). 

The additional stress caused by the pressure of exams resulted in the increase of his 

physical symptoms and mental ill-being that was further exacerbated by the lack of 

support he felt he received from the school.  

Neoliberal influence in educational policy appears to encourage schools to 

prioritise academic results over student needs and well-being (Matthiesen, 2018). The 

increased focus upon academic attainment of the school can be clearly seen with how 

schools now approach pupil streams (i.e. placing into ability sets). It has been well 

documented that academically setting groups benefits only a few high-achieving 

students and that it is more beneficial to all pupils to have mixed ability sets (Ireson & 

Hallam, 2001). Lower sets are often associated with disengagement and poor 

behaviours (Hallam & Ireson, 2003). Research has suggested that schools situated in 

areas where higher levels of poverty exist often have less qualified teachers and the 

lowest sets are often assigned the most inexperienced teachers suggesting that pupils 

in lower sets who need more support often receive poorer quality teaching (Allen & 

Sims, 2008). Becky’s story shows the discrimination she felt when she was placed in 

lower-ability sets due to her disruptive behaviour despite being academically able 
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(Dunn, et al., 2007). Becky was in the lowest set for her classes, and, as a result, felt 

two particular injustices: firstly, that she and her group had been wrongly labelled as 

’stupid’, a label that appears to have contributed to the frustration of her need for justice 

and self-esteem as well as frustration of her perceived competence regarding her work 

and relatedness due to peer stigma (Singer, 2005); and, secondly, reinforcing this 

frustration, the perception that higher set groups received preferential treatment and 

rewards that were unavailable to the lower sets (Resh, 1999). Dunn, et al., (2007) 

discussed the implications of teaching by academic sets and highlights that there are 

inconsistencies in the reasons for being placed in a lower set, and that academic ability 

was not the only criteria used for determining academic sets. Decisions were also 

found to be based on other influences such as compliant or disruptive behaviours, as 

Becky experienced. Becky experienced multiple ACEs and trauma outside of her 

educational context and her ‘disruptive behaviours’ in school could be associated with 

maladaptive behavioural responses to trauma (e.g. disruptive behaviour, poor 

emotional regulation, angry outbursts and violence) which were detrimental to her 

ability to engage in lessons within the educational context. Becky was offered few 

protective factors and little support to help her cope with her trauma and was frequently 

punished for her behaviours. Her behaviours were used to justify her placement into 

a class that was not suited to her academic ability. As a result, at best, it could be 

argued that her emergent needs were not being met, and at worst she may have 

experienced re-traumatisation due to the lack of understanding and support that she 

required to engage with her education (Overstreet & Chafouleas, 2016). 

The policies discussed above can create contexts, environments, situations 

and incidents that reduce access to protective factors and are detrimental to motivation 

to learn and educational engagement. The practices and protocols employed to 

implement such policies can frustrate both emergent needs and Basic Psychological 

Needs. Protective factors are essential for needs satisfaction and motivation to learn, 

but appear to often be woefully lacking or absent in contexts influenced by neoliberal 

educational policies. Of particular concern perhaps, is the absence of protective 

factors that could come from a context which encourages positive interactions 

between pupils and teachers. Policy that seems to focus on grades and not pupils can 
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be detrimental to teacher-pupil relationships often due to the limited time left for good 

teacher-pupil interaction (Stevens & Van Houtte, 2011). 

There are a number of alternative approaches to education policy that could be 

considered. Trauma-informed education appears to provide more opportunity for 

school-based protective factors to be offered and greater understanding of how to 

approach trauma-related behaviours. Trauma-informed education projects, such as 

the STRIVE project (McConnico, et al., 2016) and TIPE (Brunzell, Stokes & Waters, 

2016) appear to provide more and better protective factors within the educational 

context and seek to identify additional support needed due to trauma. Arguably, the 

young people in this study could have benefitted from such an approach. Identification 

of their respective traumatic experiences and what individualised support would be 

required to help them within the educational journey, would have likely been helpful.  

In addition to the policies addressed above, policy regarding discipline for 

disruptive behaviours also needs to be considered. Punitive responses to trauma 

related behaviours can result in those behaviours worsening and increase the risk of 

educational failure (Hibbin & Warin, 2020). Alternatives such as restorative justice 

approaches appear to provide access to, and protect existing, protective factors (e.g. 

good teacher relationships) in an educational setting. Restorative approaches appear 

to reduce the potential impact of needs frustrating situations on emergent needs and 

Basic Psychological Needs and could provide access to greater needs satisfaction, 

potentially resulting in better quality motivation and educational engagement. 

5.5.2. Trauma in the Educational Context 

Trauma in the home and community context is evident in the stories and is 

discussed above. What is also evident is that the educational context can either 

exacerbate the issues created by the trauma or help by providing protective factors to 

mitigate some of the impact. The stories also tell us that the respective schools that 

the young people attended were perhaps ill-equipped to handle some of their 

challenges (Berger & Samuel, 2020). The stories show in the educational context a 

lack of: understanding of trauma, provision of protective factors, and trauma support. 

The behavioural out-workings of trauma may require additional support, however, it is 
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apparent that teachers often respond to such behaviours with punishments that tend 

to exacerbate rather than help with the issues.  

At school, Sophie experienced a lack of support with respect to her mental 

health and her self-harm behaviours. Adolescents are often reluctant to ask for help 

with self-harm (Madge, et al., 2011). The disclosure of her self-harming elicited two 

distinct reactions, neither of which did she find positive or helpful. In her home context 

her mother did not know what to do or how to support her, so asked the school for 

guidance. Sophie saw this decision as breaking a trusted confidence between herself 

and her mother given that she had not consented to the school knowing. She was ‘not 

happy’ with her mother’s decision to involve the school. The situation in her home 

context seemed to have already had a negative impact on her emergent needs and 

the involvement of her school context appears to have exacerbated some of the 

frustration. Her self-harm behaviour could be interpreted as a maladaptive response 

to the trauma she had experienced and the repeated damage to her emergent needs 

(e.g. chronic low self-esteem). Her mother’s decision to involve the school may have 

threatened her needs further and resulted in increased frustration of her emergent 

needs, particularly self-esteem, trust and justice. 

In the educational context, the school, having been made aware of Sophie’s 

self-harming behaviour, attempted to intervene. Her teacher discussed the matter with 

Sophie, but dismissed Sophie’s feelings and experiences by accusing her of attention-

seeking. Sophie had previously not disclosed her self-harming for precisely this 

reason, fearing that people would think it was only about attention-seeking (Fortune et 

al., 2008; Dowling & Dowle, 2017). The lack of protective factors and the increased 

frustration from the teacher’s response to her self-harm may have resulted in further 

frustration of her emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. There is a lack of 

understanding concerning self-harm in schools (Dowling & Dowle, 2017) and research 

suggests that a more sympathetic and empathetic approach to dealing with self-harm 

in pupils may be more beneficial (McAndrew & Warne, 2014). When Sophie started 

engaging in the Charity’s projects and forming relationships with youth workers she 

began to discuss openly her self-harm and the challenges in her home and educational 

contexts. She was assigned a mentor, Mary. Mary provided multiple protective factors, 
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such as: unconditional positive regard, authentic relationship, persistence and 

acceptance. Mary built a relationship with Sophie that had sufficient protective factors 

and level of trust that it allowed Mary to challenge Sophie’s beliefs about herself and 

her self-harm without Sophie feeling judged or that she was failing Mary in some way 

when she engaged in self-harm. Mary did not place external expectations or goals 

upon Sophie which freed her from the demands of external expectations and 

encouraged her to choose goals in life for herself and decide how she wanted to 

achieve them which encouraged good quality autonomous motivation (Conti, 2000). 

This relationship provided positive experiences of safety, security, trust, justice and 

self-esteem and potentially allowed for some satisfaction of her Basic Psychological 

Needs. Sophie’s campfire disclosure about her self-harm and the way that Mary 

handled it was highly-instrumental in encouraging Sophie to begin to process some of 

the problems she had faced in the past and reflect upon her understanding of her life 

experiences. The protective factors provided by Mary, such as non-judgemental 

support, meant that Sophie no longer felt alone or isolated, not even in those moments 

of self-harm, potentially mitigating some of the possible emotional damage and 

frustration.  

It could also be argued that Leo did not receive the support he needed from the 

school. From a young age Leo was living with the consequences of exposure to violent 

trauma from his community context. This was likely compounded by the level of 

violence amongst his peers in the educational context. Although issues of conflict were 

identified within the school and some actions taken to try to diffuse tensions and unite 

the student body as a whole, it could be argued that this may not have been adequate 

support for Leo’s specific circumstances. Leo’s story contains multiple significant 

traumatic events involving violence and bereavement. These traumatic experiences 

had a major impact on his perception of and engagement with his environment. The 

trauma and fear he experienced resulted in his life being dominated by coping 

strategies that helped him survive rather than adaptive behavioural strategies that 

could help him to thrive. With each violent attack he, his friends, or his family 

experienced, it seems that his feelings of fear and anger were reinforced and his 

maladaptive behavioural responses became more entrenched (Kochenderfer-Ladd, 

2004). The persistent complex trauma could have likely thwarted his needs for safety, 
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security, trust, justice and self-esteem and his Basic Psychological Needs. 

Engagement with education under such circumstances arguably could have been 

difficult as a result of his poor motivation, maladaptive behaviours (e.g. hyper-

vigilance, anger and violence) and an inadequate provision of protective factors from 

the home, community and educational contexts. 

Leo’s trauma related behaviours in the school context frustrated his teachers 

who would be unable to continue delivering their lessons whilst he was exhibiting 

disruptive behaviours. When more severe punitive measures (e.g. isolation or 

exclusion) were applied by authority figures (e.g. teachers) Leo felt a significant 

injustice. His responses, when examined in the context of the trauma he experienced 

in his home and community contexts, can perhaps be better understood than when 

approached in isolation in his educational context. Leo’s traumatic experiences appear 

to have included times when he felt powerless and it could be argued that his response 

to the injustice he felt was to try and assert power and control in the situation. When a 

person feels that they are a victim, behaviours that are motivated by revenge can 

address the imbalance of power and restore feelings of justice (Schumann & Ross, 

2010). This could have reinforced his worsening behaviours further damaging his 

teacher-pupil relationships. The protective factors that could have been provided in 

the educational context were reduced due to the deterioration of Leo’s relationships 

with teachers and others. A lack of understanding of trauma-related behaviours can 

potentially exacerbate those behaviours unintentionally. This lack of protective factors 

compounded by the trauma and needs frustration he was experiencing from outside 

the educational context, arguably left him even more vulnerable to the effects of 

trauma. 

The period in which Leo was taking his GCSE examinations was particularly 

traumatic for him and only minimal support was offered by the school. After school Leo 

was chatting with a friend when another teenager engaged him in a verbal altercation. 

Leo was subsequently attacked with a knife that left him bleeding from a wound to the 

head. After the attack he suffered from painful headaches and an inability to 

concentrate or write. The attack and the challenges he experienced afterwards 

arguably frustrated his physical needs, emergent needs and Basic Psychological 
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Needs which all likely contributed to the negative impact on his academic performance 

and achievement. The school did not offer specific support to Leo and he did not ask 

for special consideration at the time (although he appreciates now that he probably 

should have). Violence and trauma can have a detrimental impact on academic 

engagement by reducing motivation to learn, attendance and lowering attainment 

(Akiba, 2010; McInerey & McKlidon, 2014). The reduced ability to feel safe in an 

environment limits the extent to which the Basic Psychological Needs for motivation 

can be met (Melde, Berg & Esbensen, 2016). Creating safe and secure environments 

that provide multiple protective factors post-trauma is vital for recovery and re-building 

resilience (Assor, et al., 2018). Arguably Leo did not receive the support or protective 

factors he needed from the school to aid his recovery post-trauma (such as emotional 

support) and subsequently failed his exams, even those in which he had been 

predicted to achieve good grades. Failing his exams could then have further frustrated 

his needs and negatively impacted motivation to learn, potentially increasing the 

likelihood of educational failure and the associated life-long consequences. 

The impact of trauma on educational experience can be easily seen in the 

stories and is highlighted extensively in the literature (Dods, 2015). The lack of support 

for trauma is not necessarily a reflection of poor teaching or unwillingness to help 

support pupils who have or are experiencing trauma. It could be argued that within the 

educational context there is a lack of: understanding of the effects of trauma, 

knowledge of protective factors relating to trauma; and, trauma-informed approaches 

to education that allow for better support.  

As previously discussed, those in this project benefitted from protective factors 

provided by specific educators, youth workers and other significant relationships. This 

appears to provide some protection for the needs for safety and security, trust, justice 

and self-esteem and Basic Psychological Needs. When protective factors are provided 

in one context, it appears that the protection can be carried into other contexts. In 

addition to this, trauma-informed approaches in schools could improve the educational 

experiences and well-being of pupils, especially those who are affected by trauma. 
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Trauma-informed education provides an educational context in which protective 

factors are inherent within the design of the system, such as access to a supportive 

and responsive adult (Bartlett & Steber, 2019). This means that even if a pupil does 

not disclose the trauma they have experienced to the school, they would still benefit 

from supportive protective factors as a fundamental part of the school environment 

(Gubi, et al., 2019). Trauma-informed education is an approach that places trauma-

support as a priority along-side education. For example, the STRIVE Project 

emphasises the need to move away from a focus on academic attainment and instead 

to make the well-being of the pupils at the school central (McConnico, et al., 2016). 

The principles of STRIVE strongly correlate with work the Charity does with young 

people outside of school which provides multiple protective factors including: a safe 

and secure environment, positive trusted relationships, and opportunities to learn and 

develop skills. These principles focus on the needs of the individual and it could be 

argued that such an approach helps to satisfy needs for safety, security, trust, justice 

and self-esteem, as well as Basic Psychological Needs. This could create an 

educational context that encourages better motivation to learn and educational 

engagement.  

Another option could be TIPE, developed by Brunzell, Stokes and Waters 

(2016) who propose that support should be centred on addressing deficits and 

struggles that may have developed as a result of exposure to ACEs and experiences 

of trauma by focussing on encouragement and emphasising strengths. It could be 

argued that this approach addresses the lack of protective factors that young people 

may experience in their home and community. Finally, Phifer & Hull (2016) suggested 

their needs to be more flexibility for pupils who are traumatised and that any discipline 

needs to be individualised to the pupil to try and avoid re-traumatisation. These 

approaches seem to be more aligned to fostering needs satisfaction, motivation to 

learn and engagement. 

It is clear that this group of young people have experienced some poor 

examples of trauma support in the educational context. The lack of understanding of 

how trauma can negatively impact behaviours and the most appropriate ways to 

approach those behaviours has created many needs frustrating events for the young 
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person and has often exacerbated their poor behaviours rather than stopping them. 

For example, Sophie had her access to enjoyable activities at school removed as a 

punishment and consequently stopped attending school altogether. Yousef was sent 

into isolation in a ‘disability room’ for ‘ticcing’ in class which made his tics worse and 

denied him access to teaching and positive relationships. Khalid was locked in an 

isolation room for extended periods of time which fuelled his desire to escape the 

school. Becky spent a considerable portion of her time out of the classroom in isolation 

which did not stop her challenging behaviour. The impact of such punitive measures 

appears often that although they are intended to address poor behaviours they 

frequently can worsened them, lessen motivation to learn and educational 

engagement, and arguably re-traumatised the pupil involved. Punitive measures 

appear to exacerbate poor behaviours relating to trauma, removing protective factors 

and potentially re-traumatising resulting in diminished motivation to learn and 

educational engagement, so increasing the risk of educational failure (Costa, 2017; 

Siegel, 2018). 

5.5.3. Behaviour Management 

Managing pupil behaviour in the classroom can be challenging for teachers 

(Landau, 2009). Behaviour management practices employed by teachers may help to 

limit disruption in the classroom, however, they can also have unintended side-effects. 

The stories indicate that punitive measures designed to discourage certain behaviours 

may actually result in the reinforcement of those behaviours and further 

disengagement by pupils (Safran & Oswald, 2003). Behaviour management methods 

seen in the participants’ stories include: removal of desired activities, detention, being 

placed ‘on report’, isolation, physical restraint and permanent exclusion. These 

punitive practices are traditional authoritarian punishments that have been used by 

teachers to control classroom behaviours for decades if not centuries (Mallett, 2016). 

Such methods of discipline can be detrimental to the teacher-pupil interaction and 

undermine and damage teacher-pupil relationships (Jiang et al., 2021), and could 

remove school-based protective factors. It is important to acknowledge that having a 

system that has rules and consequences for breaking those rules is a necessary part 

of school in order to educate effectively. Neoliberal values that have informed 
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education policy have resulted in a regime of strict rules and punitive responses being 

used to try and change behaviours considered to be undesirable for the education 

system and improve academic performance (Kupchik, Green & Mowen, 2015). In 

reality, it can also be argued that it could be making the situation worse particularly for 

certain significant minorities such as the young people in this study. Literature 

proposes several alternatives to these behavioural management approaches (Anyon, 

et al., 2014). The stories demonstrate that the young people responded extremely 

poorly to such behavioural management approaches; rather than correcting 

behaviours they tend to exacerbate them and increase the potential for educational 

failure. Alternative behaviour management strategies focus on approaches such as 

restorative justice, autonomy-support, and being trauma- and well-being-informed. 

These create a more supportive environment and look to increase feelings of justice, 

trust, safety, security and self-esteem, and to increase satisfaction of Basic 

Psychological Needs and motivation to learn and engage - for all pupils (Blitz, Yull & 

Clauhs, 2020). 

5.5.3.1. Removal of Access to Motivating Activities 

This punitive measure was raised multiple times in the stories. For example 

both Sophie and Becky were refused access to extra-curricular sports activities. 

Removal of access to such activities is intended to be a deterrent from future disruptive 

behaviours and reinforces the idea that the more enjoyable parts of their education 

should be seen as a privilege and not a right (Sautner, 2000; Smith, Salmivalli & 

Cowie, 2012). However, this behaviourist approach threatens to remove, or actually 

removes, access to desired activities in an attempt to increase compliant behaviours 

that may reduce the satisfaction of their emergent needs and their Basic Psychological 

Needs. This could be highly detrimental to the well-being and motivation of those who 

have experienced trauma and/or ACEs. It appears that this method of behaviour 

management can exacerbate existing behaviours and underlying issues. For Sophie, 

rather than becoming more motivated to learn in other classes as a result of this 

behaviour management method, she instead stopped attending school altogether. As 

Sophie explained, “… [sports] was the only thing I was going to school for, that was 

like my, my thing! So taking that away was like … what’s the point?”. If a young person 
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who is traumatised and not engaging well with their education is punished by removing 

desired activities and the associated protective factors (such as the relationship with 

the P.E. teachers, encouragement and praise, and doing something she was good at), 

it seems there is a risk that the young person will stop engaging productively with other 

aspects of school. The only positive experiences that Sophie had at that time were 

used as conditional privileges in an attempt to reduce her disruptive behaviours. As a 

result, Sophie was even less motivated to engage with her education and truanted 

more frequently as her need for trust, justice and self-esteem were repeatedly 

frustrated. An alternative approach could have been to focus on those areas of 

education in which she found success and use them as encouragements to develop 

her motivation and engagement by affirming her successes. This could have provided 

multiple protective factors in her educational context which may have increased her 

sense of school belonging, helped alleviate her sense of being a failure, improved her 

feelings of self-esteem and resilience, and created more opportunities for better 

teacher relationships (Maddox & Prinz, 2003; Peixoto & Almeida, 2010). 

5.5.3.2. Detention 

In this study most participants acknowledged that they had received multiple 

detentions. However, they did not discuss detentions in much depth due to the fact 

that in comparison to other punishments delivered within the school context, detention 

was not perhaps considered to be as significant or harsh. Becky mentioned that she 

was given detention every day for most of Year 7 due to a fight she was involved with 

on the first day of school. Although she said she felt ‘naughty’, it was not a deterrent 

to her engaging in further disruptive behaviour. The potential overuse of this 

punishment may have diminished its influence upon her as she began to consider the 

detentions simply as an extension of her school day rather than a punishment. In other 

examples, it was apparent that on some occasions the young person would question 

the teachers motives for giving detentions believing them to be unfair. This could 

remove protective factors by damaging the teacher-pupil relationship (Kohn, 2006; 

Duesund & Odegard, 2018). It seems from the stories that detentions can lower 

feelings of justice, trust and self-esteem amongst pupils, particularly if the reason for 

the detention feels unjust, leading to reduced motivation to learn and engagement in 
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class, and could also exacerbate the maladaptive behaviours that it is intended to stop 

(Anderson & Kincaid, 2005). Giving a detention for disruptive behaviours in the 

classroom is often done in response to a single event or disruption and does not take 

any account of the reasons driving those behaviours. The young people from XLP 

were all exposed to ACEs and traumatic events during childhood, and those who 

received little support during and after the ACEs and traumatic events displayed 

increased disruptive and disengaged behaviours in education, which resulted in 

punishments such as detention. Trauma informed education studies suggest that, for 

those who have experienced trauma, procedures which encourage protective factors 

and focus on promoting better self-regulation are a more effective method of behaviour 

management (Ford & Blaustein, 2013). Such methods help to satisfy the safety, 

security, trust, justice and self-esteem needs and the Basic Psychological Needs 

which promote better motivation and engagement with their education. 

Alternatives to the sanction of detention are proposed in literature, and already 

used in some schools, that could be more beneficial when working with young people 

with ACEs and experience of trauma (Dharan, Meyer & Mincher, 2012). Detentions 

appear to be largely ineffective due to the gap between the offending event and receipt 

of the punishment and as a result the pupil does not learn the intended lesson from 

the punishment (Wang, et al., 2011; Parke, 1969). An alternative could be to change 

the focus on sanctions to a restorative justice approach. This has been found to be 

more effective for those with ACEs and experience of trauma (Payne & Welch, 2018). 

Such methods place peer, teacher, or support staff in the role of mentors (e.g. Leo 

and his teaching assistant, Cameron) who provide positive relational support for the 

young person. This increases access to protective factors in the educational context 

enabling the young person to acquire a better understanding of the offence they may 

have committed and its impact on others, and more readily results in them engaging 

less in the offending behaviours. Having such supportive and trusted relationships 

within the school could arguably increase feelings of trust, self-esteem and justice 

helping to create an educational environment that offers more protective factors and 

is more conducive to motivation to learn and educational engagement so reducing the 

risk of educational failure. 
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5.5.3.3. On Report 

There is little guidance for what it means to be ‘on-report’ and schools have 

many different procedures for, and expectations of, this sanction. The common theme 

for being ‘on-report’ is increased monitoring of behaviour. Being placed ‘on report’ 

uses increased monitoring to try and improve a young person’s behaviour in school. 

This type of intervention can challenge a pupil’s sense of autonomy and relatedness 

with teachers and may reduce motivation to learn (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis & 

Th⊘gersen-Ntoumani, 2009). For young people who have been exposed to trauma 

and ACEs, increased monitoring could be detrimental to their educational experiences 

and could be seen as a threat to their need for trust, justice, self-esteem, autonomy, 

competence and relatedness, and could limit their access to school-based protective 

factors. However, if protective factors are intentionally provided as part of the method 

(such as with a restorative justice approach that encourages the internalisation of the 

justification of sanctions and praising positive behaviours alongside acknowledging 

less-desirable actions) then potential threats to motivation and engagement appear to 

be weakened.  

For example, Leo was placed ‘on report’ after he left the PRU and went to his 

third secondary school. The increased monitoring meant that after each lesson the 

teacher would write in his report book how he had behaved and engaged in that 

lesson, and at the end of each day he would report to his Head of Year to discuss the 

comments for that day. This uses aspects of a restorative justice approach. Leo 

internalised the importance of education whilst at the PRU and carried it over into his 

new school. As a result, he acknowledged and accepted responsibility for his past poor 

behaviours. The protective factor of internalisation and supportive teachers provided 

in the PRU appears to have enabled a better understanding of why he was ‘on-report’ 

and he came to see being ‘on-report’ as a positive means for him to prove to the 

teachers that he belonged in a mainstream school and encouraged trust building with 

his teachers. He considered it to be a justified measure which appears to have reduced 

the negative impact of the measure on needs frustration that this type of monitoring 

could have had (Hoffman, 1994). Within a few weeks of attending the school he was 

taken off report and Leo then felt that he had proved himself to his new school. 
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Although being on report is heavily externally regulated, the manner in which it is 

delivered appears to determine whether it has a positive or negative effect on the 

young person. If used to deliver consistently negative feedback it can result in poor 

teacher relationships which could increase feelings of injustice, lower self-esteem and 

result in poorer motivation. However, it can be used to increase protective factors for 

a young person if delivered alongside positive feedback which can help improve 

relationships with teachers through recognition and affirmation of good behaviour and 

achievements which helps with self-esteem and motivation. 

5.5.3.4. Isolation 

The stories indicate that isolation can be understood by young people as both 

a punishment inflicted by teachers, and as a way of escaping from challenging 

teachers and classes. Understanding why isolation might be considered a better 

option than remaining in class offers some important insights into how the classroom 

environment can be experienced by young people. For example, Sophie found the 

classroom to be a difficult environment. Her negative school experiences (e.g. fear of 

failing, fear of being a disappointment to others and herself, bullying) may have had a 

negative impact on her emergent needs, particularly self-esteem, and appears to have 

contributed to the frustration of her Basic Psychological Needs. The classroom 

environment did not provide good protective factors and her engagement in lessons, 

academic attainment and emotional well-being appears to have suffered as a 

consequence. When she left the classroom context her negative feelings reduced 

significantly and she intentionally used disruptive behaviours and truanting as a means 

to get sent to isolation. Although Sophie initially interpreted the imposition of isolation 

as unjust, imprisonment and punishment, over time she felt that her needs for safety, 

security and self-esteem were better supported in the isolation unit on her own than in 

the classroom. Sophie adapted her understanding of isolation to her advantage 

reframing it as her route of escape from less desirable environments (Rumfola, 2017). 

Similarly, Becky found that although she considered isolation a punishment most of 

the time, when she was sent into isolation she seemed better able to focus on her 

work - being away from her friends meant that she had fewer distractions. Her ADHD 

related behaviours were more prominent in the presence of multiple distractions from 
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her friends whilst working alone encouraged better engagement with tasks set by the 

teachers. Becky also found the time away from the classroom sometimes better suited 

her independent and self-reliant nature (Leono, et al., 2018).  

When isolation becomes the goal of a young person’s behaviours it is important 

to investigate why it is that young person would prefer to be placed in isolation rather 

than in a classroom. Sophie at the time was experiencing poor emotional regulation, 

anxiety and low self-esteem due to her home context and her exposure to trauma. She 

also experienced difficulties with relationships in school with her peers and teachers, 

and was not coping well with the pressure to perform academically. In summary, for 

Sophie the negative experiences associated with the classroom environment made it 

more challenging for her to engage productively with her education and to experience 

motivation to learn. The isolation unit gave her relief from the needs-threatening 

experiences found in class and provided an environment better able to limit the 

degradation of her self-esteem. Policies that punish those who find it a challenge to 

conform to the rules can be more damaging than helpful (Curren, 2020; Stinchcomb, 

Bazemore & Riestenberg, 2006), especially when applied to young people who are 

already facing external additional challenges to their education (Rahimi & Karkami, 

2015). Young people who experience trauma can find it more difficult to follow rules 

and are often given punishments for behaviours driven by emotional dysregulation 

caused by trauma (Frydman & Mayor, 2017). 

Sophie and Becky’s perception of isolation raises an interesting point: they both 

felt that access to a quiet space to work or to calm down was helpful and good for their 

sense of well-being. It could be argued that providing access to a quiet space can be 

beneficial for those who have experienced trauma or are suffering from poor mental 

health (Sacnnell, 2021). However, in order to access this environment they had to 

engage in disruptive and disrespectful behaviours in class and enter it as a 

‘punishment’. The lack of access to protective factors and the experiences of trauma 

for these pupils means that they can be easily re-traumatised by punitive measures 

within schools which can reinforce their disruptive behaviours that the punishment was 

intended to stop. However, using positive and non-punitive behaviour management 

methods to support a traumatised young person during times of increased stress may 
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reduce the impact of the negative and traumatic events, provide a better environment 

from which to recover, and reduce engagement in disruptive behaviours (Kezelman & 

Stavropoulos, 2012). Trauma informed educational practices suggest approaches that 

encourage the recognition and acknowledgment that young people who display such 

disruptive behaviours are trying, as best they can, to survive in a world that does not 

recognise or acknowledge their needs. Recognising that in all of this, the young person 

may be simply trying to cope with their experiences, albeit in a difficult manner, is 

essential to providing better support for them to adapt and thrive (Costa, 2017).  

When isolation is perceived as a punishment in many cases the young people 

considered the measure to be disproportionate and unjust. Repeated sanctions of 

isolation can frustrate emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs and so hinder 

their motivation to learn (Thornberg, 2008). Isolation can reduce experiences of 

justice, trust and self-esteem and frustrate autonomy, competence and relatedness 

whilst simultaneously removing access to all school-based and peer-protective 

factors. Isolation does not appear to be an effective method of behavioural correction 

for the young people in this project and appears to result in further frustration of their 

emergent needs and their Basic Psychological Needs. 

Becky was repeatedly sanctioned using exclusion and isolation in response to 

multiple instances of disruptive behaviours driven by her ACEs and traumatic 

experiences. She actively disrupted classes to annoy her teachers with whom she had 

no relational connection. Her struggle to accept the authority of the teachers could 

have been increasingly stressful for staff and hindered the development of good 

relationships between Becky and her teachers (Kauppi & Porhola, 2012). The frequent 

use of authoritarian behaviour management methods to try to control her behaviour 

(Sullivan, et al., 2014) may have reduced the quality of the motivation she experienced 

(Chaffee, Noels & McEown, 2014). Becky [and her friends] spent a considerable 

proportion of their time in the Pupil Support Unit (PSU), in isolation, due to disruptive 

behaviour. She felt that she was unjustly punished more than others who were equally 

deserving of sanction, which increased feelings of injustice and lowered her self-

esteem and her ability to trust teachers. These experiences limited her access to 

protective factors in the school context and could have frustrated her needs for 
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autonomy, relatedness and competence. The friends she made whilst in the PSU 

accepted and encouraged her in her challenging behaviours and rewarded Becky with 

praise and acceptance (Shin & Ryan, 2017). Becky’s response to her trauma and 

ACEs contributed to her belief that people cannot be relied upon or trusted (Birch & 

Ladd, 1998; Shaw & Bell, 1993). Becky’s behaviours, for which she was frequently 

punished, could arguably have been maladaptive responses developed to cope with 

trauma from her home context. 

Leo was often punished with isolation for his poor behaviour. The trauma that 

Leo experienced had a long-term impact on his development and the way he viewed 

the world. His normalisation and desensitisation to violence, and his propensity to 

resort to violence, was evident in primary school and continued into his secondary 

school years. Leo displayed behaviours that helped him to feel in control and reduce 

his feelings of fear. Leo’s responses to perceived threats, for example when he felt 

disrespected, was to react quickly and violently. Before attending his secondary 

school, Leo had had experiences of trauma in his home, community and school 

context that likely contributed to the frustration of his needs for safety, security, trust, 

justice and self-esteem and his need for autonomy, competence and relatedness.  On 

his first day in Year 7 he had a fight with an older student who he felt had disrespected 

him and frustrated his needs further. Leo consequently received an internal exclusion 

(isolation) as punishment. The perceived unfair treatment by those who were in 

authority over him (i.e. the teachers) seems to have further frustrated his needs for 

justice and trust at school. Teacher relationships were strained for Leo as he did not 

think that teachers were there to help him and the use of authoritarian approaches to 

behaviour management seemed to reinforce this opinion, limiting access to potential 

protective factors at school and increasing his engagement in disruptive behaviours 

which also could have resulted in lowering his motivation and decreasing his 

engagement with his education. 

Khalid struggled to adapt to the move to a new school when he was in Year 6 

and did not respond well to the strict rules in the PRU that were intended to encourage 

compliant behaviours. The school appeared to provide few protective factors for Khalid 

as he struggled to form bonds with teachers and believed he was in the ‘wrong’ school. 
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He was often sent to isolation for his behaviour and recalls being locked in a room for 

extended periods of time, sometimes through the lunch break resulting in a late and 

cold lunch that on occasion led to food poisoning. Khalid felt a deep sense of injustice 

regarding the school’s practices which at times threatened his physical needs, 

emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. Khalid found isolation particularly 

frustrating to his need for autonomy as he especially valued his freedom to travel and 

escape when he wanted to. Restricting him to a small room, alone for many hours was 

difficult for him and appears to have eroded his willingness to engage with education. 

This disengagement with education was further reinforced when Khalid felt unjustly 

treated concerning the school’s disciplinary practices and unsupported by his mother 

when she did not believe his allegations. Eventually Khalid resorted to recording video 

evidence to convince her that what he was telling her was the truth which forced her 

to accept there was indeed an issue at the school that needed to be addressed. This 

incident appears to have reduced Khalid’s satisfaction of his emergent needs and his 

Basic Psychological Needs for motivation and positive engagement with school 

(Tucker, 2011). Khalid’s negative experiences whilst in isolation further reduced 

access to protective factors in an environment that he felt provided no support and 

was likely detrimental to his motivation to learn and engagement with education, and 

could have resulted in an increase in his disruptive behaviours, particularly those 

focused on escaping the school premises. 

Isolation as a punishment can be highly detrimental to a pupil’s motivation to 

learn and engagement in their education, particularly if they have ACEs and have 

experienced trauma. As previously discussed the short- and long-term impact of this 

particular behaviour management technique can severely frustrate the Basic 

Psychological Needs for motivation and create experiences of injustice, lack of trust in 

the school and staff, and lower self-esteem. The repeated removal of a young person 

from the classroom can result in poor teacher-pupil relationships, less specialised 

support from teachers resulting in further disadvantage for pupils who may already be 

struggling with the course work (and are now further behind due to being isolated). For 

the young people in this project this punitive measure seems to inhibit access to 

school-based protective factors and appears to have potentially resulted in re-

traumatisation, poor motivation, disengagement and disruptive behaviours.  
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There are alternatives discussed in the literature, such as using more 

restorative justice approaches, for behaviour management and adapting school 

isolation units to make them more effective for those who are exhibiting disruptive 

behaviours (Welsh & Little, 2018; Ispa-Landa, 2017). These alternatives explore 

environments that foster greater pupil-autonomy and support emergent needs, and 

provide a place for pupils to learn how to process their emotions without the fear of 

judgement and unjust punishment. This restorative approach calls for a shift in focus 

from ‘isolation units’ towards trauma-informed support centres that use restorative 

justice methods for behaviour management. This shift in focus provides greater access 

to protective factors by using mentoring and more personalised support from qualified 

teachers, rather than leaving pupils on their own locked in a room falling evermore 

behind in their education suggesting that they are able to ‘teach themselves’. If a pupil 

does need to be removed from the classroom, it is in the interests of all concerned that 

it is done with the objective of giving the young person the opportunity to calm down, 

reflect on what they have done, and ultimately to return to the classroom if possible, 

employing principles associated with a restorative approach. Focusing upon a trauma-

informed and restorative approach to isolation could include adding more protective 

factors such as mentors and tutoring by qualified teaching staff. This could increase 

the opportunity for development of good relationships, enable the young person to 

acquire a better understanding of the offence they have committed and its impact on 

others, and more readily leads to them engaging less in offending behaviours. Having 

such supported and trusted relationships within the isolation centre would likely 

increase feelings of trust, self-esteem and justice helping to create an educational 

context that offers more protective factors and is more conducive to motivation to learn 

and educational engagement so reducing the risk of educational failure. Experiences 

during the Covid-19 pandemic have taught us that isolated learning away from the 

teacher and pupil-led education is nowhere near as effective as in-class teaching. If 

this is the case, is there a justification for placing pupils, particularly those who are 

most at risk of educational failure, in a room on their own to self-learn? 
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5.5.3.5. Physical Restraint 

Physical Restraint is a type of behaviour management that is not classed as 

‘punishment’. It is considered to be necessary in certain extreme cases and it is 

appreciated that physical restraint may be needed in order to ensure the safety of 

pupils and staff (DfE, 2015). The misuse or overuse of restraint is a powerful negative 

experience that can reinforce negative behaviours, cause physical harm to the pupil, 

remove any access to protective factors and create an environment that limits access 

to motivation to learn (Trader, et al., 2017). Physical restraint can be extremely 

damaging to teacher-pupil relationships and result in the removal of much needed 

protective factors. It can destroy any sense of safety and security and is detrimental 

to feelings of justice and trust.  

Khalid experienced what he perceived to be unlawful restraint. When he was 

thirteen or fourteen years old he exhibited disruptive behaviours in class by trying to 

leave the classroom without permission. When he persisted in this endeavour the 

teacher used physical restraint. Khalid did not see himself as physically endangering 

himself or anyone else at the time. This single restraint event resulted in him sustaining 

serious physical injuries and it had a long-term negative impact on his well-being and 

his educational engagement. The ‘assault’ on Khalid by his teacher exacerbated an 

already present sense of injustice and lack of trust in teachers. He found the school 

environment authoritarian, constraining and confining and the ‘assault’ confirmed the 

perceived truth of these feelings and reinforced his belief that he was being treated 

unjustly. This likely resulted in significant frustration of his needs for autonomy, 

competence and relatedness in his educational context (Young-Jones, et al, 2015) 

and may have contributed to poor motivation and low educational engagement. 

The police and social services investigated the ‘assault’, however, video 

recordings from security cameras had been removed (Khalid believed they were 

intentionally deleted) before the police and social services were able to view it. Khalid 

felt anger and injustice about how the situation was handled and he found the ‘assault’ 

and injuries traumatising. He came to feel that he could not trust anyone including 

family, friends and teachers. This traumatising incident had a lasting negative impact 

on Khalid and the consequential sense of injustice and betrayal damaged his views of 
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education. Due to the nature of the incident, Khalid decided to remove himself from 

school.  

The consequences of physical restraint are severe. The literature explores how 

physical restraint could be approached in order to minimise psychological and physical 

damage and suggests it is always to be paired with opportunities for rebuilding trust, 

restoration and redemption after the incident (Khatib, Ibrahim & Roe, 2018). A 

Restorative Justice approach could be used after the situation has calmed down in 

order to talk about the incident and provide the opportunity with a mediator for both 

parties to understand and discuss the situation in order to restore and rebuild a sense 

of trust and justice between the parties. This would protect school-based protective 

factors and limit the damage to relationships placed at risk by the restraint. If the young 

person is to recover from the trauma of physical restraint, then the teacher-pupil 

relationship needs to be repaired to restore the protective factors those relationships 

previously provided. 

5.5.3.6. Permanent Exclusion 

Permanent and fixed-term exclusion from school can be extremely detrimental 

to the satisfaction of a young person’s emergent needs, their Basic Psychological 

Needs, and their motivation to learn and educational engagement. Permanent 

exclusions can be particularly difficult for young people with ACEs and experiences of 

trauma (Dutil, 2020). It can significantly diminish a young person’s feelings of justice, 

security, safety and trust, and self-esteem and remove them from existing school- and 

peer-based protective factors. Removing a pupil from their school is often a last resort 

but it is appreciated that it will likely always be required on occasion. Neoliberal-

influenced educational values and ’zero tolerance’ policies have resulted in stricter 

guidelines and harsher punishments (Sellers & Arrigo, 2018). Young people who have 

multiple ACEs and are affected by trauma are far more likely to be excluded due to 

the behaviours associated with ACEs and trauma (Graham, et al., 2019). Both Leo 

and Khalid exhibited behaviours that resulted in their exclusion and long-term 

attendance at PRUs.  
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Leo was excluded from school in Year 6. He and his family refused a place at 

a PRU causing Leo to miss a number of weeks of schooling which appears to have 

had a negative impact on his feelings of justice, self-esteem and directly frustrated his 

needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness. After starting secondary school, 

halfway through Year 7, he was again excluded for fighting and was sent to a PRU. At 

first Leo did not feel attending the PRU was helpful or suitable and he developed a 

strong desire to return to mainstream education as soon as possible. Leo concluded 

that the quickest way for him to get out of the PRU and return to mainstream school 

was to comply with the PRU’s rules and get on with the work there. He found the 

structures and routine of the PRU quite different to that of mainstream school. The 

enhanced external regulation applied within the PRU to encourage adherence to the 

strict regime and rules might have been expected to reduce Leo’s educational 

engagement and motivation to learn, and cause his behaviours to become worse. On 

the contrary, Leo developed a sufficiently strong desire to achieve his goal of returning 

to a mainstream school that it motivated him to become more compliant and obey the 

rules and reduced his disruptive behaviours. It could be argued that Leo started to 

experience identified motivation as he internalised the value of his education (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000; Hardy, Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2008). Leo found greater access to 

protective factors in his PRU environment and his acceptance and internalisation of 

the behavioural standards of the PRU enabled him to engage more productively with 

his learning and he experienced greater needs satisfaction. He started to form positive 

relationships with teachers and for the most part engaged well with class dynamics 

and lessons. His PRU English teacher in particular appeared to have formed a 

supportive and trusted relationship with Leo and inspired him to learn. This relationship 

with his teacher helped him to view teachers more as friend than foe and allowed him 

to engage better with his lessons which increased his confidence in his own abilities, 

particularly in English. Over time, Leo appeared to internalise some of the educational 

institution’s values and began to work hard not only so as to be able to leave the PRU 

and return to mainstream school, but also out of the desire to do well in his education. 

Khalid, on the other hand, had a particularly challenging transition to the PRU 

when he was excluded and he did not understand why he was moved (Jang, Reeve 

& Deci, 2010). Khalid believed he was moved because of his brother’s behaviours 
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rather than his own and perceived this as an injustice which reduced his ability to 

engage well with his education and to feel motivation to learn (Michel & Hargis, 2017). 

Khalid had felt happy in the school from which he was removed and being moved to 

the PRU increased his negative response to educators and the school, reducing the 

quality of motivation he felt towards his education (Schmidt, Dirk & Schmiedek, 2020).  

With any exclusion measure, it appears that there needs to be clearly defined 

reasons that are understood by the pupil for why the action is being taken. It is 

important for them to internalise: a) the reasons for being excluded; b) acceptance of 

the justice of the measures; c) know that redemption is possible; and, d) that the 

desired outcome is to return to mainstream school as soon as possible. Leo’s and 

Khalid’s stories have some marked differences in outcome. Leo clearly comprehended 

and accepted why he had been removed from mainstream school and internalised the 

goal of returning to mainstream school and the value of education whilst he was in the 

PRU. As a result, he returned to a mainstream school and engaged far better in most 

of his lessons. Khalid did not accept or understand why he had had to leave his school 

and only left the PRU after he was injured during the assault. He never went to school 

again. Whereas Leo came to see the exclusion and PRU as an opportunity, Khalid 

viewed the PRU as a prison and the exclusion as an unjust sentence for someone 

else’s crime. It is interesting to notice that as the neoliberal influence in education 

policy has become more entrenched and pervasive there has been a marked increase 

in the numbers being excluded from school with poor practices such as off-rolling 

those who are likely to fail (Brathwaite, 2017; Hedegaard-Soerensen & Grumloese, 

2020). Those who are considered disruptive and/or not academically talented are most 

likely to face exclusion, particularly prior to exams (Ahmed Shafi, 2020), and can find 

it difficult to return to a mainstream school (Department for Children and Schools, 

2008). The misuse or overuse of such exclusion practices with the aim of benefiting 

the school brand at the cost of the education and well-being of a pupil increases the 

risk of educational failure (Done & Knowler, 2020). It may be more beneficial for pupils 

at risk of educational failure to be supported and not excluded. Government could 

perhaps seek to employ policy which incentivise schools to use non-exclusion 

measures and offer additional support to pupils rather than excluding them. This could 
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be another function of the trauma-informed support centres, mutatis mutandis, as 

discussed above. 

5.5.4. Teachers 

Several highly significant emergent themes can be found in the stories relating 

to the educational context. One of the most important concerns is the nature of the 

interaction between pupils and teachers, particularly for pupils who are struggling 

within the educational context. Interactions with teachers can have a significant impact 

on a young person’s perception of their educational context which can influence the 

quality of their engagement in the classroom (Marsh, 2012). Teacher-pupil 

relationships are fundamental to academic success (Longobardi, et al., 2021). Young 

people from challenging home and community contexts with few protective factors 

may need more protective factors and support in the educational context (Ludwig & 

Warren, 2009). This additional support could contribute to the reduced impact of the 

severe frustration of both their emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs that 

are being carried into the educational contexts from the home or community contexts. 

The young people’s stories clearly show how their respective school contexts and their 

relationships with teachers has either helped or hindered the satisfaction of needs, 

motivation to learn and engagement. Examples can be seen of teaching practices and 

techniques that appear highly detrimental to educational engagement, and could 

contribute to the increased risk of educational failure, and also of supportive teachers 

and practices that benefited the young people. 

Some of the young people expressed that they felt they were treated in an 

unkind or unfair manner by teachers, which they considered to be detrimental to their 

educational experiences: Yousef’s Year 5 teacher who threw a chair across the 

classroom and did not let a girl use the bathroom; Becky’s English teacher who knew 

she had dyslexia and made her read out loud to the class causing significant 

embarrassment; Khalid’s teacher who tried to restrain him to stop him leaving the 

classroom which resulted in an assault that caused physical injury and psychological 

harm; Leo who was not offered support for either the loss of his friends and family or 
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after the violent attack against him; and, Sophie’s Head of Year dismissing her self-

harm behaviour as merely attention seeking. 

A more in-depth analysis of Sophie’s story in particular reveals the complexity 

of the teacher-pupil relationship and the impact it can have on a young person. Sophie 

was considered disruptive by teachers as she exhibited poor behaviours in lessons 

likely as a response to her trauma (e.g. throwing chairs across the classroom or 

interrupting lessons). Some of her teachers responded to her trauma-related 

behaviours by using authoritarian disciplinary measures such as denying her access 

to activities that she liked to do. By using such an approach to her behaviour they 

could have reinforced her trauma and related behaviours. Negative teacher 

relationships are highly detrimental for young people who have experienced ACEs and 

trauma, and can easily result in re-traumatisation and exacerbation of trauma-related 

behaviours (Ban & Oh, 2016).  Sophie began to exhibit worsening behaviours such as 

avoidance, truancy, verbal aggression and angry outbursts. The interactions with staff 

at her school were often negative and seem to have resulted in further frustration of 

her emergent needs and her Basic Psychological Needs. Her teacher-pupil 

relationships provided her with multiple threats to her needs satisfaction and few 

protective factors. One of the only teachers that did offer her protective factors was 

her P.E. teacher, who gave her support and understanding when she needed space 

and time to work through her anger in school. This support could have helped to 

protect her emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs from the needs frustrating 

experiences in her educational context. Becky found that physical activity of sports 

allowed her to release her stress and negative emotions (Kim, Choi & Yeom, 2019). 

However, other teachers appear to have threatened the protective factors she was 

receiving from her P.E. teacher by removing her access to sports activities as a 

method to change her behaviour. This potentially frustrated needs further and reduced 

her engagement with her education.  

The potential negative impact upon teachers of an education system 

underpinned by neoliberal policy is also an important consideration. Such a system 

can cause teachers to feel frustrated with the way schools are encouraged to operate 

(Burrow, Williams & Thomas, 2020), and result in increased teacher workload and 
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higher levels of stress on teachers which negatively impacts pupils (Ball, 2017). 

Teachers are expected to work in increasingly challenging environments and classes 

and teachers feel increasingly under pressure and excessively closely scrutinised. In 

an effort to achieve the targeted outcomes set for them they can opt to use more 

authoritarian measures to manage pupil behaviour to exert increased levels of control 

(Francis & Mills, 2012; Bourke, Lidstone  & Ryan, 2015; Glazzard & Rose, 2019). It 

could be argued that teachers may need more protective factors provided in the work 

environment in order for them to be able to provide protective factors to pupils (Hart, 

2013). Trauma-informed approaches look to provide such protective factors for the 

pupil and the teacher by recognising the importance of fostering positive teacher-pupil 

relationships, particularly when working with young people who have experiences of 

trauma and ACEs (Lipscomb, et al., 2021; N. Ireland, 2019). Provision of more 

protective factors can mitigate some of the effects of trauma and trauma-related 

behaviour, and significantly reduce the likelihood of educational failure (Yardley 

Honess, 2014). 

When the young people felt they were being unfairly treated by teachers and 

that their teachers were using inappropriate or detrimental methods to try and motivate 

them, they experienced frustration of their need for justice, trust (particularly with 

teachers) and self-esteem. Dismissive and unfair treatment from teachers appears to 

frustrate emergent needs and needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness in 

the classroom (Gorard, 2012; Tong et al., 2009) which can lower educational 

engagement and create poorer motivation to learn. Actions from teachers that were 

considered unfair could also have had a negative impact by limiting access to school-

based protective factors (e.g. good teacher relationships). Khalid often felt his teachers 

did not value his opinions which left him feeling dissatisfied and experiencing 

frustration of his needs for justice, self-esteem, and trust (particularly in teachers and 

school staff) and his Basic Psychological Needs. The treatment from his teachers, 

combined with the other trauma-related behaviours appears to have contributed to 

Khalid engaging in further disruptive behaviours, often involving an attempt to escape 

the situation. When teachers rejected his views without giving him an opportunity to 

discuss or defend his position, it frustrated his sense of competence, increased 

feelings of injustice, and diminished his desire to engage in lessons. Khalid seems to 
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have had experiences of amotivation for learning at the PRU and any motivation he 

did experience there appears to have been externally regulated and controlled by the 

PRU’s rules and practices. The frustration he felt in this situation increased his feelings 

of anger along with his motivation to escape the situation (Assor, et al., 2005) which 

could have contributed to further disengagement with his education and an increased 

risk of educational failure. 

There appear to be certain teaching methods that are intended to motivate a 

pupil and increase engagement, although they seem to be highly detrimental to the 

quality of motivation experienced by some young people (Mazar, et al., 2014; Harris, 

Wyatt-Smith & Adie, 2020). The use of shame or embarrassment as tools to leverage 

motivation, such as negative peer comparisons can be detrimental to experiences of 

motivation and engagement (Goodman & Cook, 2019), particularly to young people 

who are dealing with trauma (Oehlberg, 2008). When teachers attempt to motivate a 

pupil by using another pupil who is displaying more desirable behaviours or attitudes 

as an example, they place external pressures on a young person for them to emulate 

the example in order to get them to change their behaviour and so to avoid further 

embarrassment or shaming in the future. The sense of shame caused by such a 

technique can frustrate the needs for self-esteem, trust and justice and it is reasonable 

to suggest that it can be harmful to the formation and maintenance of school-based 

protective factors such as good teacher-pupil relationships. Sophie and Becky both 

mention the use of pupil comparison techniques by teachers and the detrimental effect 

it had to their self-esteem and sense of justice. The negative impact of these practices 

reduced relatedness with the teacher and with their peers, lowered their sense of 

competence and removed feelings of belonging to the class and school (Thorneberg 

et al., 2020). Pupils who are exposed to this ‘motivational’ technique can experience 

an introjected motivation style which produces poor quality motivation controlled by 

the fear of negative consequences (e.g. failure) (Assor, Vansteenkiste & Kaplan, 

2009). Sophie experienced multiple negative comparisons at school that had a 

profound impact on her ability to engage well with education. She desperately wanted 

to meet the grade expectations that had been set for her in order to avoid the 

embarrassment of negative comparison that teachers repeatedly made between her 

and other better performing or more well-behaved students. Sophie was compared 
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regularly with a top-performing pupil called Alice and with her own older sister who 

was in the same school and whom she understood to be better liked by the teachers. 

Comparing Sophie negatively with other pupils appears to have damaged her 

academic self-concept (Wolff, et al., 2018). She was consistently asked, ‘why can’t 

you be like Alice?’ The negative comparisons that Sophie experienced in the 

classroom preyed constantly on her mind which may have been a contributing factor 

to her feelings of depression, self-harm and aggressive outbursts. Use of shame and 

embarrassment techniques by a teacher can be harmful to the pupil (McCauley, 2017) 

and even infrequent incidents of shaming can have a detrimental impact on 

educational engagement (Scherzinger & Wettstein, 2019). Shame-induced motivation 

is evidently not an effective way to motivate pupils in the classroom and it can result 

in an increase in disruptive behaviours (Sommer, et al., 2020; Kim, et al., 2020) and it 

could be argued that this could be particularly detrimental to the educational 

engagement and outcomes of young people who are already affected by trauma. 

Embarrassment can be a common yet detrimental experience for teenagers 

(Keltner & Haidt, 1999). At this time in their development there is an increased 

sensitivity to how others perceive them and increased embarrassment when 

interacting with peers (Lizardo & Collett, 2013). Teachers can cause embarrassment 

in pupils both intentionally and unintentionally, either way it can be experienced 

negatively by the pupil and can be detrimental to motivation and engagement 

(Holodynski & Kronast, 2009). Becky experienced severe embarrassment as a result 

of teachers’ methods. Due to her dyslexia she struggled to read out loud as required 

by her teacher as part of her English lessons. Her already well-established feelings of 

low competence and self-esteem concerning her reading ability were further reinforced 

when she was publicly shamed for her poor reading fluency by her teacher and her 

peers. This experience seems to have been detrimental to her needs for trust, justice 

and self-esteem and her Basic Psychological Needs, and had a negative impact on 

her motivation to learn and educational engagement (Proyer et al., 2013; Singer, 

2005). Becky’s teacher also threatened her access to school- and peer-based 

protective factors such as supportive teachers, peer relationships and acceptance. 

The actions of her teacher and reactions of her peers and teacher were detrimental to 

her engagement and motivation in classes, and her inability to perform the task well 
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and be faced with ridicule further reduced her feelings of competence and her self-

esteem. The needs frustration and negative experiences regarding reading aloud 

carried over into her home context as her frustration removed any motivation for her 

to read aloud at home to her younger foster sisters (Alexender-Passe, 2018; 

Thornberg & Wanstrom, 2018). 

The stories also reveal some rare but significant instances of unprofessional 

teacher behaviour and the negative consequences that such behaviours had on the 

young people’s motivation to learn and their engagement with education. Teachers’ 

interpretation of their positions of power and authority can be an important component 

of effective or ineffective teacher behaviours. The misuse or abuse of position through 

inappropriate behaviour of a teacher can undermine productive teacher relationships 

and authority (Musgrove, 2019), and could reduce the number of protective factors 

available in the school context. 

Yousef’s story offers a clear insight into how unprofessional teacher behaviour 

can negatively impact a child who had previously been demonstrating good motivation 

and engagement. Yousef’s teacher, Mr. Jackson, exhibited several unprofessional 

behaviours in the classroom including anger, aggression and authoritarian control of 

the class. On one occasion, Mr. Jackson became very angry in class and threw a 

chair. Such an incident would likely have caused feelings of fear for safety and security 

among the pupils. On another occasion, Mr. Jackson refused to allow a pupil to access 

the bathroom which resulted in her wetting herself in the class causing her the 

traumatic experience of being publicly humiliated. As a result of Mr. Jackson’s 

unprofessional behaviours, Yousef appears to have experienced frustration of his 

needs for trust and justice from his teacher’s behaviour which appeared to have 

drastically reduced his ability to engage well with his teacher and seems to have been 

detrimental to his motivation to learn and educational engagement. Before these 

incidents, Yousef had been a well-behaved, motivated and educationally engaged 

child. Yousef’s year with Mr. Jackson as his teacher negatively impacted upon his 

motivation to learn and engagement with his education. His need for justice and trust 

with respect to teachers and the school were further frustrated by the school’s 

response when the issue of Mr. Jackson’s behaviour was raised in complaints by 
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parents and pupils. The school and the other teachers opted to defend Mr. Jackson 

rather than taking any disciplinary measures against him. Yousef consequently 

acquired a far more negative view of the school and a deep sense of injustice 

concerning the school’s prioritisation of teachers over the safety and welfare of pupils. 

He came to believe that the school would always believe and support teachers over 

parents and pupils’ interests which altered his perception of school and made it very 

difficult for him to positively experience his education for the rest of that year. The 

behaviour of his teacher frustrated his needs of justice and trust, his Basic 

Psychological Needs, and reduced his feelings of belonging to the school (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2005; Barnes, 2007).   

When teachers use practices and techniques in their lessons that create 

feelings of unfairness, shame and embarrassment in order to motivate young people 

to learn, it results in frustration of emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs, 

and subsequently produces low quality externally regulated motivation such as 

introjected motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Hanna, David & Francisco, 2010). It 

appears that poor teacher behaviour can threaten access to vital protective factors for 

young people who are living with the consequences of trauma. The lack of protective 

factors in the home context and school context means that many young people spend 

the majority of their days in environments that are repeatedly needs frustrating, with 

few protective factors to mitigate the effects. However, when teachers use needs 

supportive teaching methods (e.g. encouragement and acceptance), potential needs 

frustration from the educational context can be reduced. Sophie and Becky both found 

support through their respective P.E. teachers who provided experiences of trust, 

safety and increased self-esteem. Those teachers created a safe environment and 

gave them time to process their emotions and to calm down when they experienced 

emotional dysregulation and problems in other lessons. Sophie and Becky were both 

identified as pupils who were talented in sports and their respective P.E. teachers 

consistently provided them with support, affirmation, encouragement and warmth. Leo 

identified that his PRU teachers, especially his English teacher, provided 

encouragement and meaning with his work which allowed him to better internalise the 

importance of his education which persisted even after returning to mainstream 

school. Yousef was supported well during the stressful period of his diagnosis. The 
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support and acceptance he received from the SENCO enabled him to remain positive 

about school and stay motivated to learn. Khalid, who potentially was the most 

disengaged from his teachers, considered only one of his tutors to be enthusiastic and 

engaging which helped Khalid to try and learn new skills, in particular with cooking. He 

worked hard and persisted when he struggled. Despite the tutor leaving to retrain, he 

still considers cooking and those lessons to be potential inspiration for a future career. 

For young people who have experienced ACEs and trauma, positive teacher 

relationships are an important protective factor that can mitigate to some degree the 

negative effects of less positive teacher relationships (Sanders, Mumford & 

Liebenberg, 2016) and provide access to further protective factors. They appear to 

limit the detrimental impact of needs frustration and offer greater access to needs 

satisfaction of the emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs, and allow better 

access to better quality motivation to learn and engagement with their education.   

Current neoliberal educational policies appear to focus on academic attainment 

as the vital measure of success (Kelly, 2018; Carr, 2015). For schools to meet the 

goals that are set for them, pupils need to be compliant, conform, and obey school 

regulations (DeSaxe, 2015). Arguably, the satisfaction of emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs of pupils seem to be considered less important to educational 

success and cases of young people who have experienced ACEs and trauma are 

rarely considered (Liasidou & Symeou, 2018). The impact of poor teacher practices 

has been known for decades. Leitch (1999) concluded that new teachers could be 

educated in how certain methods can be detrimental to the education of pupils in order 

to reduce the occurrences of shaming in the classroom. However, the stories indicate 

that over two decades on it appears these methods are still being used.   

Monroe (2009) discusses the negative impact associated with internalising 

shame from school shaming experiences. She suggests that there are several 

targeted interventions and changes to policy that could be effective to encourage a 

better educational experience including: creating functional coping strategies for better 

processing of academic failure; avoiding discipline that relies on public 

embarrassment; intervening constructively in peer bullying; shifting the focus away 

from standardised testing to focus more on the child as a whole person (not just their 
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attainment); and, creating more supportive and less hostile or stressed teachers.  The 

suggestions from Monroe (2009) appear to attempt to limit frustration and encourage 

satisfaction of emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs and create an 

educational context that provides multiple protective factors to teachers as well as 

pupils. There is little doubt that young people in general, and particularly those who 

have ACEs and experiences of trauma, would benefit from such measures. Such 

measures need to be implemented to reduce the risk of educational failure. 

5.5.5. Support 

Providing support for pupils in the educational context is an important protective 

factor for young people, especially those who may lack protective factors in other 

contexts. The stories raise some examples of when the young people felt that they did 

not receive adequate or appropriate support and the impact this had on their 

educational experience. 

Mental health support was raised particularly by Sophie who self-harmed to 

cope with her persistent feelings of failure and low self-esteem. When teachers, family 

and peers became aware of her self-harm they were not understanding and her 

teachers dismissed her actions as attention seeking (Dowling & Dowle, 2017). As 

previously established, it is likely that Sophie’s emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs were frustrated from her home context and her educational 

context resulting in her motivation to learn and engagement with school being 

diminished. Sophie’s cumulative feelings of failure and inadequacy as she repeatedly 

failed to meet other people’s expectations, and her own expectations of herself, fuelled 

her desire to engage in behaviours which were detrimental to her well-being and her 

engagement with education. She stopped attending school for as much time as she 

could during this period, seemingly avoiding the contexts that contributed to her needs 

frustration. 

Sophie’s experience suggests that her teacher did not understand how to 

approach her poor mental health. It seems from Sophie’s account that the teacher’s 

goal was simply to stop her self-harming (albeit rather ineffectively) rather than 

determining why she was doing it and looking to restore her mental health to a better 
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state (Brunzell, Stokes & Waters, 2009). Keyes’ (2002) two-factor theory suggests that 

it is important to address the issues surrounding poor mental health (e.g. trauma) for 

young people and to also provide opportunities for positive growth using their strengths 

and talents. The guidance Sophie received from her Head of Year was simply to ‘stop 

it’. This response did not attempt to satisfy Sophie’s emergent needs and her Basic 

Psychological Needs and appears to have actively frustrated them, potentially making 

the situation worse (Davies, et al., 2020). In addition to the dismissive reaction of her 

self-harm, she was also becoming increasingly disruptive in class and being punished 

for those behaviours. Contrary to Keyes’ two-factor theory recommendations, the 

school did not address the reasons for the behaviours and simultaneously removed 

her access to P.E. and extra-curricular sport. In doing so they removed her access to 

the protective factors provided by the only teachers with whom she had been engaging 

well. 

Sophie received support for her mental health by engaging with XLP’s projects. 

The support Sophie received from the Charity aligned with Keyes’ two-factor theory 

(Keyes, 2002). She was able to access a long-term mentor who helped her address 

the underlying issues regarding reduced experiences of trust, safety, security, justice 

and self-esteem (rooted in her father’s trauma) and provided opportunities for her to 

experience positive relationships and personal growth. Her feelings of guilt, shame 

and failure caused by external pressures decreased when she left school. Even 

though Sophie still experienced fear of failure, particularly when she tried new things 

(e.g. applying for and attending university), she now knew that she had support and a 

safe mentoring relationship in which to discuss her fears with someone she could trust 

and without judgement, neither of which she could find within her home or educational 

contexts. Mentoring relationships that operate this way can be highly beneficial in 

improving the well-being and motivation of young people with their education 

(Gormley, 2008; Britner et al., 2006) by consistently providing protective factors and 

greater satisfaction of their emergent needs and their Basic Psychological Needs. 

Sophie’s experience demonstrates the importance of protective factors provided by 

mentors and youth workers to satisfying needs, particularly for those who engage in 

self-harm behaviours. 
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Trauma-informed education and well-being-informed educational approaches 

could be beneficial for all pupils (Bilias-Lolis, et al., 2017), particularly those with 

mental health difficulties. Such approaches have the benefits of greater understanding 

and provision of protective factors and the individualised support (Morgan et al., 2015). 

The interventions provided by the Charity also appear to have had a positive impact 

on young people experiencing mental health problems related to trauma. The 

provision of long-term mentoring relationships appears to provide protective factors 

and limit the impact of the frustration of emergent needs and Basic Psychological 

Needs, offering support over and above that which can be provided by the school. 

Access to appropriate disability support was also raised, particularly but not 

exclusively by Yousef. Tourette’s Syndrome meant that Yousef found his educational 

context difficult and that the response to his condition contributed to some frustration 

of his needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem and his Basic 

Psychological Needs. Yousef was ten years old when he was diagnosed with 

Tourette’s Syndrome, a debilitating and chronic neuropsychiatric movement disorder 

(Elstner, Trimble & Robertson, 2001). His symptoms include both uncontrollable 

physical tics (twitching, banging and throwing things) and verbal tics (coughing, 

sounds and speech) which are not often recognised or understood by the general 

population (Travis & Juarez-Paz, 2020). Episodes of tics can be very distressing for 

the person affected (Zaky & Mahmoud, 2017). Many people with the condition try to 

suppress their tics when they feel that it is not appropriate to let them out. However, 

doing this takes a lot of energy and concentration and often leads to further episodes 

with increased severity and uncontrollability (Wilson & Shrimpton, 2003). Tourette’s 

Syndrome can directly impact a child’s ability to concentrate and cause them to 

struggle with workload and pace (Smith, Fox & Trayner, 2015). The condition appears 

to have had a negative impact on Yousef’s ability to access protective factors in his 

educational context and frustrated his needs by weakening relationships with peers 

and staff (Wadman, et al., 2016). Morina (2019) found that the best way to support 

students with disabilities is to create interventions and strategies that develop a sense 

of belonging which encourages their learning. Malli (2018) found that when peers were 

educated about Tourrette’s Syndrome and incorrectly held beliefs about the condition 

were dispelled (i.e. control over symptoms, or feeling pity for them) negative peer 
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interactions were reduced and more positive experiences for the young person with 

Tourette’s Syndrome were created potentially allowing access to more protective 

factors. Yousef was bullied by his peers for his tics and was often misunderstood by 

staff who attempted to be ‘helpful’ by removing him from classes. To Yousef, such 

removals from lessons were perceived as punishments (Mali, Forrester-Jones & 

Murphy, 2016; Wadman, et al., 2016) that created deep feelings of injustice. The lack 

of understanding within the school, and their unwillingness to try to understand or 

accommodate his disability, meant he often felt as though he was being discriminated 

against and that as a consequence his education was made to suffer. Arguably, the 

response to his condition effectively frustrated his emergent needs and his Basic 

Psychological Needs and threatened the quality of his motivation to learn and 

engagement.   

In addition to a lack of protective factors from relationships within the school 

context other aspects of his disability were not supported. One of Yousef’s greatest 

anxieties concerned his poor handwriting, a common trait among young people with 

Tourette’s Syndrome (Simpson, et al., 2020). The school did not offer the additional 

support he needed to address this problem which likely impacted negatively on the 

outcomes of some of his exams. He felt this was highly likely the reason he had failed 

in English. Yousef felt his English teacher could have supported him better if she had 

been inclined to do so. Perhaps the most detrimental action by the school was not 

providing Yousef with a private room for him to sit his examinations. The pressure 

upon him, and effort he needed to exert, to control his tics in an examination 

environment overwhelmed him and required enormous levels of energy to be 

expended in concentration that detracted from his ability to perform well under exam 

conditions. The school failed to provide adequate adjustments for his condition and 

this decision was likely detrimental to his emergent needs and his Basic Psychological 

Needs. 

As previously discussed, Yousef had good protective factors in his home 

context, particularly the internalisation of the importance of education, which seems to 

have mitigated some of the potential negative outcomes and allowed for better 

resilience and enabled better perspective and decision making (Sarkar & Fletcher, 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Discussion  

240 

2014). Yousef also received good in-school support from a SENCO at his primary 

school when he was first diagnosed. This relationship with his SENCO provided strong 

protective factors and became particularly important to Yousef at that time, which 

could have mitigated some of the potential needs frustration relating to his diagnosis. 

The SENCO made him feel supported and provided him with unconditional positive 

regard along with a safe space for Yousef to begin to learn how to manage his 

unpredictable and sometimes distressing condition. The level of acceptance that 

Yousef received from the SENCO provided positive experiences that helped him to 

manage the negative life experiences he was encountering at the time, potentially 

limiting some of the negative impact and the associated outcomes. School and teacher 

responses to disability are important in creating a positive educational context and 

enabling young people who need additional support to access protective factors, 

needs satisfaction, good quality motivation and engagement with their education. 

The potential negative impact on the satisfaction of emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs of a diagnosis such as Tourette’s Syndrome with Yousef, and 

dyslexia with Becky, appears to have been lessened by protective factors such as 

appropriate support from school staff when it was given. Becky was diagnosed with 

dyslexia when she was in primary school and like many children with dyslexia she had 

become insecure about her spelling and reading (McNulty, 2003). The condition can 

often lead to lowered feelings of competence and can reduce motivation to learn 

(Gooch, et al., 2016), especially with subjects that rely heavily on reading and writing 

(e.g. English or history). Becky was supported by a specialist dyslexia teacher who 

worked with her to help her learn strategies that would enable her to better cope with 

her dyslexia and build her confidence (Kirwan & Leather, 2011). This support 

increased her needs satisfaction and levels of confidence, and provided protective 

factors and opportunities for better quality motivation for tasks that involved reading 

(Hebbecker, Forster & Souvignier, 2019; Morgan & Rooney, 1997) despite the 

struggles she faced. The stories of Yousef and Becky demonstrate the importance of 

teachers providing protective factors during difficult times. Increased understanding 

and appropriate support can lessen the impact of negative life experiences and create 

opportunities for positive outcomes both emotionally and educationally. Diagnoses 

such as Tourette’s Syndrome or Dyslexia have the potential to frustrate both emergent 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Discussion  

241 

needs and Basic Psychological Needs. Providing suitable interventions that are 

supportive (and not punitive) and offer protective factors such as acceptance, 

unconditional positive regard, and empowerment has the potential to limit the 

detrimental impact of negative life events.  

Young people with disabilities in the UK education system are entitled to an 

inclusive and quality education, and to receive the level of support required. Article 24 

of the UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities (introduced to the UK 

in 2009) states that children with disabilities should not be excluded from the general 

education system. Support measures should be individualised and effective to 

maximise academic and social outcomes (Moore, et al., 2019; De Beco, 2014; 

Mattingly & McInerney, n.d.). This legislation identifies that society needs to be 

inclusive and fair for young people with disabilities who are in education. Young people 

with disabilities can often feel discriminated against in education because of poor and 

ill-conceived practices (Mali, Forrester-Jones & Murphy, 2016). Yousef’s story strongly 

indicates that his experience of disability support in his school did not align with the 

recommendations set out in Article 24. He often felt unjustly treated, that he was 

treated differently from others, and believed that teachers did not value him or support 

his education as well as they did that of his peers. 

The values that underpin this legislation do not appear to align with the 

neoliberal values that underpin our education system. The impact of current 

educational policy and an increasingly restrictive budget for appropriate support for 

the education of individuals with disabilities has led to a lack of accessibility support 

(Shanouda & Spagnuolo, 2020). There is a lack of training for staff and insufficient 

appropriate help to meet the requirements of the child (Jordan, Glenn & McGhie-

Richmond, 2010; Mattingly & McInerney, n.d.). Teachers are often given the 

responsibility to try and implement policies and procedures that provide disability 

support but with current teacher workloads this can negatively impact teacher well-

being and motivation (Rasheed-Karim, 2018). The neoliberal desire to demonstrate 

accountability and measurable outcomes means that any disability support is also 

regulated and monitored by external organisations such as Ofsted (Liasidou & 

Symeou, 2018). This increased external regulation reduces the ability of teachers to 
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individualise disability support to take into account specific needs. Such external 

monitoring creates additional workload that could result in less time for teachers to 

actually spend helping with disability issues that contribute to the lowering of pupil 

educational engagement (Kaldi & Xafakos, 2017). Whilst it is important to ensure that 

all pupils receive the required support they need, this project and other research 

indicates that better relationships between pupils and teacher provide multiple 

protective factors and are vital for better support (Lightfoot, Wright & Sloper, 1999; 

Murray & Greenberg, 2001). A disabled pupil may have a better experience of 

education when interventions are led by teacher’s who know and understand the 

situation, and have sufficient time, rather than those focused on completing check lists 

provided by external monitoring bodies. Increased teacher-autonomy and trusting in 

their ability to support individuals with a disability, accessible training, and less external 

regulation and monitoring, would likely create a better pupil-teacher relationship and 

enable more effective support (Howell, Bradshaw & Langon, 2020).   

The Social Model of Disability proposes that society in general needs to change 

its perception of disabilities. It advocates the adaptation of places of work and 

educational settings to make them more accessible and inclusive of those with 

disabilities (Lawson & Beckett, 2021) and potentially provide protective factors in those 

settings. Where this has happened for many people who have disabilities it has been 

an important change that enables and empowers them to pursue careers and 

independent lives (Santuzzi, Martinez & Keating, 2021), arguably aiding in the 

satisfaction of their emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. However, with 

the ubiquitous lack of understanding (in both breadth and depth) about the barriers 

that people with disabilities face (Barnes & Mercer, 2005), poor interventions such as 

sending Yousef to the ‘disability room’, should not be mistaken as appropriate 

adaptation. Trauma-informed education has been effective to some extent in 

addressing the frustrating experiences of pupils with disabilities such as Tourette’s 

Syndrome, and pupils like Yousef may well have benefited to some degree from a 

more flexible approach to their education. Trauma-informed education fundamentally 

aims to support pupils by training teachers and creating school environments that 

emphasise the importance of healing and growth as a response to ACEs (Cavanaugh, 

2016). Whilst this is often applied to young people with PTSD (Berger, 2019), it could 
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also perhaps be extended to include those with certain disabilities such as Tourette’s 

Syndrome. Pupils with disabilities have to overcome significant challenges within their 

educational environment including stigma, rejection and victimisation (Liasidou & 

Ioannidou, 2020) and it could be argued that they need to be able to heal and grow 

and find their identities beyond the condition and the associated labels and stigma. 

Well-being-informed education models which can be a part of trauma-informed 

education are based on positive psychological approaches and may also have benefits 

for those with disabilities, with many potentially positive outcomes for those who may 

need additional support at school (Brunzell, Stokes & Waters, 2019). These 

approaches have an increased focus on well-being and providing the pupil with 

individualised support both relationally and with resources. The focus is very much on 

the well-being of the child rather than on their academic outcomes which allows 

teachers time to provide more encouragement and better-quality engagement. There 

is little research literature on how these approaches impact motivation to learn of a 

child with Tourette’s Syndrome or any other disability, however, based on the evidence 

from the stories there is a case to be made that trauma-informed education and well-

being-informed education strategies could provide more protective factors, needs 

satisfaction and a better educational experience for the pupil and lessen the risks of 

educational failure.  

5.5.6. Peers 

The importance of peer relationships for teenagers is well established (Brown 

& Larson, 2009; Moses & Villodas, 2017; Wentzel, 2017). Peer relationships have the 

potential to have both a positive and negative influence upon a young person and their 

engagement with education (You, 2011). Peer relationships can provide important 

protective factors including support, feelings of connection, and belonging (McCauler, 

et al., 2019), that could enable opportunities for satisfaction of their emergent needs. 

However, negative or dysfunctional peer relationships can cause increased anxiety, 

loneliness and pressure from external expectations (Schmidt et al., 2020) reducing 

protective factors and threatening the satisfaction of emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs. 
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The stories provide evidence of three different types of negative peer 

relationships: peer relationships that are volatile due to the consequences of trauma 

related behaviours, such as Becky with her impeded emotional regulation and 

aggression; peer relationships involving bullying and rejection, present in both 

Yousef’s and Becky’s stories; and, peer relationships that use power, status and 

domination to control, as seen in Leo’s story. All three types of negative peer 

relationship and peer interactions reduce access to protective factors and can threaten 

needs satisfaction and well-being.  

Poor emotional regulation and behavioural problems can impede the quality 

and longevity of peer relationships (Gardner & Gerdes, 2015). Those who struggle to 

control their emotions due to trauma responses such as emotional dysregulation or 

hyper-vigilance (Stirling & Amaya-Jackson, 2008; Vaaland, 2016) can reduce the 

opportunities for positive peer interactions. Philppot & Douilliez, (2005) found that 

young people who were hyper-vigilant saw threats in neutral stimuli (e.g. 

misinterpreting facial expressions) which could lead to defensive and aggressive 

behaviours. This can perhaps be seen in Becky’s story, as it appears that she often 

interpreted conversations to be an attack on her own situation (e.g. other people’s 

families and her own family situation) (Teisl & Cicchetti, 2008; Qualter, et al., 2013).  

Becky experienced difficulty from a young age regulating her emotions, 

particularly anger. Arguably, this was in response to her home context. However, the 

way in which those around her responded to her behaviour could have negatively 

impacted her ability to regulate her emotions and resulted in further anger and 

aggression. Her aggressive and violent behaviours appear to have had a negative 

impact on the quality and longevity of some of her peer relationships, which could have 

resulted in a reduction in access to peer protective factors. Becky acknowledged that 

she occasionally used arguing with other people over small and inconsequential 

matters as an opportunity to release anger (Dodge, 2003) and found that her poor 

emotional regulation made inter-personal interactions more challenging sometimes 

(Coates, 2010). Trauma-related behaviours can also be needs frustrating for peers 

(Ford, et al., 2006) which could perhaps have a negative impact on their own emergent 

needs and peer-related protective factors. However, when there is a degree of 
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understanding and connection in the friendship, it appears that the potential damage 

to friendships could be lessened and therefore provide some emotional protection in 

challenging and traumatising situations (Eirich, et al., 2020).  

Peer rejection and bullying is a particular problem in schools (Smith, 2016). 

Some adolescents find it difficult to initiate and maintain friendships with peers 

(Bosacki, et al., 2007). Transition to secondary school can be a turbulent time for many 

pupils and a cause of anxiety and stress (Mackenzie, McMaugh & O’Sullivan, 2012; 

Zeedyk, et al., 2003; Ng-Knight, et al., 2019). Yousef acknowledged that moving to a 

new school and having to make new friends felt scary and caused him to worry, made 

all the worse by his anxieties concerning how well he would be accepted due to his 

Tourette’s Syndrome. The symptoms of Tourette’s Syndrome are often exacerbated 

by stress and anxiety (Kim et al., 2018), yet for Yousef those same symptoms, 

particularly when combined with engaging with new people, could be a significant 

source of stress and anxiety. Yousef’s peers bullied him because of his tics. This is 

fairly common for young people with Tourette’s Syndrome and can have a significant 

impact on confidence, as it did for Yousef (Mali, Forrester-Jones & Triantafyllopoulou, 

2019) particularly concerning meeting new people. His self-consciousness about his 

tics was exacerbated by peer behaviours towards him and reinforced in his mind that 

people viewed him negatively because of his symptoms. This raised his levels of 

anxiety and stress which made his symptoms worse (Jones & Ramphul, 2019). His 

experience of peer rejection was repeatedly reinforced due to the lack of acceptance 

regarding his condition and it appears to have resulted in frustration of his needs for 

safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem. Becky also faced numerous difficulties 

with peers at school and was often the target of bullying due to her home situation. 

The stigma of her being a foster child led to peer bullying based on stereotypes of 

foster-children as failures (Moyer & Goldberg, 2019) or deviants (Johnson, Strayhorn 

& Parler, 2020), and resulted in her losing many friends so reducing her access to 

peer-related protective factors and increasing frustration of her emergent needs.  

Peer relationships are not always focused on forming friendships but can be 

felt to be necessary for safety and protection (Densley, 2018). Forming such 

relationships may be related to the impact of repeated traumatic experiences and 
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violence (Quinn, et al., 2017). For example, it seems that Leo may have developed 

some maladaptive strategies in order to cope with the trauma he had experienced and 

it appears that he felt some need to dominate and control his environment perhaps in 

part as a response to his unpredictable community context (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 

2013). He intentionally assembled a large, diverse and inclusive group of friends by 

proactively connecting with others and brokering relationships between others. He 

understood himself to be the protector of this group and through his behaviours his 

peers came to feel a combination of ‘fear, respect and love’ towards him. It could be 

argued that the power, dominance and control that he exerted allowed him to create 

a context that provided some form of weak protective factors for himself. For example, 

increased feelings of safety in a large peer group and due to his elevated social status 

within the group increasing his feelings of self-esteem. From Leo’s story it seems that 

these maladaptive behaviours, in the short term, provide some satisfaction of 

emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. For example, fighting after being 

disrespected seems to increase feelings of justice. However, as those behaviours are 

punished, they may not help the young person to engage in more long-term adaptive 

behaviours which could potentially lead to better educational outcomes.  

Witnessing violence can result in the development of dysfunctional strategies 

of aggression and anger release such as fighting (Richters & Martinez, 1993; 

Stodolska, Berdychevsky & Shinew, 2019) and over time dysfunctional methods of 

release can become part of a learned behaviour history (Tremblay, 2000; Gray, 2019). 

Leo’s perceived power within the classroom was enhanced due to his elevated status 

amongst his peers outside of the class. Leo’s higher-power status amongst his peers 

meant that his opinions were publicly listened to and respected (Hershcivus, et al., 

2017) which increased his self-esteem and sense of control. Leo’s perception of peer 

relationships included strict codes of acceptable behaviour. If he felt someone was 

disrespecting him it could be argued that Leo’s feelings of justice, self-esteem and 

autonomy were challenged (Moller & Deci, 2010). The perceived threat to his need for 

justice and self-esteem from such an attack could have resulted in Leo engaging in 

maladaptive behaviours, such as becoming angry and aggressive (Trumbull, 2008; 

Bubolz & Lee, 2020) and violent (Connina, Like-Haislip & Miller, 2010; Simon & 

Grabowm 2014) in order to provide some satisfaction of these needs. The perceived 
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disrespect was a common trigger for Leo and triggered his anger (whether directed 

towards him personally or his in-group). Comments such as, ‘your mum’ insults and 

negative rumours could impact upon his reputation and the reputation of his in-group 

causing perceived harm to both (De Crener & Tyler, 2005).  

The aggressive and violent behaviours that he exhibited could have also served 

a dual purpose in order to reassert his dominance and status, and regain feelings of 

control and respect from his peer group. Fighting in public demonstrates dominance 

to others and peers are less likely to challenge you in the future; it elicits fear and 

respect from other pupils both inside and outside of the peer group (Friedman, 2004) 

and could potentially reduce the likelihood of future threats to needs satisfaction. 

However, the aggressive and violent behaviours that Leo used in response to a threat 

and to reassert his position were often at a cost to his education given the 

consequential punitive disciplinary measures. Isolation and exclusion removed access 

to protective factors which the peer group provided him (even if those protective 

factors where short-term or weak). This removal of those protective factors and 

imposition of punitive measures could have negatively impacted on his emergent 

needs and his Basic Psychological Needs within the educational context. 

By contrast, good peer relationships can provide multiple protective factors and 

appear to have many positive outcomes for the XLP young people who participated in 

this study. For example, Becky had some difficulties establishing good relationships 

with some of her peers. However, two significant peer-related events occurred for her. 

Firstly, her friendship which introduced her to her church and, secondly, her trip to 

America.  

When her friend invited her to church, she introduced Becky to a supportive 

environment that provided opportunities for positive experiences and personal growth, 

to which she had previously not had access. Becky was accepted by her peers and 

invited to multiple activities with the youth group and they wanted to spend time with 

her. Such friendships and relationships did not impose punitive measures on her 

behaviour when she did become aggressive and the use of unconditional positive 

regard enabled more open and helpful relationships to be maintained. Becky’s home 
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and school context did not necessarily provide Becky with the level of support she 

needed given her life experiences, however, the church context and the peers in her 

church provided an environment where her needs for safety, security, trust, justice and 

self-esteem could be met which contributed to her desire to want to change her 

behaviours and engage with her education. In addition to the positive peer 

relationships within the church context, Becky also encountered positive peer 

relationships whilst in America on a school exchange trip. The American students had 

positive attitudes and provided protective factors relating to the internalisation of the 

importance of education and a good work ethic. When she returned to the UK from the 

US she became more motivated and engaged at school and began to offer the same 

kind of support and protective factors that she had experienced in America to her 

friends to try and help them achieve their academic goals. She provided her friends 

with greater peer-related protective factors, needs satisfaction and opportunities for 

motivation and educational engagement.  

5.6. Holistic Narratives 

As well as examining and discussing the content of the stories, this project 

sought to investigate the value of using more complete stories in such research. The 

dominant positivist research paradigm within the social sciences continues to 

emphasise the need for objective, quantifiable and observable data (Baškarada & 

Koronios, 2018). This approach to research influences both quantitative and 

qualitative research by encouraging a perceived need to focus upon observable and 

quantifiable measures rather than lived experiences of events (Park, Konge & Artino, 

2020). Whilst it is important to acknowledge the value of this approach for many areas 

of research and that objective research has contributed greatly to our understanding, 

it could however be argued that certain areas of research could benefit from embracing 

a more holistic approach and a greater level of subjectivity in its design. 

This research looked to understand the impact of a highly complex set of 

environmental and relational interactions encountered by the young people upon their 

emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. The use of more complete stories 

enabled the identification of key themes for discussion and consideration for further 
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investigation that might have otherwise been missed. It could be argued that when the 

bigger picture is not considered, small but significant events which are vital to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the data could be missed and potentially could limit 

and change the interpretation of the data. The more holistic use of complete stories 

used in this project provides a better framework for analysis than only using selective 

objective, quantifiable and observable data when dealing with sets of complex life 

events and interpersonal relationships within multiple contexts; it more clearly revealed 

the complexity of these young people’s lives. By way of example, if the research had 

only considered home or school contexts but not been sufficiently broad to also 

explore their community context, then important factors relating to community poverty 

(so fundamental to Leo’s story for instance), would have likely been missed. Failure to 

adequately consider the community context alongside the other contexts could have 

caused us to miss how the charity projects, and supportive relationships found in those 

communities, may have provided certain protective factors with positive relationships 

and opportunities that carried over to the home and school environments. 

Understanding more completely the lived experiences of such marginalised and 

disenfranchised groups is essential if we are to be able to develop better policy and 

interventions. Such a complete understanding is difficult to achieve when experience 

is reduced only to quantifiable measures that can obscure or ignore the complexity of 

the reasons behind the measured behaviours. 

In addition to offering a more complete understanding, the use of complete 

stories in this project enabled a more empathetic connection between the story content 

(and arguably the young people involved in the research) and the researcher looking 

to learn from the research. This is something that is not only discouraged in more 

selective, objective, quantifiable approaches, but the methods used often actually 

hinder or even prevent such connections. By excluding the subjective and focussing 

so intently on the objective only, we perhaps risk missing other important themes and 

findings - individual perspectives and emotions are an important part of the human 

experience and they influence every aspect of what we study and how we study it 

(Austin & Sutton, 2014), and as a result, can influence what we discover. The holistic 

stories presented in this project introduced us to five young people, each with their 

own unique personalities and differing experiences and contexts, and if as readers of 
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their stories we fail to emotionally connect with their experience, we perhaps risk 

missing or passing over important and useful data in our analysis.    

It could be argued that such a connection with research content is perhaps 

particularly important for policy makers and others who are making decisions 

concerning marginalised and disenfranchised groups; they should have a better 

understanding of who these groups are and how they experience life. A more holistic 

understanding of, and empathy for, those whose stories form part of the research can 

also be key to counteracting negative bias. For instance, with marginalised and 

disenfranchised groups such as the young people in this project, the lack of 

understanding and stigma within society and social structures in general, along with 

the highly public judgements portrayed in the media and on social media, can easily 

create a negative bias towards young people like Sophie, Yousef, Leo, Khalid and 

Becky (Morrison, 2021). Increased understanding and empathy has the potential to 

counteract such bias and may lead to better analysis and more beneficial policies and 

decisions (Munro & Hardie, 2019). Furthermore, it could also be argued that when 

aspects of the lives of the marginalised and disenfranchised are investigated 

objectively and in isolation, and in the absence of a more comprehensive appreciation 

for an individual’s story or any connection and empathy, the interpretation of the data 

could be negatively impacted resulting in reduced understanding and poorer decisions 

that could exacerbate the issues in their lives further. By reading the stories in their 

entirety it is perhaps possible, to a degree, to get to know the person and better 

appreciate their context, and as a result of being able to empathise with their situations, 

potentially find better interventions that result in more positive outcomes. 

5.7. Summary 

The discussion began by introducing the findings regarding emergent needs 

and protective factors. These needs, along with the Basic Psychological Needs, 

provided a lens through which to examine the other themes and the contexts. With this 

understanding now in place, the discussion explored several themes that occur within 

the education context that were influenced by the home and community contexts, and 
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by other factors such as educational policy, trauma in the educational environment, 

behaviour management strategies, teachers, peers and specialist support.  

As can be seen, the complex nature of the stories and themes made it 

necessary to have a relatively complicated and intricate discussion to elicit findings 

that may have been missed if a simpler structure had been used. Taking this approach 

and yielded some insightful and unexpected findings that appear to potentially offer a 

better understanding of motivation to learn and educational engagement, so 

addressing particularly Research Questions 2 and 3. The presentation of the stories, 

findings and the discussion of the data, shows the value of using holistic narratives 

with this type of research and so addresses particularly Research Question 1. 

This extensive and comprehensive discussion has provided the building blocks 

needed to answer the research questions in the Conclusions chapter.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 

Analysis and discussion of the participants’ stories have allowed us to 

determine an important set of conclusions concerning how best to support young 

people with ACEs and experience of trauma to succeed in their education, and to 

better understand the impediments to doing so. This chapter presents these 

conclusions and offers recommendations in response to the three research questions: 

1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people?   

2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and 

their educational failure or success?   

3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

6.1. Research Questions 

6.1.1. How does the use of holistic narratives create viable and valuable data for 

understanding the lived experiences of XLP’s young people? 

The use of holistic narratives, although contrary to the dominant positivist 

research paradigm within the social sciences, embraces a more holistic approach and 

a greater level of subjectivity in the design of the research. It enables a far greater 

degree of connection between the story (and those telling their story), and the 

researcher or reader, which offers significant benefits to how the project is delivered 

(e.g. in terms of being able to build trusted relationships with the young people and 

secure richer data) and a far more complete and deeper level of understanding that 

exposes themes for further investigation that might otherwise have been missed (e.g. 

cross-context interaction). If the complex life events and interpersonal relationships 

lived out in multiple contexts had been reduced only to quantifiable measures we 

would likely have obscured or ignored the complexity of the reasons behind the 
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measured behaviours. Excluding the subjective and focussing intently on the objective 

risks missing or misinterpreting data related to human experience. A more holistic 

narrative approach to researching such marginalised and disenfranchised groups is 

particularly important when determining policy and failure to do so risks developing 

policy that is overly influenced by negative bias (e.g. in the media or social media) and 

at worst risks making poor decisions that could exacerbate the issues in their lives 

further. Reading the stories in their entirety, getting to know (to a degree) the people 

involved and the contexts in which they live, has the potential to deliver better 

interventions that result in more positive outcomes. 

Stories capture both the breadth and depth of the experiences of individual 

participants and the analysis has enabled important patterns and themes to be clearly 

identified. For example, each of the young people’s stories contains details of multiple 

ACEs and potentially traumatic experiences. Even though their respective 

experiences were very different from each other in many ways, trauma was identified 

as a significant theme. The underlying needs being frustrated resulted in the similar 

responses (e.g. challenging behaviours). Further analysis of each young person’s 

response to those events highlighted the importance of various specific protective 

factors and the risks of having limited access to them or having them removed. Key to 

a correct understanding of these complex interactions, and why the young people in 

this study felt and behaved in the ways that they did, was the more holistic and 

empathetic appreciation of the young people’s lives. It was also vital to developing an 

understanding of what helped or hindered them in their educational context and how 

events in other contexts influenced them. 

Peacock, Carless and McKenna (2018) highlighted some of the strengths of 

using an in-depth narrative from a single participant as a means to better understand 

an individual’s experience. This project agrees with the usefulness of this approach 

and has additionally demonstrated its applicability to use with vulnerable and ‘hard-to-

reach’ young people. The use of holistic narratives of the group involved with this study 

appears to: improve comprehension of participants’ complex life experiences, reveals 

themes and findings that might otherwise have been missed, corrects ill-informed bias, 

and enables the reader to add an emotionally engaged perspective to their 
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interpretation of the data. The use of multiple such holistic narratives from a typical 

case sample allows the stories to be compared and themes, that may be generalised 

more broadly to the wider group, to be identified, further demonstrating the value of 

using holistic narratives in research. 

To summarise, storytelling has a long-standing history for communicating 

experiences (Moen, 2006). The data collection and the process employed to create 

accurate and trustworthy stories have enabled viable and valuable data to be 

presented. Using stories that were told in the words of the young people, reordered 

into chronological sequence, allowed their experiences to be considered in an orderly 

account, and also highlighted significant events within their temporal, historical and 

cultural context (McMahon & Watson, 2013). This rich data demonstrates the 

complexity and interconnectedness of their respective experiences.  

The design, methods and philosophical position that underpinned data 

collection and creation of the narratives provides a framework that could be repeated 

by similar research with vulnerable populations in other contexts. For instance, 

incorporating a trust phase within the design enabled strong trusted relationships to 

be established between the researcher and the participants, likely increasing retention 

and improving data quality.  The use of a traditional story arc within the method to 

frame the stories enables useful comparisons between narratives which could help to 

provide deep and unique insights into a person’s experiences and beliefs (Moen, 2006; 

Malterud, 2001(b); Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop, 2004), as well as being an empowering 

experience for participants due to their ‘voice’ is being heard (Birkan-Bayden & 

Karadag, 2014). The adopted philosophical position of unconditional positive regard 

toward the participants helped the researcher to cope with the behaviours of the young 

people and to let go of any offense caused by their actions, and helped with build 

authentic trusted relationships. This research has demonstrated how holistic story data 

provides viable and valuable insights and how it contributes to the understanding of 

experiences of motivation to learn with trauma in disengaged young people. 
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6.1.2. What do the narratives from XLP’s young people show us about how their life 

experiences and the impact of trauma contribute to their motivation to learn and their 

educational failure or success? 

Ardino, (2012) highlighted the gap in the literature and the need for more 

qualitative research to investigate the underlying psychological and sociological 

mechanisms that can drive anti-social behaviours. It is well established that 

challenging behaviours are one of the impacts of trauma, but there is little exploration 

of the reason for this. This research has used a novel qualitative method and data 

presentation which has enabled a deeper understanding of the underlying needs that 

can be frustrated by trauma and the behavioural outworking of the frustration of those 

needs. The use of story data has highlighted the complicated nature of the young 

people’s lives and how their needs may be impacted cumulatively, and that needs 

frustration can transfer between different contexts. In addition, the use of story data 

has also helped us to better understand how protective factors can contribute to 

mitigating some of these issues across contexts. The use of holistic narratives in this 

manner has contributed to addressing the gap in the existing literature identified by 

Ardino (2012). 

The stories from Sophie, Yousef, Leo, Khalid and Becky raised a number of 

interesting points and themes which have been extensively considered in the 

Discussion. The stories reveal that this group of young people faced multiple 

significant negative experiences in multiple contexts which influenced their behaviours 

and emotional responses and increased the risk of their educational failure.  

When the young person had significant negative experiences in the home 

context it appears to have had a predominantly negative impact upon their life 

experience. A childhood and adolescence dominated by the negative impacts of 

poverty, ACEs, and other traumatic events, could have resulted in frustration of their 

needs for trust, justice, safety, security and self-esteem (emergent needs) as well as 

frustration of their Basic Psychological Needs of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness. This persistent and significant frustration in the home context may have 

resulted in increased maladaptive behaviours and responses in the home and other 
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contexts, with the consequences of their actions being further negative experiences 

that likely exacerbated the underlying needs frustration. The impact of the negative 

experiences in the home context appears to be that the young person finds it more 

difficult to adapt to, and thrive in, their educational context with needs frustrating 

experiences appearing to carry over into the classroom. This makes it far more difficult 

for them to experience motivation to learn and to engage with their education.  

The young people in this study also encountered significant negative 

experiences from their community context which frustrated both their emergent needs 

and Basic Psychological Needs. The impact of long-term underinvestment in such 

communities has led to an increase in the presence of criminality and gangs (Pitts, 

2008; Grimshaw & Ford, 2018). The negative pressures from these elements of the 

community context can result in further needs frustration and poor (or criminal) 

behaviours. Young people (particularly clearly seen in Leo’s story) can respond to the 

threats that exist within their communities with maladaptive behaviours in the 

community and other contexts. The needs frustration and associated poor behaviours 

within the community context can carry over into the educational context creating 

substantial difficulties for them in school including poor motivation to learn and engage 

along with disruptive or anti-social behaviours that negatively impact their educational 

experience.  

Within the educational context for this group of young people, there generally 

appeared to be a lack any understanding of the challenges they faced in their 

respective home and community contexts, or how those challenges may be influencing 

their behaviours within the educational context. The persistent disruptive or aggressive 

behaviour exhibited by the young people within school or classroom, often as a result 

of the trauma they have experienced in other contexts, led to a steady stream of 

punishments and sanctions by the school or PRU. These punitive measures negatively 

impacted teacher-pupil relationships, resulted in the young person failing to internalise 

the value of education, and lowered their desire to engage. The disciplinary responses 

to their behaviours not only frustrated the young people’s emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs, but the repeated imposition of punitive measures removed 

protective factors that could have helped them and potentially caused re-
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traumatisation (that may have resulted in further cycles of maladaptive behaviours and 

sanctions) and left them highly vulnerable to educational failure and poor well-being.  

6.1.3. What is the potential role of educational policy and third-sector interventions in 

their lived experiences? 

Previous research by Tucker et al. (2019) found that mentors provided: 

emotional support that had a positive impact on self-esteem; educational support 

through hands-on tutoring that motivated them to engage in education and set 

aspirational goals; protection from harm particularly in challenging home and 

community contexts, and encouragement to ‘stay out of trouble’. These findings are 

consistent with those of this project, however, this project goes further. Building upon 

these findings, it provides a better understanding of how the role of, and relationship 

with, a mentor impacts on Basic Psychological Needs and emergent Needs. These 

findings could help with the development of future effective mentoring strategies in 

order to improve needs satisfaction within the design of mentoring programmes.  

As can be seen from the stories and the discussion, social and educational 

policies impact upon the experiences of the young people. For example, Social Policy 

relating to insecure and inadequate housing appears to have a negative impact on a 

young person’s emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. It could be argued 

from the evidence in this study that this needs frustration impacts the quality of their 

motivation to learn and engage with their education. 

For the young people in this study, Educational Policy, extensively driven by 

neoliberal values and aspirations, appears to result in greater needs frustration that 

reduces their motivation to learn and engage with education. In particular, the current 

approaches to behaviour management can be highly detrimental to the educational 

experience and the well-being of the young person. Those who have experience of 

trauma appear to be at an even greater risk of the negative impacts associated with 

the use of such disciplinary methods. As previously discussed, such punitive 

measures can increase frustration of already frustrated emergent needs and Basic 

Psychological Needs, can exacerbate trauma-related behavioural responses, and 

lead to reinforcement of maladaptive needs and behaviours. These punitive measures 
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have the potential to retraumatise and cause further harm to an already vulnerable 

young person. With the Educational Policy being so extensively targeted on desired 

neoliberal outcomes, other potentially helpful policy drivers appear to be absent within 

the educational context. The lack of trauma-informed policies or restorative-justice 

approaches in schools is concerning considering the number of young people who 

may need additional support. 

Ellinghaus et al. (2020) found that young people exposed to trauma can find it 

more challenging to ask for help, especially regarding issues of mental health. This 

thesis highlighted several instances when participants found it difficult to ask for help. 

Policies in schools can often be more focussed on punishing those in need of support 

and it could be argued that for young people experiencing trauma and frustration of 

their Basic Psychological Needs and emergent needs there is some level of inability 

to seek out and obtain access to the help they need. The effective help the participants 

in this study did receive was mostly as a result of the more trauma-informed 

approaches used by the charity or other external organisations. This research 

supports previous findings that trauma-informed approaches that are more able to 

provide needs satisfaction are more productive in supporting and engaging young 

people who have experienced trauma and have disengaged with education. 

Protective factors that could be provided within a school environment, 

especially for young people who lack protective factors in their home and community 

contexts, are often not accessible to the group of young people in this study or are 

removed as a punitive measure. The focus on neoliberal values and aspirations to 

underpin the Education Policy has resulted in a drastic increase in teacher workload 

and stress (Brady & Wilson, 2021) leaving little, if any, time for the development of one 

of the most important protective factors within the educational context, the teacher-

pupil relationship. The stories show that in the few instances where good teacher-pupil 

relationships were possible, it had a highly positive impact on the well-being, needs 

satisfaction and motivation of the traumatised young person. The stories also exposed 

the highly-negative impact of poor teacher-pupil relationships. The stories also tell of 

some teachers encountered by the young people who, despite the prevailing 

Education Policy, found ways to provide them with protective factors within the 
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educational context and how those teachers were invaluable to their educational 

experiences. These teachers provided opportunities for needs satisfaction (or a 

reduction in needs frustration) and encouraged the young people to engage with their 

education. It could be argued that teachers need more time and freedom to give such 

support to all pupils, but particularly to young people who have ACEs and/or 

experiences of trauma and often do not find protective factors in their home or 

community contexts.  

It is worthy of note that as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic it is highly likely 

that many more children will have experienced ACEs and trauma related to 

bereavement, fears for safety for themselves and their family, fear of and for other 

people, and the effects of isolation due to social distancing laws. It is likely that the 

pandemic and the response measures could be experienced as one or more ACEs or 

as trauma by many children as their social, cognitive and behavioural development is 

disrupted. It is more important now than perhaps ever before to reconsider the 

approach taken to education and to create school environments that will support a 

child through the ACES and trauma associated with repeated lockdowns and fear of 

human contact. Trauma-informed education and an understanding of needs frustration 

and satisfaction could help to mitigate negative outcomes and create positive 

outcomes for children as a part of the ‘new normal’ that now needs to be embraced. 

Third-sector or charity interventions appear to focus on increasing satisfaction 

of emergent needs and Basic Psychological Needs. The approaches used by the 

charity offer access to multiple protective factors that have an impact across home, 

school and community contexts. For example, the charity’s mentors work with young 

people who have ACES and other traumatic experiences by engaging with the young 

person, their families and their schools/PRU, with goals, activities and relationships 

that aim to increase the satisfaction of emergent needs for safety, security, justice, 

trust, self-esteem, and Basic Psychological Needs. Such approaches to supporting 

the young people appears to be highly-beneficial to the young person and to have 

contributed to a reduction in their maladaptive behaviours along with increasing their 

resilience and emotional regulation. As a result of the charity’s work, the young people 

in this study experienced better quality motivation to learn and engaged better with 
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their education. The principles underlying the charities work could also be considered 

to inform future Education Policy. 

6.2. Key Findings 

To summarise, the key findings from this project are: 

1. The impacts of poverty (financial, housing and community) on the educational 

outcomes of young people are significant. This project adds to the already 

substantial amount of research conducted on this topic. The insights provided 

by the stories add a deep and meaningful contribution to the broad issues 

associated with poverty by presenting holistically their experiences and how 

they impact on their education.  

2. The impact of trauma from family, community and educational contexts appears 

to hinder the educational outcomes of these young people. This project 

contributes to the established knowledge of this topic. The stories add a deep 

and meaningful contribution to the literature on trauma in young people by 

presenting holistically their experiences and how they impact on their 

education.  

3. Protective factors are vital within our education system to help young people  

with access to fewer protective factors in their home and community contexts. 

Protective factors can help to minimise the negative outcomes associated with 

ACEs, experience of trauma and maladaptive behaviours, and can increase the 

likelihood of educational success. For example, good teacher-pupil 

relationships as well as being a protective factor appear to enable better 

motivation to learn and educational engagement both of which increase the 

likelihood of educational success. Internalisation of the value of education and 

other goals is another important protective factor that helps to build resilience 

and better enables a young person to cope with any future ACEs and 

experiences of trauma. Trusted role-models and mentoring relationships are 

also key protective factors that can provide access to trust and good self-

esteem, help young people cope with ACEs and experiences of trauma, and 



Trauma, Poverty and Turbulent Educational Journeys: Conclusions  

261 

support them with unconditional positive regard, inside and outside of the 

educational context, increasing the likelihood of educational success. 

It is worth noting that education policy needs to change to encourage protective 

factors rather than causing a reduction in them. Current neoliberal educational policies 

appear to increase and worsen the negative educational experiences of this group of 

young people who are already at-risk of educational failure. Implementing policies that 

promote the values of restorative justice and trauma-informed approaches may be 

better able to satisfy the emergent needs and the Basic Psychological Needs of young 

people with ACEs and experience of trauma, and help them manage their trauma 

related behaviours better so increasing their likelihood of educational success. Such 

restorative justice and trauma-informed educational approaches could offer an 

alternative to current behavioural management methods that would increase 

protective factors and reduce the risk of re-traumatisation. Educational policy needs 

to shift the focus from the current neoliberal emphasis on being commercially-oriented, 

market-driven, high-stakes, and outcome-focused to giving priority to pupil-centred 

educational values that emphasise the satisfaction of the child’s or young person’s 

needs for trust, justice, safety, security and self-esteem. 

6.3. Contribution to Knowledge 

The first contribution to knowledge is methodological: the alternative style of the 

presentation of the narrative data created and used in this research project using full 

holistic narratives. The stories shared by the participants provide a rare insight into the 

experiences of young people with ACEs and experience of trauma who face significant 

challenges relating to poverty, family breakdown, violence, gangs, trauma, foster care, 

stigma, health, mental health, family health and educational failure. This research has 

uncovered the complex combination of influences, relationships and experiences that 

make up their ‘normal’ lives and impact their experience of education. The stories may 

vary, but they represent a group of young people who are trying to survive in a very 

difficult environment. This study presents rare examples of clear and complete stories 

as evidence of how these young people experience education. The therapeutic 

techniques and approach of unconditional positive regard that informed the data 
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collection enabled trust to be built and maintained throughout the study without which 

this study could not have yielded such rich data. The in-depth accounts of the 

experiences of young people such as those in this project are often absent from the 

literature due to the hard-to-reach nature of the group. Although previous studies, such 

as Peacock, Carless and McKenna (2018) have employed some similar methods, their 

study related to a soldier’s experience of PTSD. There are similarities in the design 

between the studies, however, the nature of the sample and the challenges associated 

with researching this group of young people were very different. They are part of a 

population who are usually represented by statistics that capture their limitations and 

failures rather than their successes. However, their stories are crucial if we are to gain 

a better understanding of the challenges faced by young people with ACEs and 

experience of trauma from deprived backgrounds, and particularly how they have 

experienced those events. This more holistic view affords a deeper and broader 

appreciation of the obstacles in their way and the difficulties that need to be overcome 

to help them avoid educational failure. Use of more traditional or reductionist (where 

various aspects are looked at in isolation) approaches to the presentation and 

discussion of the data would not have allowed the reader to engage fully with the 

complexity of their lives. Presenting the data as full holistic narratives in this way 

enabled the reader to more fully appreciate (and ‘get to know’ to a greater degree) 

each young person and as a consequence be able to develop their own thoughts and 

feelings about the data without interpretation or the voice of the researcher 

interrupting. Another important reason for using this approach was accessing the data. 

These young people feel that they are rarely heard and never have the opportunity to 

tell their stories. Such feelings make them reluctant to participate and engage with the 

research. The novel methods used to collect the stories were personalised and used 

SDT as a framework for the design of the data collection process. This meant that 

discussion and interaction during the interviews could be far more participant-centred 

and -led which encouraged the development of the necessary level of trust and the 

ongoing maintenance of relationship. The high-quality of the data obtained was a 

direct result of the strong levels of trust and relationship. The sense of freedom in 

discussion and the use of interactive methods such as timelines appears to have 

increased the young person’s autonomy, competence and relatedness during the 
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process. The full holistic narratives were being captured and discussed with them as 

an on-going part of the process, and ultimately were presented in their entirety as part 

of the research report which strengthened the credibility and authenticity of the data. 

The methods seems to have contributed to them being motivated to engage with the 

project and also to being as open and honest as they appeared to be: the approach 

ensured that the young person would be heard in their own words which was important 

to this group. This was an important factor in motivating the participants to engage, 

but also in assuring the quality of the data they provided. 

The second contribution to knowledge is the interaction between the theoretical 

framework of motivation (SDT) and the significant theme of trauma. As a quantitative 

theory, there has been limited use of SDT as a qualitative framework for research. 

However, there is growing evidence to support it being used in this way. Moran et al. 

(2014) found it was a useful framework when working with vulnerable populations, a 

finding which has since been supported by other studies (Lynch, Salikhove & 

Eremeeva, 2020; Meristos, 2021; Isik et al., 2021). It was decided early on in the 

project to use a theoretical framework of motivation to explore the experiences of the 

young people in terms of the satisfaction and frustration of their Basic Psychological 

Needs (autonomy, competence, relatedness). When it became clear that the most 

significant emergent theme from the data was that of trauma, and that a variety of 

other emergent needs also appeared to be being frustrated, it was decided to frame 

the theme of trauma in terms of how it impacted on those emergent needs and the 

Basic Psychological Needs. Using this psychological framework allowed identification 

and explanation of the underlying psychological mechanisms (Ardino, 2012) and 

applied them to trauma in order to gain a more in-depth understanding of the 

interaction between the two. This led to the development of an understanding of 

trauma expressed in terms of how needs can be frustrated by trauma in home, 

community and educational contexts, and negatively impact a young person’s ability 

to experience good motivation to learn and engagement in their education. Using this 

approach a number of significant observations were made including: firstly, the impact 

of trauma and the associated needs frustration in one particular context can have a 

negative impact across multiple other contexts; secondly, there appears be a 

cumulative impact across multiple contexts which has the potential to exacerbate 
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needs frustration and retraumatise; and, thirdly, the presence of protective factors for 

young people with ACEs and experiences of trauma can help to mitigate some of the 

needs frustration and encourage better needs satisfaction with interventions that 

provided protective factors appearing to help needs satisfaction across multiple 

contexts. The observations and findings related to the interaction of trauma and needs 

satisfaction is fundamental to better understanding and supporting young people with 

ACEs and experience of trauma.  

6.4. Implications 

The first set of implications discussed relate to methodology: firstly, concerning 

the methods used for data collection; and, secondly, the presentation of that data. The 

data collection in the research was dependent on the establishment of trusted and 

meaningful relationships with the participant through a youth work charity partner. 

Through previous work done with the charity and discussions with gatekeepers to the 

young people (employed as youth workers by the charity) it was clear that gaining the 

trust of the young people and building on-going relationships with them that would 

encourage them to keep attending interviews was going to be a challenge. In order to 

gain a clearer understanding of how to best engage with these young people, I 

completed the XL-Mentoring Programme training course. This training helped to set 

my expectations concerning the relationship with the participants and how to manage 

boundaries effectively and safely. The training provided by XLP was invaluable in 

designing and conducting the research. The young people had difficult backgrounds 

that had frustrated their needs for safety, security, trust, justice and self-esteem, and 

they had a great deal of difficulty trusting people. For this reason, a trust-building phase 

was included in the project planning, and the methods selected involved the use of a 

highly flexible and adaptable toolkit. During this phase it was important to be seen 

participating on charity’s projects and to be introduced to the young people by 

established trusted figures (gatekeepers). It was also important to adopt and maintain 

a similar relational approach to that used by the youth workers when engaging with 

the young people which involved demonstrating unconditional positive regard and non-

judgement no matter what happened in our sessions. Building a genuine connection 

is vital for such research and enabled access to the deep and rich data that was 
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presented. In addition, the interview methods were designed to be participant-centred 

and -led so as to be needs satisfying. The interactions with each young person in their 

respective interview could vary dependent upon the needs of the participant whilst still 

remaining within the design framework. This flexibility and the use of multiple tools 

(see Appendix B) helped the young person to engage and work productively to build 

their story.   

The presentation of data as full holistic stories was particularly effective for two 

reasons. Firstly, the use of the holistic stories in this narrative thesis has demonstrated 

the importance of understanding a more complete picture of an individual’s 

experiences. The stories help the reader to see the complexity of the contributing 

factors to any reaction to an event, both behavioural and emotional. Being able to 

explore how a person experiences multiple events across multiple contexts enables 

us to better identify and explain patterns, themes and significant factors. Secondly, 

this presentation of data enables the reader to more fully appreciate (and ‘get to know’ 

to a greater degree) each young person and as a consequence be able to develop 

their own thoughts and feelings about the data without interpretation or the voice of 

the researcher interrupting. Capturing and presenting the data in this way was 

important to the participants (these young people feel that they are rarely heard and 

never have the opportunity to tell their stories) and hence help to overcome their 

instinctive reluctance to participate and engage with such research. It is also worth 

noting that although often in research we strive for objectivity, it could be argued that 

only looking at the data objectively obscures or removes some of the meaning in their 

stories with the stories evoking a variety of emotions and revealing the humanity of the 

participant.   

The implication of these points is to challenge the prevalent notion that all 

researchers need to be detached and objective only in their research, and that 

subjectivity and emotional responses are to be discouraged. This thesis offers 

evidence that engaging through genuine and trusted relationships, and enabling 

empathy between the reader and the participant through the presentation of the data, 

does not devalue the findings. Rather, it could be argued that breadth and depth of 

data that can be captured by engaging through genuine and trusted relationships, and 
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the increased emotional connection enabled between the reader (including 

academics, or policy makers) and the participant in the presentation of the data, can 

potentially reveal new and differing findings and meaning that are crucial to informing 

the development of any revised education policy.      

The second set of implications discussed relate to policy: the impact of 

neoliberal underpinnings of education policy on school protocols and practices, and, 

the impact of those protocols and practices on this group of vulnerable young people. 

Throughout this thesis neoliberal educational values have been evaluated 

within the context of how they impact this group of young people. Excessive concern 

with the academic achievement of pupils and market-driven competitiveness amongst 

schools appears to be at the cost of the support, well-being and educational success 

of vulnerable pupils. This philosophy fails to embrace the uniqueness of individual 

pupils and the variety and nature of the complex backgrounds that come into the 

classroom. The stories and the discussion highlight numerous examples of where 

schools are failing to adequately support young people with ACEs and experience of 

trauma. As highlighted by Ellinghaus et al. (2020) and this thesis, young people who 

have experienced trauma are often unable to ask for help when they need it, likely due 

to the severe frustration of both Basic Psychological Needs and emergent needs. 

Additionally, existing practices exacerbate their problems, causing re-traumatisation 

and actually increasing the chances of educational failure. Educational policies that 

rely on punitive measures for behaviour management can be furthering needs 

frustration and exacerbating problems relating to the home and community contexts. 

Punishments that remove access to vital protective factors within the educational 

context can make things even worse. 

The implication of retaining the current neoliberal education system is that 

vulnerable young people, such as those in this study, appear to be disadvantaged by 

a system that lacks a comprehensive understanding of the complex needs of the pupils 

that are in it, and release few resources for those who are struggling the most. It could 

be argued that the further entrenched neoliberal values become in the education policy 

and system, the less likely it will provide individual support for those who need it 
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(Williams-Brown & Jopling, 2021). The implications of the findings from this study are 

that education policy and systems need to adopt more pupil-centric models, such as 

those proposed in trauma-informed approaches, which provide greater access to 

protective factors within the educational context which are vital to support young 

people from home and community contexts that threaten needs and lack protective 

factors. 

6.5. Limitations 

This research was designed to be an exploratory study. The study was not 

designed to create or develop interventions, but rather to highlight problems and 

examples raised by participants in order to find directions for future study and to 

identify where they align or contradict policy and the literature. The limitations for this 

research are considered in two categories: the design of the research, and the 

participant population. 

The design limitations are those associated with in-depth qualitative research: 

the sample size, the generalisability, and the time constraints. The purpose of the 

study was to investigate in-depth the experiences of marginalised young people, with 

a particular focus on individual feelings and experiences. The design and selected 

methods used in this project were specifically identified and chosen to gain in-depth 

accounts from the participants and to provide deep and rich data in order to answer 

the research questions well.  

The participant population involved in this study were from a particularly hard-

to-reach group which did create some limitations for the study. In particularly, the 

methods used were impacted when the participants were late to meetings or on many 

occasions did not show up at all, and would then need to rearrange to meet. To create 

the required level of flexibility involved increased costs (e.g. flexible train travel) and 

was less time efficient (e.g. time spent waiting around for them to arrive). This project 

was conducted as part of a PhD project that had restrictions of time and funding which 

contributed to the limitations for the sample size (for both data collection and the 

analysis), and particularly the procedures regarding trust building. 
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6.6. Recommendations 

This study was designed as an open exploration of the narratives of the young 

people who participated. Several areas were identified for potential further 

investigation from this thesis. Recommendations for three potential areas for future 

research are proposed: 

1. Exploration of ACEs and trauma through understanding needs. This 

research project was designed using principles from SDT. However, as the 

project evolved and moved towards a focus on trauma it was apparent that 

using a motivational framework to understand how trauma is influenced by, and 

influences, autonomy, competence and relatedness, would also be very helpful 

in the design of trauma-informed education. Such further research would have 

applications both in educational settings (e.g. investigating teacher support and 

policy), but also in other areas such as social work, youth work and foster care 

(e.g. understanding and limiting needs frustration when being removed to foster 

care to limit the long-term impacts (Cook, 1992; Courtney, Terao & Bost, 

2004)). An increased understanding of needs frustrating experiences and 

needs satisfying interventions that encourage engagement with education for 

young people who have been exposed to trauma would be beneficial for social 

workers and youth workers. 

2. Multiple perspectives. Research could be conducted to better understand 

how the interaction with other key figures (e.g. parents, siblings, teachers) is 

experienced by young people with ACEs or experiences of trauma concerning 

their education. It would examine not only the needs satisfaction or frustration 

of the young person when interacting with the key figures, but also look to 

understand the needs satisfaction or frustration of the key figures involved. This 

would enable us to better understand concepts such as transmission of trauma, 

protective factors and re-traumatisation, within the context of engagement with 

education. This would be beneficial for policy makers, teachers, social workers 

and youth workers. 
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3. A comparative study into the impact of restorative justice as an 

alternative to traditional behaviour management methods. This would be 

useful to determine the efficacy of a restorative justice approach and the extent 

of the case for change. A qualitative study would enable us to understand how 

such approaches are experienced by the young person and the relative 

benefits. This would be beneficial for policy makers, teachers, social workers 

and youth workers. 

In addition to the research recommendations this study has indicated that 

current policies used within education could be seen as inadequate and potentially 

damaging for some vulnerable young people who have experiences of multiple ACEs 

and trauma. Accepting the limitations of this study and that it was not intended to 

generalise, three proposals have been made concerning policy changes that could 

better support young people’s educational experience:  

1. Protective factors provided by mentoring interventions have been shown in the 

literature and in the stories to be a vital enabler of positive change particularly 

for young people with ACEs and experiences of trauma.  It could be argued that 

this project highlights the benefits of schools collaborating with third-sector 

organisations to provide access to protective factors and additional support 

such as mentors. This should be considered for inclusion within educational 

policy, particularly for this group of young people. 

2. The evidence from this research project indicates that current behaviour 

management approaches can be detrimental to vulnerable young people who 

have ACEs and experiences of trauma. It could be beneficial for schools to 

consider implementing more of a restorative justice approach to behaviour 

management and reducing the use of punitive measures to control behaviours. 

The body of research suggests that restorative methods are beneficial to pupils 

and teachers and can reduce needs frustration in the classroom. This would 

likely help some young people to engage with their education better and reduce 

the risk of educational failure. Implementation of a school-wide restorative 

justice strategy can be difficult and time-consuming, and may not initially be 
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possible in some schools. An alternative which could be part of an initial phase 

might be selectively using certain components of a restorative justice approach 

targeted to reduce the negative impact of any existing behavioural management 

methods. An example might be to include a procedure in the school’s behaviour 

management processes that ensures when a pupil is disciplined a full 

explanation is given and understood concerning the original actions of the pupil, 

the consequences of those actions, and the reasons for, and limit to, any 

punitive measures applied. This would likely help to reduce needs frustration 

for both the pupil and the teacher (as can be seen comparatively in Leo and 

Khalid’s experiences of Redlands). Building on this approach, incorporating a 

shared and understood ethos of unconditional positive regard (meaning that 

once the punitive measures have been completed, their past transgressions will 

not be held against them in the future) has also been shown to improve needs 

satisfaction amongst pupils and teachers. As demonstrated in projects 

delivered by XLP, a restorative justice approach can positively impact needs 

satisfaction. Schools could evaluate where existing policy may benefit from 

including specific restorative justice methods and raise awareness amongst 

teaching staff of restorative justice approaches.  

3. Schools may consider adopting a school-wide trauma-informed educational 

strategy. There is strong evidence from the literature that trauma-informed 

schools are better able to support all children, including those who have had 

ACEs and have been exposed to trauma. This approach to education appears 

to have much greater potential to provide the necessary protective factors and 

greater opportunities for needs satisfaction. This could result in better 

motivation to learn and educational engagement, and reduce the risk of 

educational failure. It is acknowledged that implementing a school-wide trauma-

informed approach can be difficult and time-consuming. In a similar manner to 

the restorative justice recommendations above, an initial phase could select 

certain components of a trauma-informed approach targeted to better support 

young people exposed to ACEs and experience of trauma. For example, this 

research has identified the positive impact that mentors can have with this 

group of vulnerable young people. They can readily provide protective factors 
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which can have an effect across multiple contexts. It is recommended that 

schools train staff in the principles of mentoring. If this is not possible due to 

other pressures, the use of external mentors has been demonstrated by XLP’s 

XL-Mentoring Project to be highly effective in collaboration with schools to 

support young people with ACEs and experiences of trauma. The mentors 

provide protective factors which help to satisfy the needs of the young people, 

creating better motivation to learn and engage with their education. 

6.7. Concluding Remarks 

This research project has highlighted the complexity of the lives of the young 

people who participated and has shown how educational failure is influenced by many 

contributing factors: the neoliberal underpinnings of society and policy, financial 

poverty, housing poverty, community poverty, poor home life, trauma and ACEs, 

educational policies, trusted relationships, teachers, school policies, behaviour 

management policies, peer relationships and disability and mental health. The 

complex interactions between these factors can conspire to frustrate needs for safety, 

security, trust, justice, self-esteem, autonomy, competence and relatedness across 

their home, community and educational contexts. Juxtaposed with the detrimental 

factors, the stories also offer opportunities for hope of something better for these 

young people. Their stories tell of people and opportunities that have helped the young 

people find some level of protection from the difficulties they face on a daily basis: the 

teacher who went above and beyond to make sure that a young person felt wanted; 

the tutor who helped them find something they enjoyed doing at school; the mentor 

who never gave up on them; the foster family who loved their foster-child and included 

them in their family. All of these, and many others, demonstrate the vital need for, and 

the impact of receiving, the protective factors that these young people need to support 

them.  

Through understanding the experiences of these remarkable young people this 

thesis has provided insight into how trauma and motivation interact by creating a novel 

framework of understanding - trauma and motivation through a needs framework. This  

framework of understanding has the potential to help us explore further how to 
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mitigate, eliminate, or build resilience to, some of the potential needs frustrating 

experiences in the home, community and educational contexts. This would enable us 

to understand even better how to help other vulnerable young people like Sophie, 

Yousef, Leo, Khalid and Becky to avoid educational failure and its consequence.
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