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About the IPSCJ

Established in 2014, the IPSCJ at the University of Northampton is a

premier research, evaluation and consultancy organisation situated in .

the fields of public safety, crime, and justice. Positioned at the interface Academ|a
between practice, policy, and academia, the IPSCJ has delivered insight

and innovation to enhance public service delivery models,

organisational strategy, and service user outcomes. The IPSCJ @

collaborates with partner organisations at local, regional, national, and

international scales to address key global challenges. The core mission Po [|Cy Practice
of the IPSCJ is to support positive evidence-based policy and practice

change for the benefit of society.

Our Priorities

Strategic Priority 1: Early Intervention & Diversion

This theme explores issues such identifying ‘at risk’ children and adults at an early stage to intervene and where
possible divert from the criminal justice system into effective support. Example projects include:

e |dentification of Ex-Service Personnel in the Criminal Justice System & Barriers to Uptake of
Supportin England, Wales and Scotland
e Evaluation of Voluntary Attender Pathfinders
e Evaluating Out of Court Disposals (OOCD)
e Reduction and Prevention of Serious Youth Violence and Knife crime
Strategic Priority 2: Prevention & Protection

This theme supports police, criminal justice agency and third sector projects strategically and operationally
that aim to prevent harm, protect and keep safe; individuals, communities, and places. Example projects
include:

e Understanding serious violence in Nottingham and Nottinghamshire: A qualitative, exploratory
study
e Evaluating the Serious Violence Duty Implementation
e Evaluation of #Citadel: A holistic approach to reducing harm from Class A drugs
e Evaluation of Safe, Healthy and Empowered (SHE) project: A multi-intervention programme for
families affected by domestic violence
Strategic Priority 3: Treatment & Rehabilitation

This theme explores projects that treat and rehabilitate individuals who are in contact with the criminal justice
system in the community or in prison. Example projects include:

e Community Sentence Treatment Requirement (CSTR) Multisite Evaluation
e Review of Care for Older People in Prison
e Perinatal Mental Health in Prison
e Mental Health Street Triage Review
Strategic Priority 4: Contribution & Capability

This theme supports projects aimed at understanding and enhancing the contributions from policing staff as well
as citizens to policing, considering issues such as wellbeing, trust and value. Example projects include:

e Citizens in Policing in England and Wales

e FEast Midlands Special Operations Unit Organisational Development
e Police Support Volunteers in England and Wales

e Volunteer Police Cadets in England and Wales
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Executive Summary

This report commissioned by the Bedfordshire Violence and Exploitation Prevention Partnership sought
to explore the vulnerabilities of young people in Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) and the link to serious
violence and/or exploitation with an intention to inform multi-agency strategy, practice and
commissioning, helping to shape risk and harm. A mixed method approach was taken utilising a review
of literature, secondary analysis of local, regional and national data, qualitative interviews with local
stakeholders, engagement with young people who are currently in PRUs and case studies of sites
outside of Bedfordshire that have been pilots for the Alternative Provisions Specialist Taskforces
(APSTs). This report details the current landscape within Bedfordshire and sets out focal areas for the
partnership to consider within their planning.

Secondary Data Analysis Findings

It is important to note that within this review, the research team had access to publicly available DfE
datasets, data from the PRUs and data from the Luton Youth Partnership Service. There are caveats to
the data used for which more detail is contained in Chapter 3, but some select key points are below:

e 1n2023/24,the most common reason for permanent exclusion was persistent disruptive behaviour
across all the Local Authorities and the second most common reason was physical assault against
a pupil.

e Publicly available data demonstrates that SEND needs amongst the state funded APs are high, but
the extent to which students have an Education and Health Care Plan (EHCP) as opposed to having
‘SEN support/SEN without an EHCP’ varies notably. The most recorded SEND need is ‘Social,
Emotional and Mental Health’.

e In terms of demographics for the three PRUs, over half of their students were 15 or 16 (ranging
between 51% and 67%) and a minority were aged 11-12 (ranging between 6% and 12%).

e Females were about 1 in 3 of the PRUs cohort, PRU professionals commented that there is an
increase in the female cohort, publicly available data suggests this is particularly the case in Luton.

e Aggregate data provided by the Luton Youth Partnership Service (LYPS) for their 2023/24 cohort
highlights that a high proportion had a SEND need, 4 in 10 of the entire caseload and 5 in 10 of the
MAGPan’ cohort.

e The most common SEND need within the LYPS 2023/24 cohort was ‘Social, Emotional and Mental
Health Needs’ (SEMH), with this being the categorised need for 44% of the entire caseload and 50%
of the MAGPan caseload. This mirrors the prominent need for students within PRUs.

e About a quarter (24%) of the whole LYPS 2023/24 cohort had involvement with a Pupil Referral Unit
(Part -time or full-time)?and over a third (36%) of MAGPan cases.

T Multi-Agency Gang Panel Cases - Anyone aged under 25 years old who is involved in offending and/or behaviour which is
related to serious youth violence and likely to cause a risk of harm or serious harm to others or anyone under 18 years and
deemed to be at high risk of becoming involved in or who is already involved in serious youth violence or exposed to its
consequences, either as a perpetrator or victim

2The Youth Partnership Cohort consists of Youth Justice Sector cases, children already in the CJS (171), Targeted Youth
Service cases, children at risk of becoming involved in the CJS or exploitation (159), Triage cases (children arrested) and
MAGPan (cases at risk of becoming involved in serious violence).
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Consultation with Key Stakeholders

Twenty interviews were conducted with relevant local key stakeholders across Bedfordshire, outlined
below are the key risk and protective factors that they identified regarding young people’s vulnerability
of becoming involved in violence or exploitation (risk factors are discussed in depth in Chapter 4 and

protective factors in Chapter 5.
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Risk Factors

Protective Factors

Exclusion

Preventing exclusion

Time spentin school

Improving attendance

High prevalence of special educational

Providing support around the family

needs (SEND)
Lack of community assets for young Supporting social, emotional and mental
people health needs in the PRU cohort

Poverty and deprivation

Strong partnership working

Family and home circumstances

Providing trusted adult relationships

A sense of belonging, feeling worthy and
wanted

Reducing PRU stigmatisation

Substance misuse

Educating students on the risks of
becoming involved in violence

Risk factors within a PRU setting

Building resilience and aspiration

Quality and monitoring of alternative
provisions

Qualifications, Post-16 and NEET

Consultation with Young People Findings

The research team consulted young people in two Pupil Referral Units/ Alternative Provisions. Overall,

the research team engaged with 11 young people, 7 in setting 1 and 4 in setting 2.

Out of Region Case Study Sites

The out of region APST sites, Leicester Partnership School (LPS) and St Wilfrid’s Academy Alternative
Provision Free School in Doncaster provide invaluable insights on what the benefits of their APSTs have
been and lessons they have learnt from implementation. These experiences are outlined in Chapter 7.

Participants felt that knife carrying, as a form of protection, was by no means uncommon and
had been normalised. There seemed to be a level of acceptance of the existence of gangs and a
sense of inevitability that some young people will be drawn into them.
The most selected contributing factors to young people becoming involved in violence were
‘gang membership’, ‘drug supply’ and ‘traumatic experiences’.
Bullying was also linked to violence, with one participant voicing that they felt the lack of action
to address bullying contributed to their reason for exclusion, which was a violent reaction.

SEND needs were also identified by some, particularly two students who had ASD and
suspected ADHD, as a potential trigger to angry or violent behaviour, as they found the
mainstream environment difficult, identifying triggers that overwhelmed them leading to
heightened emotions that they find difficult to regulate.
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Key Reflections:

e Professionals have concerns over the variation in the use of exclusions, and in some cases
motivations behind them (such as schools being results driven) and the extent to which causal
factors of children’s disruptive behaviours are being identified and addressed prior to exclusion.

e Thefindings reveal that the prevalence of trauma influencing behaviours leading to exclusion is
high but under considered in decision making. Young people in this study identified trauma as a
key driver to young people becoming involved in violence and exploitation.

e ADHD is arguably statistically ‘invisible’, it is not listed as a category within school census and
EHCP data, yet it is seen as a primary need amongst the excluded cohort.

e There appeared to be variability in terms of EHCPs in Luton compared with Bedford and Central
Bedfordshire. Children in the PRU in Luton appeared less likely to have an EHCP and less likely
to be categorised as their primary SEND need being ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health’.

e The data and feedback from the PRU professionals’ highlights that there are an increasing
number of females entering PRUs and when looking at publicly available data by Local Authority,
this was particularly notable for Luton.

e Post-16 provision for the PRU cohort was described as a ‘cliff-edge’. Although many may attend
college after year 11, it was acknowledged many drop out. The findings suggest the need for
widening options and increasing aspirations for young people who attend PRUs.

e Another strong theme was a suggested lack of, or awareness of, activities for children and young
people to do in the community, particularly for free.

e Animportant concern illustrated in the findings was the oversight of children beyond a typical
school day, particularly when children had reduced timetables or were home schooled. This
was especially the case for children who had poor parental supervision.

Strategic Considerations:

1. There is a need to consider how to further strengthen prevention across the system, with a
priority of reducing exclusions. Considering the high proportion of students whose reason for
exclusion is ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’, there are opportunities to intervene to strengthen
support to address the root causes of such behaviours.

2. Reinforcing joint working practices/procedures to address the needs of children and their
families would reinforce partnership and ensure a holistic and coordinated response to the risks
of violence and exploitation. Improving how information is shared to inform decisions and better
understand the root causes of behaviours would be constructive.

3. Enhancingthe provision, quality and consistency of local data, accessible to the partnership
to monitor and coordinate responses to identified patterns, trends and needs, would improve
both the intelligence available to the partnership, informed strategic needs assessments,
allowing for better decision making and targeted investments.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Institute for Public Safety, Crime and Justice (IPSCJ) at the University of Northampton was
commissioned by the Bedfordshire Violence and Exploitation Prevention Partnership (VEPP) to
undertake an insights piece exploring the vulnerabilities of young people in Pupil Referral Units (PRUs)
in relation to serious violence and exploitation to inform multi-agency strategy, practice and
commissioning. The following areas of work were conducted to meet these objectives.

1. Deskbasedresearch and secondary data analysis: Desk Based research and secondary data
analysis was conducted including a review of available literature and national and regional data.
The review of the National literature is contained in Chapter 2: Setting a Context which sets a
context for the report concerning serious violence and exploitation, alternative provision and
Pupil Referral Units (PRUs), exclusions, SEND needs, and adverse childhood experiences. The
secondary data analysis is contained in Chapter 3: National and Local Data.

2. Interviews with local key stakeholders: Twenty interviews were conducted with relevant local
key stakeholders across Bedfordshire: 14 interviews were with staff from the three Pupil Referral
Units, two staff from the police education and diversion team, two interviews with professionals
in the Youth Justice Services and 2 interviews with local authority staff. Chapter 4: Local Key
Stakeholders Opinions on Serious Violence, Exploitation and Risk Factors and Chapter 5:
Protective factors of Violence and Exploitation.

3. Consultation with young people in Pupil Referral Units: The research team consulted young
people in two Pupil Referral Units/ Alternative Provisions. Overall, the research team engaged
with 11 young people, 7 in setting 1 and 4 in setting 2. The feedback from young people is
contained in Chapter 6: Feedback from Young People.

4. Case study sites out of region: the research team sought to gain insight from Alternative
Provisions outside of the region to add to the Bedfordshire local key stakeholder insight on what
'good looks like’. The research team identified sites to invite to participate using two criteria.
Firstly, that they were one of the 22 sites chosen for the Department for Education Alternative
Provision Specialist Taskforce (APST) pilot. The second criteria for being invited was that they
had a recent positive Ofsted Report (either within 2024 or 2025) for which the overall result was
‘good’ or ‘outstanding’. As a result of eight invited, two sites took part, these were Leicester
Partnership School in Leicestershire and St Wilfrid’s Academy Alternative Provision Free School
in South Yorkshire. These Case Studies are presented in Chapter 7: Out of Region Case Study
Sites.

Limitations: Due to the nature of this research some limitations did occur. It is important to note that
within this review, the research team had access to publicly available DfE datasets for exclusions and
characteristics of state funded AP provisions, however, with publicly available data there is always a
time lag. For example, for exclusion data, the last available term is the Autum term of 2024/25. Within
this term Central Bedfordshire was seeing a particular peak in exclusions. It is likely that each local
authority will have a more up to date monitoring system for where their exclusions rates are in real time.
Additionally, itis noted that there were several challenges when engaging with young people, with some
of the young people displaying disruptive behaviours and last-minute non-engagement in the focus
groups resulted in lower numbers than originally expected.
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Greys Education Centre: “Pupils value their time at Greys. Many

have experienced difficulties in the past with their education. Pupils . ‘ Gre S
appreciate how staff listen to, and understand, them. The small e d E du cati on
group setting meets their needs. This helps to build pupils’ self- .‘1‘. Centre
esteem. They become more hopeful about their future and what they

want to achieve. The success they enjoy means pupils settle quickly

and are happy”. Ofsted 2024

Aspirational - Collaborating

Academy of Central Bedfordshire (ACB): “Pupils who attend this school ... benefit
from either fixed-term or permanent placements, carefully matched to their
requirements. Through the care and expertise of staff, pupils soon successfully re-
engage with learning. Pupils are positive about their experience here and the tailored
support. As a result, they are able to reintegrate back into mainstream school or
secure a place at college or work.” Ofsted 2024.

Avenue Centre for Education (ACE): “Pupils are happy to attend
this school and appreciate the work of all the staff team. It is a
caring school, where staff make sure all pupils are valued and
respected. The support that pupils get helps them to regain an
interestin learning. The school have high ambitions for all pupils to
achieve. The carefully adapted curriculum enables individuals to succeed. This contributes towards
pupils achieving well.” Ofsted 2024.

Avenue

CENTRE FOR EDUCATION
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Chapter 2: Setting a Context

This chapter sets a context for the report concerning serious violence and exploitation, alternative
provision and Pupil Referral Units (PRUs), exclusions, SEND needs, and adverse childhood
experiences. The chapter also provides protective factors of serious violence and exploitation.

2.1 Serious Violence and Exploitation in the United Kingdom

Violence and harm between children are issues of global concern (Lloyd et al., 2023). In particular, the
issue of serious youth violence is a prominent topic within the UK dominating commentary from policy,
media and academic outlets (Watkins and Gearon, 2024). The World Health Organisation (2022) states
that violence is a public health issue and defines violence as:

“...the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another
person, or against a group or community, that results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in
injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”.

In the United Kingdom, serious violence is categorised as against the person offences, robbery
offences, and possession of weapons offences (Department of Education and Ministry of Justice,
2023). Child criminal exploitation (CCE) is when someone uses a child to commit crimes for them
which can involve bribery, intimidation and violence or threats (Police.UK, 2026). Often young people
are criminally exploited through gang activity in the form of ‘county lines’ which is “a structured illegal
supply and distribution of drugs, in turn exacerbating street-based violence amongst young people
seeking to defend selling monopolies” (Watkins and Gearon, 2024). These issues are also regularly
making headlines drawing significant attention to the problem (Lloyd et al., 2023). Serious violence
causes devastating impacts on the lives of young people, families, friends and communities affected
(Irwin-Rogers et al., 2020). The Youth Endowment Fund (2025c) surveyed 11,000 children aged 13-17
in England and Wales to hear directly from them about their experiences of violence and found in the
past year 18% stated they had been a victim, 13% admitted to carrying out violence themselves and
50% had witnessed violence. Other statistics show thatin 2022/2023 99 young people aged 16-24 were
victims of homicide and 467 children were hospitalised due to knife or sharp object injuries (Youth
Endowment Fund, 2024).

Evidence shows that violence is preventable and risk is shaped by many intersecting environmental
factors. Beyond immediate harms, exposure to violence is associated with long-term risks such as
poor mental health, substance misuse, and chronic health conditions (Royal College of Paediatrics
and Child Health, 2020; Taylor, 2024). Within the Youth Justice System, there is a high proportion of
individuals with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) (Ramaiah et al., 2025). Specifically,
research has found that young people who have been cautioned or sentenced for a serious violence
incident are more likely to have demonstrated multiple aspects of disadvantage, a disrupted journey
through school and experience a disparity in age at which they first receive extra support for higher
needs (in comparison to all pupils) (Fuller et al., 2023). Punishments are common for serious violence
incidents, however, offers to help underlying causes are far less consistent with only 39% of those
surveyed by the Youth Endowment Fund stating that they were offered support to help stop it from
happening again after causing serious harm to others (YEF, 2025c).

2.2 Alternative Provisions, Pupil Referral Units and Risk Factors of Serious

Violence and Exploitation
Alternative education provision (AP) is education arranged by local authorities for pupils who, because
of exclusion or illness, would not otherwise receive a suitable education. These provisions include

3
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Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) which supportyoung people who have been identified as being at risk of low
educational attainment and permanent exclusion in mainstream school settings (Kaip et al., 2024). The
Department for Education found that the most common reasons for referral to AP was persistent
disruptive behaviour, followed by mental health difficulties, disengagement, non-attendance, violent
behaviour and ADHD (Mills and Thompson, 2018). It is estimated that the per pupil cost of Alternative
Provision schooling is somewhere between £17,000 and £18,000 per year. This is over £11,000 more
than the average amount spent per pupil in mainstream secondary schools due to the lower student to
teacher ratios (Irwin-Rogers et al., 2020). There are a limited humber of places available in PRUs and
APs due to the extensive and complex needs of the pupils and students (Enow and Kapcia, 2024).
Therefore, most PRU spaces are intended to be temporary, however, many young people who attend a
PRU do not return to mainstream settings due to the conflicting priorities of PRUs and mainstream
schools (Meehan, 2024; Thomas, 2025). Young people placed in PRUs are at high risk of low
educational attainment, unemployment and criminal offending and are therefore among the most
disadvantaged in society (House of Commons, 2018). Pupils within a PRU have complex vulnerabilities
and are exposed to multiple risk factors, such as poverty, trauma, and Special Educational Needs
(SEN) (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023). Within the PRU population there is also an overrepresentation in
terms of race and class (Thomas, 2025) and some concerns have been raised about the quality of PRU
service delivery (Ofsted, 2022; Kaip et al., 2024). Due to the complex needs of pupils in these units,
there is a strong need for staff to receive specialised training to better support pupils (Kew-Simpson et
al., 2023).

Only 2% of pupils in England and Wales have attended an AP, however, they represent 22% of all pupils
who were ever cautioned or sentenced for an offence and 31% of those cautioned or sentenced for a
serious violence offence (Department for Education and Ministry of Justice, 2022). Whilst attending AP
had a strong association with being cautioned or sentenced for a serious violence offence, research
analysis shows that there are children who first attended an AP after their first serious violence offence
(Fuller et al., 2023). Nonetheless, PRUs have developed a stigma as a school for ‘bad’ pupils and as
“nothing more than a breeding ground for gangs” as reported by ITV (Orchard,2019). Additionally, it was
stated to Irwin-Rogers et al. (2020, p. 24) that “Once pushed out, these young people are placed into
alternative schools of varying quality. Shorter contact hours...their teachers are twice as likely to be
unqualified and temporary...They are basically holding pens before [children] move onto the street.
Almost none of them will gain GCSEs.”.

2.2.2 Exclusions

The term exclusion refers to the removal of young people from their existing (usually mainstream)
school due to their behaviour (Thomas, 2025). The process of exclusion involves the decision of a
headteacher to remove the child from the school and is a process that is open to appeal and must be
agreed by the school governing body, permanent exclusion of a pupil from mainstream school is the
punishment of last resort (Meehan, 2024). It is widely referenced in the literature that exclusion
practices in mainstream schools are often overly punitive approaches to dealing with young people
with challenging behaviours and can often be detrimental to many vulnerable young people (Kaip et al.,
2024). These harsh disciplinary sanctions often impact those who face socio-economic disadvantage
and Special Educational Needs. Statistics show that Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children are excluded
at a rate nearly four times the national average and Black Caribbean young people are excluded nearly
two times the national average. Additionally, students who are eligible for free school meals (FSM),
which is a key indicator for poverty, are excluded four times more than their peers who are not eligible
for FSM (Thomas, 2025). Literature suggests that working-class parent voices are not heard in the
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process of exclusion (Meehan, 2024). Collin (2024) found that only half of children, parents/carers and
AP professionals believe that children are provided with the right support when moving between
schools and APs. It is argued by Thomas (2025, p.109) that exclusion is a “manifestation of processes
of marginalisation, segregation and inequities in schooling which may take different forms according to
socio-political and historical context”.

Evidence shows that being in education can reduce the risk that a young person will be involved in
serious violence, as schools and colleges can provide young people with a safe space, trusted adults
and safeguard young people (Collin, 2024). Therefore, factors associated with increased risk include
persistent absence, suspensions and exclusions (Bentley et al., 2025). Statistics support this claim
with over 60% of the adult prison population reporting being temporarily excluded as a child and 40%
reported being permanently excluded (Department for Education and Ministry of Justice, 2022).
Additionally, the Department of Education found that children cautioned or sentenced with a serious
violence incident were more likely to have been suspended from school multiple times, persistently
absent from school, not registered on any school roll or permanently excluded (Ramaiah et al., 2025).

An investigation by The Youth Violence Commission found that being excluded can damaged self-
esteem and identity whilst also closing avenues to pursue healthy, prosocial lives (Irwin-Rogers et al.,
2020). Itis suggested that not being consistently in school can reduce the number of touchpoints with
professionals who could diagnose SEND or put the young person forward for an EHCP assessment
(Ramaiah et al., 2025). Unfortunately, the rise in exclusions has created further stigma for PRUs with
David Lammy stating “The relationship between pupil referral units....and the criminal justice system
has become symbiotic, and the rise of exclusions is creating a pipeline of young people into our prison
system” (Meehan, 2024, p.19). Indeed, young people who are excluded from mainstream schools are
less likely to receive qualifications and continued engagement in further education, training or
employment which can leave young people vulnerable to exploitation (Collin, 2024; Irwin-Rogers et al.,
2020).

2.2.3 SEND Needs and Appropriate Support

There has been an increase in the number of young people identified with SEND since the introduction
of the Children and Families Act 2014, from 1.3 million to 1.7 million, and this level of need has placed
significant strain on services and professional across the United Kingdom causing a crisis, resulting in
many needs going undiagnosed (Education Committee, 2025). In England and Wales, SEND support is
primarily given through Education and Health Care Plans (EHCP) and Individual Development Plans
(IDP), however, it is proposed by Ramiah et al. (2025) that children with SEND are being failed by both
systems. This research by the Centre for Education and Youth, the Department for Education, The
University of Oxford and ASCL, suggests that young people with an underlying SEND are less likely to
receive an EHCP if they live in an area of high deprivation and it is common for pupils within schools
who have undiagnosed needs to present challenging behaviour and this may not be interpreted
correctly by staff. For example, undiagnosed needs can affect the communication of young people
leading them to behave aggressively or in ways that could be viewed as defiant and engaging in more
risky behaviourin schoolcan be due to low levels of cognitive empathy. As aresult, education staff may
choose to react to this behaviour through a disciplinary process such as an exclusion rather than trying
to understand the behaviour as a potential undiagnosed SEND.

The Institute for Public Policy Research estimated that 1 in 2 excluded pupils in AP schools have
recognised social, emotional and mental health difficulties, compared to 1in 50 in mainstream schools
(Kew-Simpson et al., 2023). Additionally, itis suggested here that young people educated in AP settings
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have complex mental health needs, however, they are not receiving the support they need due to
external barriers to care and shortcomings within AP settings. (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023). As a result,
educators and staff in PRUs face significant challenges in appropriately managing the complex needs
of young people in their units and often have little specialist training and requests for additional training
were often ignored leaving staff to feel a sense of inadequacy when dealing with the complex difficulties
of the pupils (Kaip et al., 2024). In another study, participants perceived inconsistency across
provisions as problematic, as it was not guaranteed that all young people will have access to the same
level of resources and support and these challenges can result in the AP environment potentially
exacerbating poor mental health with a chaotic educational environment (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023).

Evidence shows that young people with SEND are more vulnerable to participation in violence
(Ramaiah et al., 2025). For example, in a survey of over 10,000 13-17-year-olds, it was found that 30%
who had been perpetrators of violence had a SEN need compared to just 10% who did not have a SEND
(YEF, 2024b). It is therefore crucial that young people with SEND who are at risk of involvement in
serious violence receive the appropriate support for their needs. Despite this, it is reported that some
staff across the Youth Justice System lack the knowledge and understanding of how to support children
with SEND (Ramaiah et al., 2025). Additionally, evidence shows that neurodiverse children are often
misdiagnosed or their needs go undiagnosed as their behaviours are often misinterpreted which can
delay or prevent appropriate support (Bentley et al., 2025). Misdiagnhoses or undiagnosed needs
coupled with the strain thatis already on the system can be detrimentalto early intervention. Therefore,
the literature demonstrates how young people’s needs are often going undiagnosed and they are living
within a context where their needs put them at a higher likelihood of being involved in serious violence
and the systems in place to support them are already facing a crisis resulting in inadequate support.

The most common SEND among children who are cautioned or sentenced for a serious violence
offence is social and emotional mental health difficulties (SEMH) (Ramaiah et al., 2025). SEMH needs
are emotional, behavioural and social challenges that can impact a wide range of factors including
learning, engagement and wellbeing (Antalek et al., 2025). The government has positioned schools as
places to identify and provide interventions foryoung people’s mental health needs (Waite et al., 2022).
As such, schools have statutory duties to establish environments where young people are supported
to develop positive emotional and mental wellbeing and provide early interventions (NICE, 2022).
However, young children, particularly those involved in the criminal justice system, tend to describe
mental health support as stigmatising, inaccessible or untrustworthy (Kagan et al., 2023) and concerns
have been raised on if schools have the capacity to effectively identify and support these needs with
reports of school staff lacking the skills, knowledge and systems for early identification (Waite et al.,
2022; Kaip et al., 2024). Additionally, statistics suggest that children and young people’s mental health
services (CAMHS) are not supporting young people adequately as in 2022/23 28% of young people
referred were still waiting at the end of the year and almost 40% had their referral closed without
treatment (Children’s Commissioner, 2024) which may be in part due to NHS budgetary constraints
which have impacted inter-disciplinary work (Kaip et al., 2024). Nonetheless, these systematic issues
are likely greaterimpacting young people who are involved in serious violence as their needs tend to be
more severe, more complex and go unaddressed compared to the wider population (Bentley et al.,
2025).

Research shows that mental health support is an effective strategy in preventing young people from
becoming involved in violence (Bentley et al., 2025) and statistics from the Youth Endowment Fund
(2025a) show that many of those involved in serious violence have mental health issues. This data
shows that perpetrators of serious violence were over three times more likely than their non-
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perpetrator counterparts to have high levels of mental health difficulties and over four times more likely
to have a diagnosed mental health or neurodevelopmental disorder (81% compared to 19%).
Furthermore, 62% who had committed violence that had seriously harmed the victim, had harmed
themselves or considered suicide compared to 12% in their non-perpetrating counter parts. Itwas also
found that seven out of 10 children who admit to being involved in violence do so because they were

provoked, which is something which may be exacerbated due to poor social and emotional mental
health (Collin, 2024).

2.2.4 ACEs, Victimisation and Exploitation

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) include factors such as abuse, neglect, and family issues which
can create significant risk for problems later in life, such as interpersonal violence and these risks
frequently cluster and accumulate (Frederick et al., 2023). ACEs have also been associated with an
increased prevalence of poor social, emotional and mental wellbeing which can result in trauma
symptoms that may affect people emotionally and behaviourally throughout their lives (NICE, 2022).
Children with untreated trauma have been found to be at a higher risk of encountering the Youth Justice
System (Haines and Case, 2018). Research suggests that having two or more ACEs increases the risk
of assault perpetration by 19%, weapon involvement by 57% and gang involvement by 61% and having
six or more increases this risk by 45%, 150% and 154% retrospectively. This research also found that
parental drug use, single parenthood, domestic violence and physical abuse were ACEs associated
with the highest risk of violence (Villadsen et al., 2025).

Exposure to violence in early childhood is a public health issue and a risk factor on becoming a victim
or a perpetrator of serious violence in the future (Badger et al., 2024). Victimisation and perpetration of
violence have been closely linked. For example, the Youth Endowment Fund found that more than half
of perpetrators (53%) had also been victims. Furthermore, YEF found that of teenagers who carried a
weapon in the last year, 79% had been victims themselves and were 14 times more likely to have been
a victim of repeated incidents of violence. These findings therefore highlight the importance of
addressing ACEs to mitigate theirimpact on young people and reduce the likelihood of participation in,
or victimisation of, serious violence.

Child exploitation through grooming and gang criminality puts thousands of teenage children at risk
(YEF, 2025b) with a growing number of children under 13 being involved in serious violence offences
which were often linked to grooming and exploitation by older people (Bentley et al., 2025). Although
any child can be exploited, the Children’s Commissioner for England (2019a) estimates that 2.3 million
children are at risk due to their family circumstances such as substance misuse and domestic
violence. It is suggested that adolescence is the key time period in which exploitation can occur due to
more independence and the greater influence of peers outside of the family environment (Latham et
al., 2022; Maxwell, 2023). Gang culture has also become intrinsically linked to the PRU environment
with reports of pupils either working for them, being victimised by them or both (Kaip et al., 2024).

In a Youth Endowment Fund survey, one in eight teenagers said that in the past 12 months they had
been asked to either sell, transport or store drugs, weapons or money. Among those who did go through
with it, they were 18 times more likely to be victims of serious violence and over 50 times more likely to
have perpetratedin serious violence thatrequired treatment by a doctor or ata hospital than their peers
who had never been approached (2.6% and 1%, respectively). Forthose who stated they were in a gang,
55% had also transported or stored drugs, weapons or money when approached and 39% said they
had been missinginthe pastyear (YEF, 2025b). CCE can be challenging when children are also involved
in serious offences such as fatal violence (Lloyd et al., 2023). Marshall (2024, p. 1011) states that “the
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rise of ‘child criminal exploitation’ (CCE) as a concept in UK policy and practice represents a potential
major shift in the conceptualization of some children in conflict with the law, from willing perpetrators
of crime to victims of coercion”. It is therefore important to consider that many young people are
experiencing a range of intersecting and complex risk factors which if left unsupported, can cause
significant vulnerability for criminal exploitation, grooming and involvement in serous violence.

2.3 Protective Factors of Serious Violence and Exploitation

2.3.1 Interventions and Partnership Working

Evidence shows that effective identification of needs and early intervention and support can provide
significantly improved outcomes for young people in addition to reducing long term-costs and needs
(Education Committee, 2025). Voluntary and community sector organisations do deliver psychological
and psychosocial support, however as stated above, this landscape is struggling with high demand. It
has therefore been suggested that APs and schools would benefit from a therapeutic approach,
prioritising social care needs and good mental health as young people are more likely to achieve
educationally if their mental health needs are met (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023). Whole-school level
approaches which reinforce positive behaviour and provide a supportive environment can allow pupils
to develop and have positive work outcomes by fostering inclusion rather than alienation (Antalek et
al., 2025). However, particularly in early years settings, it has been reported that staff have little
knowledge on trauma informed care which indicates that the development of interventions in school
settings and training of staff to create a trauma-inclusive environment is necessary (Badger et al.,
2024). This is especially important as young people who are most at risk of serious violence are part of
the demographic which struggles to access and navigate support services the most (Ramaiah et al.,
2025).

Targeted individual or group interventions have been found to be affective at reducing emotional
distress, however, there is evidence to suggest that group interventions can normalise undesirable
behaviours and peer-to-peer support may perpetuate bullying (NICE, 2022). International evidence on
focussed deterrence, which is a multi-agency strategy to identify people involved in serious violence
and helps them stop offending with tailed support to address its root causes, has been found to cut
crime by about a third (YEF, 2025b). Multi agency or partnership working is key for effective intervention
and child protection processes. There is a documented need for better integration between CAMHS
and education services and better-quality support for AP settings, with AP schools lacking sufficient
resources from local authorities to access services like CAMHS (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023). One of the
main issues for a lack of resources may be due to third sector organisations needing to compete for
funding which has resulted in the closure of many organisations which could have helped young people
at risk (Irwin-Rogers et al., 2020). Research by Clemmow et al. (2025) has highlighted key factors that
are needed to aid effective partnership and multi-agency working. These include support navigators
such as link workers who enhance communication and access between families and services, clear
pathways which can improve navigation for families and professionals, coordinated multi-agency
responses which foster collaboration and strategic service delivery and holistic support models which
improve engagement with trauma-informed and child-first approaches.

2.3.2 Family Involvement

Psychological therapy has been shown to protect against involvement in violence by improving
wellbeing and protecting againstrisk (Collin, 2024; Bentley et al., 2025). Another important factor in the
success of interventions and management of transitions and life changes is communication between
schools, services, parents, carers and families (NICE, 2022). Research shows that having higher levels
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of perceived family support can lower the odds of the development of psychiatric disorders for those
who have personally experienced severe physical violence and a stable family structure has also been
shown to reduce a child’s vulnerability for exploitation (Latham et al., 2022; Maxwell, 2025). However,
there have been reports of difficulties when attempting to gain parental consent to engage young
people in CAMHS work and some families can struggle to navigate systems when services are
disjointed with unclear pathways (Kew-Simpson et al., 2023; Clemmow et al., 2025). Maxwell’s (2025)
research on parental experiences found that parents felt they were being judged and placed under
surveillance when reporting concerns to services and were frustrated when their concerns went
unheard. Therefore, although evidence in the literature shows how family involvement can be an
important factor in preventing serious violence and exploitation, in practice it can be difficult for

parents and carers to navigate the support systems which may cause negative interactions and
resistance.

2.3.3 Trusted Adults and Community Activities

Literature suggests that foryoung people, having a trusted adult who understands them, wants the best
for them can protect them against involvement in violence (Collin, 2024). For young people, this can be
a family member, youth worker, sports coach or more formal mentor (YEF, 2024a). Studies have found
that trusted adults had the core personality traits of being trustworthy, empathetic, reliable and
genuine and long-term consistent engagement can strengthen these relationships (Frederick et al.,
2024). The Youth Endowment Fund found that of those surveyed, 82% of teenage children had a trusted
adult outside of their family. School staff were the most trusted adults for those in the sample but those
who had been suspended, excluded or face greater risks of violence were more likely to turn to adults
outside of the school setting (YEF, 2024a). Social workers can also be helpful in connecting at risk or
vulnerable children with supportive adults who can mitigate some of the more serious impacts of ACEs
and improve future life outcomes for these young people (Frederick et al., 2024). Activities in the
community such as sports and arts programmes can allow young people to express their emotions,
build confidence, form trusted relationships and provide a sense of community (YEF, 2025a). These
programmes can also provide places to engage young people with other services and support (YEF,
2024a). Therefore, communities play a vital role in reinforcing the notion that violence is unacceptable
and can help young people to find positive alternatives (YRF, 2025b).

2.4 Summary

Overall, the literature suggests the current landscape of alternative provision and PRUs is stigmatised,
pressurised and contested. The current evidence base suggests that children who attend alternative
provision or PRUs are at increased risk of involvement in serious violence or exploitation, either as
perpetrators, victims or witnesses. Whilst noting the heightened needs of children who attend
alternative provision or PRUs, there is a need for support within mainstream to prevent exclusion and
to also give young people the best chance to remain in mainstream following time within alternative
provision or PRUs. It is noted, at the time of writing, that the government are imminently to introduce
reforms to SEND supportin education and EHCP and the introduction of the behaviour and attendance
hubs programme which may have implications relevant to the focus of the Bedfordshire VEPP.
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Chapter 3: National and Local Data

This chapter analyses national and local data relating to Alternative Provision and Pupil Referral Units
(PRUSs) in Luton and Bedfordshire. It is important to note that within this review, the research team had
access to publicly available DfE datasets for exclusions and characteristics of state funded AP
provisions, however, with publicly available data there is always a time lag. For example, for exclusion
data, the last available term is the Autum term of 2024/25 it is likely that each local authority will have
a more up to date monitoring system for where their exclusions rates are in real time. The research team
were also provided with data by each of the PRUs, however, the extent of the data that they were able
to provide differed, as did the timeframes. Additionally, the Luton Youth Partnership Service provided
some aggregate data for the cohort for the year 2023/243. There will clearly be many other data sources
across the County that would offer insight, but this chapter is based on what was possible to access in
the timeframe of this review.

3.1 Exclusions Impact and Local Patterns in Permanent Exclusions

A recent study looking at the association between school absence, suspensions and exclusions and
violent behaviour found individuals who were suspended (and/or permanently excluded) were five
times more likely to have a police record in the following 24-month period and four times more likely to
self-report violent behaviour at 17.5 or 18.5 years of age (Rollings et al., 2025)* Although the link
between exclusion and risk of becoming involved in violence is previously well evidenced®, Rollings et
al.’s study also included a range of contextual factors such a previous behaviour and demonstrated that
even when these are controlled for associations between absence from school and police recorded
offending and self-reported violent behaviour remained strong. Based on data linking exclusions to risk
of becoming involved in violence, the Youth Endowment Fund’s top recommendation in recent
guidance (2024) to education leaders is to ‘keep young people in education’.

The figure below shows Department for Education (DfE) publicly available primary school exclusions
from 2021/22 to 2024/25°. It shows that Luton consistently have a low level of primary exclusions
compared to national rates, whereas Bedford had a notably high level in spring term 2021/22 which
then fall below national levels from autumn 2022/23 to autumn 2023/24 but had another peak in spring
2023/24 and fell again and come back in line with the national rate. Whereas Central Bedfordshire has
seen a few surges (in 2021/22 summer term, 2022/23 summer term and 2024/25 autumn term).

3 YPS Strategic Management Board ETE Needs Analysis Data Report provided by the Luton Youth Partnership Service.
4Rollings et al., Association Between School Absence and Exclusion, and Violent Crime, 2025. Association-between-
school-exclusion-suspension-absence-and-violent-crime.pdf

5Department for Education and Ministry of Justice (2023), Education, Children’s Social Care and Offending: Multi-level
Modelling. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-childrens-social-care-and-offending

8 Department for Education (Nov 2025) Suspensions and Permanent Exclusions data in England. Suspensions and
permanent exclusions in England, Autumn term 2024/25 - Explore education statistics - GOV.UK
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Figure 3.1 Primary School Permanent Exclusions 2021/22 to 2024/25 for England, Bedford, Central
Bedfordshire and Luton
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The figure below shows DfE publicly available secondary school exclusions data. It shows that in the
years displayed 21/22 to 24/25 Luton has largely remained below or in line with the national rate but
was above the national rate for the 2024/25 Autumn term, whereas Bedford had a notable peak in
Autumn 2023/24, which has fallen back down in the last three terms but remains above the national
rate. Central Bedfordshire has seen the least fluctuation in its secondary exclusion rate out of the three
Local Authorities over the 10 terms up to Autumn 2024/25 (.07%) which compares to (0.11% fluctuation
for Luton and 0.21% for Bedford). However, they have remained slightly above the national rate for the
most recent three terms in the data below.

Figure 3.2 Secondary School Permanent Exclusions 2021/22 to 2024/25 for England, Bedford, Central
Bedfordshire and Luton
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3.1.1 Reason for permanent exclusions

The figure below shows the breakdown of reasons for permanent exclusions for the period 2023/24,
the most recent full year that publicly available data on reasons is available for’. It shows for all Local
Authorities as is the case nationally (38%), the most common reason for permanent exclusion is
persistent disruptive behaviour. However, the proportion varies, being particularly high in this period
for Luton (46%) and lowest for Central Bedfordshire (28%). The second most common reason for all
sites is ‘Physical assault against a pupil’, which is also the case nationally (16%). The proportion this
constitutes of the whole was particularly high for Luton (30%) and Bedford (28%) whilst Central
Bedfordshire was the same as the national proportion (16%).

Figure 3.3 Reasons for permanent exclusions by Local Authority for 2023/24
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7 DfE (November 2025) Suspension and Permanent Exclusions in England. https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england/2023-24?subjectld=13852d2a-
d0f7-499e-89d9-08ddb318a2f9
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3.2 Intersections of SEND Needs, the PRU Population and the Youth Justice Cohort
National data DfE from the 2019/2020% demonstrates that the proportion of children in England that
had been cautioned or sentenced for any offence that had ever attended alternative provision (AP) was
29% and for a serious violence offence it was 40%. Of all children that had ever attended AP, 38% had
either been cautioned or sentenced for any offence and 14% for a serious violence offence. Asresearch
demonstrates that children excluded from education and who attend alternative education provision
are more likely to offend, the Youth Endowment Fund have commissioned the London School of
Economics to explore where children go after being permanently excluded and the potential link this
has to future offending (Alternative education provision and offending | Youth Endowment Fund).

3.2.1 Educational Journeys of Children referred for YPS involvement in 2023/24 reporting year:
Data for Luton

This section draws on aggregate data shared by the Luton Youth Partnership Service which highlights
the educational journeys of 500 children referred to the Youth Partnership Service in 2023/249, as well
as recorded SEND needs of the cohort. The cohort consists of

e 171 Youth Justice sector cases, which are children that have been convicted of something.

e 159 Targeted Youth Service cases are children that are at risk of offending or criminal
exploitation.

e 102 Triage cases are children that have been arrested. The Youth Partnership Service do a triage
assessment on every child that gets arrested in Luton, even if there is no further action taken, to
determine if there is any intervention they can offer to assist.

e 57 MAGPan (Multi-Agency Gang Panel) Cases. MAGPan cases are: “Anyone aged under 25 years
old who is involved in offending and/or behaviour which is related to serious youth violence and
likely to cause a risk of harm or serious harm to others or anyone under 18 years and deemed to
be at high risk of becoming involved in or who is already involved in serious youth violence or
exposed to its consequences, either as a perpetrator or victim.”’°

The figure below shows the exclusion and managed move history for the Luton Youth Partnership
Service Cohort 2023/24. It shows that a high proportion of the cohort had experienced fixed term
exclusions with it being particularly high for the MAGPan Cohort (72%). It also shows the proportion
from each cohort that have had experienced managed moves and permanent exclusions.

8 DfE (March 2023) Education, children’s social care and offending: Local authority level dashboard. https://explore-
education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/education-children-s-social-care-and-offending-local-authority-level-
dashboard/2019-20

9 YPS Strategic Management Board ETE Needs Analysis Data Report provided by the Luton Youth Partnership Service

10 Solutions Community Safety Partnership (November 2021) Multi-Agency Gang Panel Operating Protocol. MAGPan-
protocol.pdf
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Figure 3.4 Exclusion history and managed move activity for the Luton Youth Partnership Service Cohort
2023/24
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The table below shows that about a quarter (24%) of the whole Luton Youth Partnership Service cohort
(total) had involvement with a Pupil Referral Unit (Part -time or full-time) and over a third (36%) of
MAGPan cases and about a third (32%) of youth justice cases did.

Table 3.1 Luton Youth Partnership Service Cohort 2023/24 Involvement with Pupil Referral Units

Luton Youth Partnership No Yes Total % attended
Service PRU
Youth Justice 111 55 171 32%
MAGPan 96 55 152 36%
Targeted Youth Service 141 15 159 9%
Triage 70 21 91 23%
Total 366 114 485 24%

3.2.2 Special Educational Needs of students in AP provisions as compared to mainstream schools
Of pupils in England 2024/25 whose main school registration was in a state funded alternative
provision, 83% had been identified with a SEND need compared to 17% in all state funded secondary
schools. About a quarter (26%) had an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan Compared to 3% in all
state-funded secondary schools EHCP statistics'” The figures below illustrate this with figure 3.5
showing that 26% had an EHCP in AP provision whilst the remaining 57% of the 83% having a SEND/
receiving SEN support without an EHCP.

The figures below also show the data for Bedford, Central Bedfordshire and for Luton, figure 3.5
showing the comparable data for state funded APs and figure 3.6 below it is showing the data for state
funded secondary schools. When looking at Bedford’s State Funded Alternative Provision cohort there
appears to be a notably higher proportion that do have EHCPs (54%) as compared to the England state
funded AP cohort (26%). Central Bedfordshire had a similar number of EHCPs in their AP cohort (28%)
to England. For Luton there may be missing data as only 4% had an EHCP in the state funded AP, 30%
had an identified SEN support/ SEN without an EHCP need whilst the remaining 66% were recorded as
having no identified need. This is not in line with what would have been expected therefore, the previous
year 2023/24 was examined and the data for that year is more in line with the other areas, with 74%
having a SEND need identified either with an EHCP (3%) or without an EHCP (71%). However, this still

" DfE (June 2025) Special Educational Needs in England available at https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/special-educational-needs-in-england).
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differs from the data for England and the two other Local Authorities as a much higher proportion within
the APs have EHC Plans in place (26%-54%) than in Luton. The data in figure 3.6 for Secondary State
Provision just highlights the differences in the SEN needs of the AP cohort as compared to the
“mainstream” cohort, with only 3-5% having EHC Plans in place and between 10-13% having SEN
support/ SEN without an EHC Planin place.

Figure 3.5 State funded Alternative Provision (SEN support/SEN without an EHCP and with EHCP) - 2024/25
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Figure 3.6 State funded Secondary Provision (SEN need without and EHCP and with an EHCP) - 2024/25
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Each of the PRUs in the three Local Authorities provided on the SEND needs of their cohorts. The
Bedford PRU (Greys) for their current figures, 30% (25) of their students had an EHCP in place, for 9%
(7) an Education Healthcare Needs Assessment (EHCNA) was being undertaken and for the remaining
62% (52) they had SEN support/SEN without and EHC plan. In the Central Bedfordshire PRU (ACB), 38%
(46) had an EHCP, 14 (12%) an EHCNA was being undertaken and 50% (61) had SEN support/SEN
without and EHC plan. In the Luton PRU (ACE) 14% (11) had an EHCP, 5% (4) had an EHCNA and 80%
(61) had SEN support/SEN without and EHC plan. The Luton PRU also provided this information for the
year 2024/25, in which 9% (12) had an EHCP, 5% (7) had an EHCNA, 85% (110) had SEN support/SEN
without an EHC plan and 5% (7) had no identified need. As with the nationally publicly available data
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this seems to confirm that students in the PRU in Luton are less likely than those in Bedford and Central
Bedfordshire to have an EHCP in place, and more likely to have SEN support/SEN without an EHCP.

Returning to nationally available data for the three local authorities and the national level data', the
primary need recorded for young people attending state funded APs is ‘Social, Emotional and Mental
Health Needs’. Inthe figure below, the mostrecent data has been used for the national picture, Bedford
and Central Bedfordshire (2024/25) however, the data for 2023/24 is used for Luton due to a high level
of missing data in the year 2024/25.

Figure 3.7 Proportion of cohort whose primary send Need is ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health Need’in
State Funded Alternative Provisions as opposed to State Funded Primary and Secondary Schools for
2024/25*
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*The data for Luton is 2023/24 due to a high level of missing data for the AP cohort in 2024/25

The Luton PRU were the only PRU that were able to provide a breakdown of students SEN needs,
although each PRU has the SEND needs recorded for each student, they did not have the capability to
easily provide a summary for the whole cohort. For the Luton PRU the data is provided below for the
current cohort and the 2024/25 cohort. This is extremely useful as mentioned above there is a lot of
missing data for Luton for publicly available data'® on state funded APs in Luton in 2024/25, with the
primary need being missing for two thirds of cases (66%, 51). The figure below shows the Luton AP data
provided by the provision for 2024/25 and the publicly available state funded AP data for 2024/25 for
Bedford and Central Bedfordshire. Itis important to note that the data is from two different sources
and so should be treated with some caution but it does highlight again that Luton AP provision students
appear to be categorised as ‘SEN support but no specialist assessment of type of need’ whereas for
the majority of Bedford state funded AP and Central Bedfordshire AP students the primary need is
categorised as ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health Need’. Two SEND needs that tend to be
mentioned as quite common, in interviews with staff, within the PRU population tend to be Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyper-Activity Disorder (ADHD) (see Chapter 4, Section
4.2.3) what is important to note that as regards ‘primary need’ data both within the school census
which is the source of the data below (for Central Bedfordshire and Bedford) and EHCP data, ADHD is
not listed as a primary category and therefore, presumably would be classed under a different need

12 Department of Education dataset Age and Gender, by type of SEN provision and type of need - 2016 to 2025.
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/special-educational-needs-in-england

3 DfE (June 2025) Special Educational Needs in England available at https://explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/special-educational-needs-in-england).
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such as ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health Need’. This means that it is difficult to statistically verify

the frequency of the specific condition ADHD In the cohort.

Table 3.2 The primary need of students in the state funded APs in Bedfordshire, Luton data sourced directly
from the provision, Bedford and Central Bedfordshire data sourced from DFE data

Bedford Central
2024/25 (DFE | Bedfordshire | Luton 2024/25
Primary need publicly 2024/25 (DFE (from
available publicly Provision)
data) available data)
AutIStIF Spectrum 1 1 4
Disorder
Downs Syndrome
Hearing Impairment
Missing 2 2
Modergtg Learning 0 0 6
Difficulty
Mult|—§ensory 0 0 0
impairment
Other difficulty or
disability 1 0 2
Physical Disability 0 0 0
Profourld & Myltiple 0 0 0
Learning Difficulty
SEN support but no
specialist assessment of i 0 48
type of need
Severe Learning Difficulty 0 0 0
Social, Emotional and 35 45 20
Mental Health
Specific Learning
Difficulty 1 2 4
Speech, Language and 5 0 6
Communications needs
Visual Impairment 0 0 0
Total 46 50 90

3.2.3 SEND Needs of Youth Justice Cohort (Luton)

Data shared by the Luton Youth Partnership Service shows the proportion of each of their cohorts with
a SEND need for the 500 children referred to Luton Youth Partnership Service in 2023/24. It
demonstrated that 4 in 10 of the entire caseload (39%) had SEND needs and this was higher for their
MAGPan cohortat5in 10 (49%).
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Youth Service 171 71 42% 10 6% 15 9%

Targeted Youth Service 159 69 43% 18 11% 19 12%
Programme

MAGPan 152 74 49% 11 7% 15 10%
Triage 93 32 34% 9 10% 4 4%

YPS Caseload 500 197 39% 38 8% 42 8%

The below figures show the category of SEND for children for both the full Luton Youth Partnership
Service Caseload (211) and the MAGpan caseload (76). For both the most common SEND Need is
Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs (at 44% and 50% respectively). The next largest category
of SEND is moderate learning difficulty.

Table 3.4 Categories of SEND in Luton Youth Partnership Service 2023/24.

ADHD 2 1% 2 3%
Autism Spectrum Disorder 9 4% 2 3%
Hearing Impaired 2 1% 2 3%
Moderate Learning disability 37 18% 13 17%
Not specified 2 1% 0 0%
Other difficulty or disability 11 5% 4 5%
SEN support but no specialist assessment of type of

need 10 5% 8 11%
Severe Learning Difficulty 2 1% 0 0%
Social, Emotional and Mental Health 93 44% 38 50%
Specific Learning Difficulty 16 8% 3 4%
Speech language and communication needs 21 10% 4 5%
Restricted/ unknown 6 3% 0 0%
Total 211 100% 76 100%
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3.3 Demographics of the Population

3.3.1 Deprivation and Poverty

The figure below shows the proportion of AP state funded secondary schools and the proportion of
secondary school students that were eligible for free school meals in 2024/25". It shows that all state
funded APs had higher rates than the state funded secondary schools, but the gap was less notable for
Luton, with a higher proportion of secondary school students (30%) and a lower proportion of AP
students (43%) being eligible than in Bedford and Central Bedfordshire.

Figure 3.8 Eligibility for Free School Meals for 2024/25 by Local Authority, comparing secondary state

schools with AP (state funded schools)
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Each PRU provided current data on eligibility for free school meals, 41% (38) of Luton’s PRU (ACE) were
known to be eligible for free school meals, 61% (62) of Central Bedfordshire’s PRU (ACB) and 50% (42)
of Bedford’s PRU (Greys) were known to be eligible for free school meals. Each PRU also provided the
current proportion of students eligible for pupil premium, with 50% (47) of Luton PRUs (ACE) being
eligible, 83% (84) of Central Bedfordshire’s (PRU) being eligible and 50% (42) of Bedford’s PRU being
eligible.

3.3.2 Children in Need

Forthe publicly available data for 2024'° the number of looked after children and the number of children
on a child protection plan were supressed for all three of the Local Authority State Funded Alternative
Provisions. However, looking at children in need (excluding looked after children and those on a child
protection plan), 20% of children in a state funded AP in central Bedfordshire, 17% in Bedford and 16%
in Luton were classed as Children in Need compared to 1% Secondary state funded schools in 2024/25
in all three of the Local Authorities.

4 DfE (June 2025) Schools, pupils and their characteristics available at Create your own tables on schools, pupils and
their characteristics - Explore education statistics - GOV.UK

S DfE (April 2025) Outcomes for children in need, including children looked after by local authorities in England available
at Outcomes for children in need, including children looked after by local authorities in England, Reporting year 2024 -
Explore education statistics - GOV.UK
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3.3.3 Age Demographic

All three PRUs provided some data on the age demographic of their secondary students, however,
whilst Greys provided 2024/25 data, ACE provided data for their current cohort and ACB provided both.
The figure below compares the cohorts looking at the current data for ACE and ACB and 2024/25 data
for Greys. It shows that Greys had a notably higher proportion of 16-year-olds, but this may be because
they were providing 2024/25 data rather than for the current cohort where some young people may not
have reached 16 as it is not end of year data. However, for all the PRUs, over half were either 15 or 16
and a minority were aged 11-12 (6% for Greys and ACE and 12% for ACB).

Figure 3.9 Age demographic data for the three PRUs (Greys 2024/25 data, ACE and ACB current data)
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3.3.4 Gender

In terms of gender, in all three PRUs females made up about 1 in 3 of the cohort. 30% (37) of The
Academy of Central Bedfordshire’s cohort were female, 35% (32) of Greys cohort were female and 36%
(68) of ACE’s cohort were female. The PRUs were asked to provide their current data only, however
within interviews some commented that, despite males being a more prominent number in PRUs the
girl cohort had grown. The publicly available data on the proportion of the state funded APs population
that were female from 2015/16 to 2024/25 is shown in figure 3.10, the increase in the female cohort
is particularly clear for Luton.

Figure 3.10 State funded AP data on proportion of the population that were female 2015/16-2024/25
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8 DfE (June 2025) School, Pupils and their Characteristics. Schools, pupils and their characteristics, Academic year
2024/25 - Explore education statistics - GOV.UK
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3.3.5 Ethnicity
The PRUs provided the ethnicity breakdown of their cohorts, the figures below show their breakdown
as compared to the publicly available data for state funded secondary mainstream for 2024/25 in the
same Local Authorities. It shows that in Central Bedfordshire the PRU cohorts population appears
largely in line with secondary cohorts’ ethnic breakdown, apart from the ‘mixed’ population being
slightly higher. For the PRU in Bedford, they appear to have a raised proportion of black students
compared to the state funded secondary schools. For the Luton it shows that while there are a lower

proportion of Asian students in the PRU than the secondary school state funded population, there is a
higher proportion of black students and students from other ethnic groups.

Figure 3.11 Breakdown of students by ethnicity for ACB as compared to Secondary State Funded Schools
in Central Bedfordshire
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Figure 3.12 Breakdown of students by ethnicity for Greys as compared to Secondary State Funded
Schools in Bedford
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Figure 3.13 Breakdown of students by ethnicity for ACE as compared to Secondary State Funded Schools
in Luton
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3.4 Summary

The most common reason for permanent exclusions is ‘persistent disruptive behaviours’, in the year
2023/24 it made up over a quarter of PECs for Central Bedfordshire, over a third for Bedford and nearly
a half for Luton. It was confirmed in local key stakeholder interviews (see Chapter 4 and 5) that it is still
the most common reason for exclusions. It is important to note that the DfE provide no specific
definition, or examples of, what ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ constitutes or a specific period over
which it is occurring. Therefore, this may result in very significant differences in interpretation across
schools, according to the tes magazine (October 2025) this has been highlighted as a concern by PRU
and AP leaders'. The in-depth analysis of ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ cases should be
considered as an area of focus, because (1) it is the most common reason for exclusion, (2) there is
no specific definition and therefore there is benefit in understanding variation in how it is being applied
and (3) because of its nature, it suggests the opportunities for intervention, therefore, there would be
benefit in determining for a sample of cases what did each ‘disruptive behaviour’ look like, where
reasons behind it considered and what action was taken? What reasonable adjustments were taken if
needed? These cases could be random and anonymised with the aim not being to ‘call out’ its use or
highlight a particular case or school but rather to take a black box thinking approach (Syed, M. 2025)é.
What could also be an important aspect is the reasonable adjustments aspect, as some comments
from both young people (Chapter 6) and professionals (Chapter 4 and 5), do question whether
reasonable adjustments are made for example in relation to uniform policies.

Given that ‘physical assault against a pupil’ is the second biggest category and makes up over a
quarter of cases in Luton and Bedford, in-depth understanding of a sample of these cases may
also be beneficial, particularly in determining the extent to which there was a pattern of behaviours
prior to permanent exclusion incident and possible contributing factors to the assault.

National data and the aggregate data kindly shared by the Luton Youth Partnership Service clearly aligns
the vulnerabilities of the PRU Cohort becoming involved in violence related crime, with about a quarter
of the LPS 2023/24 cohort having involvement with a PRU and over a third of MAGPan cases having
attended a PRU. The LPS data also highlight the high prevalence of SEND needs amongst their cohort
with 4 in 10 of the entire caseloads (39%) had SEND needs and this was higher for their MAGPan cohort
at 5in 10 (49%). As with the PRU cohort the LPS cohorts most common SEND need was Social,
Emotional and Mental Health Needs. Social Skills training, which aims to develop children’s ability to
regulate their behaviour and communicate effectively is estimated by the Youth Endowment Fund as
having a high impact on reducing violent crime, they have high confidence in this estimate, and they
categorise these interventions at moderate cost. Within the YEFs guidance (2024) for school, college
and alternative provision leaders to help prevent children’s involvement in violence, it is third
recommendation of eight after keeping children in education and providing children with trusted adults.
A key area of focus as regards children that have been excluded or are at risk of exclusion,

7 Tex magazine (Oct 2025) DfE urged to probe ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ categories. DfE urged to look at exclusions
for disruptive behaviour | Tes

8 Syed, M (2015). Black Box Thinking: The Surprising Truth About Success, Penguin, London.

93 YEF (2024) Education, Children and Violence: Guidance for school, college and alternative provision leaders to help
prevent children’s involvement in violence. YEF-Education-Children-and-Violence-May-2024-6.pdf
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therefore, should be around what is currently being undertaken in relation SEMH interventions in
Bedfordshire and how can it be further developed and supported?

The data highlighted the very high level of SEND needs amongst the State Funded AP population, and
as noted above the most common SEND need was Social, Emotional and Mental Health. It is important
to note the limitations of the publicly available data, particularly that the data for Luton was largely
missing for 2024/25 and was substituted with either 2023/24 publicly available data or data provided
by the PRU in Luton. Although the publicly available data was flawed, looking at this data and the data
directly provided by the PRU highlighted that the Luton PRU appeared to be less likely than those in
Bedford and Central Bedfordshire to have an EHCP in place, and more likely to be categorised as having
‘SEN support/SEN without an EHCP’. Additionally, when it came to SEND needs, they were less likely
to be categorised as their primary SEND need being ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health’ than those
in Bedford and Central Bedfordshire and more likely to be categorised as ‘SEN support but no specialist
assessment of type of need’. This may be something that warrants further investigation in terms of
whether this is a difference in how the local authority areas record the data or whether there is a
real difference in the nature of the needs of the Luton cohort and whether those needs have been
assessed.

It is worth highlighting that only one of the three PRUs provided a breakdown of SEND needs, this
isnotbecause needs are notrecorded for each student but rather that it was not possible for them
to easily provide a summary for the whole cohort. This may be something to consider in terms of
the system being able to track the specific needs of, and changes, inthe cohortin order resources
and support are in place to meet needs but also from a preventative perspective for exclusions,
for example if there is a surge in a particular primary need. The ability to look at local data
specifically in relation to certain conditions may be important as two SEND needs that tend to be
mentioned as quite common, in interviews with staff, within the PRU population are Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyper-Activity Disorder (ADHD) (see Chapter 4, Section 4.2.3). In
relation to publicly available data what is important to note as regards SEND ‘primary need’ data both
within the school census which is the source of the data below (for Central Bedfordshire and Bedford)
and EHCP data, ADHD is not listed as a category. Within EHCPs the focus is the functional impact of a
disability on learning rather than a medical diagnosis itself and therefore, ADHD is classed under a
need such as a ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health Need’. This means that it could be argued that
statistically it becomes ‘invisible’ as a need, that anecdotally is a prominent need amongst the cohort
of children who are most likely to be excluded. Therefore, it raises the question as to why, in the
school census and also possibly in EHCPs, ADHD does not have its own category in the same way
that ASD does?*? Additionally, as evidence suggests this group is at risk of exclusion and of
becoming involved in violence or being exploited, what can be done locally to ensure this cohort
are not statistically invisible?

The data suggests that there are an increased number of females entering PRUs when looking at
publicly available data by Local Authority, this increase seems particularly notable for Luton. An area
of interest from a data perspective, may be looking more in-depth at the reasons for exclusions
and needs of girls specifically to determine whether there are preventative measures to exclusion
may differ from boys. Additionally, how does the increase in girls’ effect PRUs abilities to meet

20 This has also been highlighted as a recommendation by Dr Neil Alexander Passe to the Education Committee for the
Solving the Send Crisis Review. committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/133600/pdf/
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needs and reduce their risks for becoming involved in violence or exploitation? For example, one

of the PRU professionals commented “But one of the things that we have been thinking is whilst there

are a number of interventions that are aimed at boys and gangs and fighting, we don’t have a female
oriented gangs and fighting and bullying. |think that’s something that a number of our female students

could do with”.
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Chapter 4: Local Key Stakeholder Opinions on Serious Violence,
Exploitation and Risk Factors

Twenty interviews were conducted with relevant local key stakeholders across Bedfordshire: 14
interviews were with staff from the three Pupil Referral Units, two staff from the police education and
diversion team, two interviews with professionals in the Youth Justice Services and 2 interviews with
local authority staff. Responses on risk and protective factors from the out of region professionals from
the case study sites are also included in this section. Therefore, this chapter draws on 23 interviews in
total. The chapter first presents the main types of violence and exploitation identified, followed by an
overview of risk factors. The next chapter will detail the main protective factors identified in the
interviews.

4.1 Types of Serious Violence and Exploitation

Gangs and county lines were mentioned most frequently by local key stakeholders. This seemed to
be of particular concern with comments that some students get so deeply into these gangs and county
lines that they can become trapped, and unable to leave due to drugs debts or risks to themselves or
their families.

“Like everywhere, we’ve got children being exploited for the distribution of drugs, both
locally and probably more geographically wider... Then along with that comes the increase in
weapons carrying and the increase in violence. We do have mapped gangs in Bedford.” (5)

“l would say at the more serious end, yes there are those (in) county lines, and we do have
students who disappear for three, four, five days, maybe up to 10 days. And what we hear
from other students is because they have been sent somewhere to earn some money and
they will be back when it’s gone.” (17)

“I think the main things are when they get involved in county lines, they get deeper and deeper
into it and then they are being exploited to drugs and things like that. But also, not only are they
being given drugs, but they are being told that they owe the dealer money, or whatever, so
they are having to work off their debts.” (6)

“I had a conversation with a young man...l know he has been arrested for very serious things to
do with drugs, very expensive drugs, Class A drugs...(I said) | can’t relate to what’s going on in
your life right now and the decisions that you are having to make because | never had to make
those decisions. But do you ever think about not wanting to do it?’ And he said ‘all the time’. |
said ‘what can | do, how can | help?’ And he said, ‘You can’t [help now]. I’m so far in now,
that’s it; they are not going to let me go’. We will help him, we will do stuff, but actually his
only option is to leave (the area). That’s pretty much it because they won’t leave him alone.
They’ll come around and they’ll threaten his (family), they’ll sit outside his house, they’ll
intimidate him. He won’t be able to go down the road on his own because he’s too valuable.”
(15)

Some professionals talked about individuals, involved in criminal activity and gangs, targeting students
from PRUs and special provisions.

“We’ve seen recently a marked increase in terms of SEN young people getting dragged into
being exploited. Some of our SEN provisions, we’ve had known mapped gang nominals
hanging outside those locations, trying to engage with some of the young people that are
involved.” (3)
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“If you were to talk to the Head Teacher of the PRU, (they) would say it’s a melting pot for

grooming of children because they know we’ve got some very vulnerable children here and
quite often she sees similar cars going up and down.” (5)

Some interviewees mentioned the rise of knife related crime and the normalisation of knife carrying
which may be due to the involvement in gangs.

“Obviously there has been a lot of knife crime of late and we’ve got quite a few students that
have - not been directly involved but we are aware that they carry knives... I’d say mainly it’s
knife crime, trying to educate students because a lot of students, particularly around this area,
do getinvolved in gangs. | think it’s just seen as the norm to getinvolved and have knives.” (6)

“The situation around knives would concern me. | haven’t seen any come to school but
there’s an almost blasé talk about it, | would say. And obviously we do everything we can to shut
that down and to say what the consequences of holding a knife... Even simple things like taking
a ruler and pretending it’s a knife, they are desensitising themselves to it. By playing it they
are kind of - and it shows me their attitude towards it, they think it’s funny and so therefore that
is a concern.” (12)

Other issues referred to included sexual exploitation and violence, with it being raised that cases of
child-on-child sexual violence had increased, not in the PRU cohort specifically, but within the youth
justice cohort.

“Actually I’'ve seen more than one child sexual exploitation, | think three since I’'ve been here,
two very serious, one extremely serious.” (14)

“I think as well, when we are talking about violence, it’s also around some sexual violence
amongst children as well. Not lots, but we do have some children who are arrested for -
some charged but some arrested for - some quite serious sexually violent offences, which I don’t
think historically - | think that’s definitely on the increase.” (5)

Sexual exploitation and violence was an issue associated more with females whereas risk for boys were
more associated with gangs, drugs and county lines.

“Yes, I think more males would be open to getting into gangs and knife crime, we tend to find.
Girls probably more exploitation, so your grooming, things like that, going out with older men,
especially sexual exploitation. And we find that normally if they are in care homes or in foster
families they are quite vulnerable as well, so that’s a risk factor for females as well.” (6)

“I think it’s different risk for females and males though, this is the problem, it’s different things.
I think boys are more vulnerable and susceptible to drugs, | don’t know. Maybe girls, sexual
exploitation. But | don’t know where we would start. We do have these conversations; this is
what some of their lessons are about, but | don’t know where we could get the support for them
further than that. Obviously, we work closely with social care teams and things.” (10)

In terms of the increased prevalence of sexual offences amongst children, one youth justice
professional noted the significant impact of social media.

“Suddenly we’ve got all these technology-assisted offences that 20 years ago just wasn’t a
thing. When | was a child, | didn’t have the means to send an indecent image whereas now the
use of technology enables a number of offences to be committed, sometimes not even
knowing they are committing offences. Most of that is dealt with through the out of court
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process; we wouldn’t want to see children criminalised for naivety, almost...I think social media
and music, the portrayal of sex in media and all of that kind of stuff. | could talk for a long time
about the oversexualisation of children.” (5)

Therefore, in summary in terms of the types of violence related crimes and exploitation professionals
spoke about, they tended to focus around gangs, county lines, knife crime and particularly for girls
sexual violence. The next section focuses on risk factors they perceive to be particularly prevalent for
the PRU cohort.

4.2 Risk Factors of Violence and Exploitation

This section provides an overview of identified risk factors of violence and exploitation. In total, there
were 10 factors identified:

1. Exclusion

2. Time spentin school

3. High prevalence special educational needs (SEND)
4. Lack of community assets for young people

5. Poverty and deprivation

6. Family and home circumstances

7. Asense of belonging, feeling worthy and wanted

8. Substance misuse

9. Risk factors within a PRU setting

10. Quality and monitoring of alternative provisions

4.2.1 Exclusion

A key risk factor highlighted by key stakeholders forthe PRU cohortin terms of risk of becoming involved
in serious violence and exploitation is that they have been permanently excluded, or they are at risk
of being permanently excluded from school. This was also a clearly identified risk factor, within the
literature (see Chapter 2) and local data (see Chapter 3).

“Yes, we’ve got a massively disproportionately number of children that have experienced
permanent exclusions in our (youth justice) cohort. And the link between the exclusion to
prison pipeline, there’s lots of evidence out there that actually if we can keep kids in schools,
they are safer, all of those things. Actually, excluding kids just puts them out there into the
community and makes them much more vulnerable and exposed to things that they shouldn’t
be exposed to.” (5)

In terms of impact of students of exclusion, professionals also spoke of the impact on their sense of
belonging, feeling given up on or rejected.

“For those children, there are so many points of failure. And when we talk to children, they tell
us the kind of ethos of the other schools they’ve been in. Their perception, and it is obviously
how they feel about it, is they feel that most of their school, | think we could broaden, is that,
‘They just wanted to get rid of me, they didn’t want to work with me’. Again, we would
probably echo that some of what we hear, we look at the wider practice and think there isn’t a
particularly inclusive ethos there.” (11)

“Positive relationships are a protective factor and when you are excluded from your social group,
which is what happens at permanent exclusion, if there are any protective factors, you lose
them; they are gone immediately. You’ve then got - and this may present in greater or lesser
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extent in young people individually - loss and trauma, grief, if you want to call it that, over the
permanent exclusion.” (16)

“Obviously our students have had a history of suspension; the majority of them have had a
permanent exclusion unless, as | said, we have students that come on a different pathway as
well. But actually if you hear some of their stories, they’ll share that they’ve maybe been to
five or six schools so their turnaround in education has been really quite quick. They’ve
never really maybe had the opportunity to settle.” (11)

Staff in all three PRUs highlighted that persistent disruptive behaviour is the most common reason
students were coming to them with exclusions being a culmination of a series of incidents (as
highlighted in Chapter 3).

“We definitely have more pupils who have just had that consistently disruptive behaviour.
And then they’ve either hit the threshold for the amount of suspensions they are allowed to have
and then permanently excluded or have then had a serious incident and have been permanently
excluded. Butthere has been a long list of other suspensions - one day for this, five days for
that. And then perhaps they’ve had a fight and they’ve said, ‘Right, that’s it now’...this year a lot
of itis now falling just under persistent disruption and it’s the sheer number of suspensions that
a student has accrued. The final incident itself might not necessarily be that big a thing, but
because it is the seventh or the eighth or the twelfth one.” (17)

“The two largest reasons behind permanent exclusion in Luton last year were persistent
disruptive behaviour, which is a very broad blanket term, and physical assault. They were the
two; persistent disruptive behaviour was the most prevalent.” (16)

However, they also referenced having some cases that were because of one-off incidents.

“We have a handful of pupils, four or five, that have had a one-off serious incident and they’ve
been permanently excluded. Butthat one-off serious incident is often a fight, and perhaps a
member of staff has been hit in the process of a fight.” (4)

“So the children will be excluded from mainstream school and that could be for a number of
reasons. That could be they’ve brought a weapon to school; it could be that they’ve had a
fight in school; it could be that they are not under control, they are not able to learn, they are
not able to access learning. They’ve built up a consistent pattern of disruption over a long
period of time and then they’ve come here.” (12)

Some professionals talked with concern about there being variation in schools and headteachers
likelihood of permanently excluding children, with some suggesting Academies are more likely to
exclude students compared to Local Authority Schools.

“As Trusts have taken over and there are more Academies, | think we’ve only got three or four
Local Authority schools. And schools that were really high performers before are now not
because, of course, they have to take all of the behavioural kids. | just think those kids get
forgotten because of Academies, because of the way they work; because of the way that their
funding is linked to success. | think that disproportionately impacts kids.” (2)

Participant: Again, | think obviously consequences have to take place but | think some schools
are quicker hitting the expel button or trying to expel rather than spending some time thinking
about it and actually thinking, ‘Could there be some work we could do with this individual to
keep them in our school community?’, rather than expel them; they end up in the Pupil Referral
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Unit. There are pros of being in the Pupil Referral Unit but there are a lot of not so many pros of
being in the Pupil Referral Unit.

Interviewer: Have you noticed any trend in particular schools - not naming schools specifically
- but types of schools that might be more inclined to expel or reasons why they might be more
inclined to expel?

Participant: For me, when you look at the nhames of the schools and you look at the Academy
Trusts, I think there are certain Academy Trusts that take the stance rather than individual
schools, if you get what I’'m trying to say there. It’s difficult, isn’t it. Sometimes you get a new
Head Teacher that will come in, or a new Principal, and obviously they want to stamp their
authority on the school. Then you sometimes see a spike in expulsions. (3)

Variations across schools in terms of likelihood to exclude was also touched upon by staff from an out
of region PRU, commenting that some schools were more likely to exclude for persistent low level
disruptive behaviours.

“We are seeing an increase in lower-level behaviours being used as a reason for permanent
exclusion, sometimes built up over a long period of time but it really does vary from school to
school. We know which schools are more likely to permanently exclude for those lower-
level behaviours and which would reserve permanent exclusion for the more serious - for
example, violent - behaviours or those that involve drug supply or weapons and things like
that...” (18)

It was also raised by one professional that they felt that Department for Education (DfE) exclusion
guidance is too vague and open to interpretation, allowing schools to take very different decisions
to exclusion and inclusion.

“I’ll be honest, I think the DfE guidance is badly written. | think it’s too vague, | think it leaves
everything open to interpretation. Your red line at your school is going to be very different to
my red line at my school because the DfE guidance says ‘this’ and I’ve interpreted it as ‘this’. ...
Which means that if | am a school leader who'’s interpreting the DfE guidance in a way that’s
maybe less inclusive than a school leader who is interpreting the DfE guidance and being very
inclusive in their setting and very pastoralin their setting, but I’m being a bit more hard line, which
you are entitled to do under the DfE guidance, nobody’s saying that you can’t be, the new Ofsted
document means | have to be. If | want to meet certain criteria, | maybe have to be a bit more
flexible. It remains to be seen, and everybody finds loopholes, don’t they? Yes, the
documentation is poor...and if you are looking for there to be a reduction in exclusions, you
are going to have to look at what money are you pumping into schools to support them to
be more inclusive, and the central policies that every school stems from, how are they
encouraging schools to be more inclusive?” (15)

4.2.2 Time Spentin School

Students in PRUs are more likely to be in school for less time (either when in mainstream or in an AP)
and there are several reasons for this. Professionals talked about students being at risk because they
were more likely to be spending more time out of school. This was for a variety of reasons including
they are more likely to be on a reduced timetable, they will have had suspensions, they may be home
schooled, they are in an AP, and their attendance may not be being monitored and APs tend to have
shorter school days.
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“Obviously, there’s the lack of supervision sometimes. What | mean by that is in a Pupil
Referral Unit they tend to be shorter school days and that can create more periods for them to
be out and about, mixing with some of their peers who might be involved in stuff, that they can
spend more time with, that opens doors as well.” (3)

“I think the greatest vulnerability in the system is where children aren’t accessing [schools]
- schools are trying to push the 32, 35 hours a week education and having longer school days;
mainstream are going to that atthe minute. AP is, as usual, kind of left to make its own advances.
But where you’ve got children who are not in full time and their friends are, they are sitting at
home on their own. If they are in low-income families they are not sitting in nice
environments, so then they are out, then they get groomed. | think particularly for those
children with SEND where they are on 15 hours provision in a week...Those vacuums are
just going to lead to negativity.” (11)

One of the participants referenced four separate knife incidents in September 2023 which led to 12
children being arrested and charged with murder. They noted that all of them were on a school roll, but
they were all in alternative placements and none of them had been attending. They commented:

“I think whoever commissions that AP, whoever commissions that child to be in that AP
needs to be sure that they are monitoring that child’s attendance, their attainment and their
progress. And regularly reviewing, sending staff from the school to the AP, knowing that that
child hasn’t been forgotten by the school. Obviously, that on its own isn’t enough, you need full
assessments to ascertain how that child is going to succeed in whatever environment they
are putin.” (2)

One participant identified that children being home-schooled was problematic, in terms of children
going off the ‘radar’ and being able to access parents/carers to provide them with support and advice
around keeping their children safe from harm and exploitation.

Participant: ... Or they end up being home schooled because again there are some parents
that will just then take their child out of the education setting and will home school. That’s
another really massive area of concern.

Interviewer: Does that potentially lead to issues in terms of children going off the radar

Participant: Interms of home schooling? Yes, massive. | think when a child starts becoming
home schooled, I know the school are not allowed to off-roll any more. They probably were
never allowed to, but we still see that a little bit, | think. There’s some anecdotal evidence
from our end that that still happens. | think then parent or carer justloses trustin services and
it’s very, very hard then to regain that trust with them. Obviously if the child’s being home
schooled, in terms of my team’s work it’s really difficult to get to them because most of our
events happen in school settings. (3)

PRUs talked about the issue and challenge of students coming to them that have spent a lot of time out
of school and are ‘de-schooled’.

“We do have a lot of young people also who come to us on very, very reduced timetables,
even as little as an hour a day. But also whether or not they are even accessing that, very often
we have young people who arrive at school, refuse to go into lessons and are sent home so they
are probably very, very de-schooled by the time that they reach us.” (18)
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“(There) are those that are coming (to us) because they’ve gotissues around anxiety and very
withdrawn, almost school refusing, minimum attendance; the noise and the bustle of

schools were justtoo much. That’s led to them losing their places and they come to us. We still
struggle with that because they’ve been out of education for so long.” (17)

4.2.3. High Prevalence Special Educational Needs (SEND)

As noted in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 those with Special Educational Needs are over-represented
within the prison and youth justice population and SEND needs have also been identified as high
within the PRU population.

“Yes, when you look at the prevalence of speech, language and communication needs in
Youth Justice cohort, it’s massive. It’s anything between 60-80%, depending on what you
read. I’'m not saying everybody in a PRU is also in Youth Justice but there is a high number of
children. Forexample, when | look at serious violence, if | look at our serious incidents, there’s a
certain procedure that would trigger as a serious incident notification to the Youth Justice Board.
And when | look at those children that meet that criteria, certainly the ones that have been
involved in the serious violence element of it, a lot of them have had some contact with a
PRU at some point. I’'m not saying the PRU caused that, but there’s probably a higher prevalence
of violence in that cohort and therefore that higher crossover between Youth Justice and the
PRU. So | imagine it goes without saying that they’ve got a high prevalence of speech,
language and communication needs at the PRU just as much as we do in Youth Justice.” (5)

Professionals talked about how PRU students SEND needs can make them vulnerable to
exploitation and being influenced and exploited by peers or becoming violent.

“There’s a very different shift, a very, very different shift. The children now, they tend to be much
more they’ve got SEN needs, that’s their predominant need, that seems to be the shift. And
that’s the main reason they are just really vulnerable children that tend to come.” (12)

“Lots of our pupils are vulnerable to being exploited or just following friends. And actually
lots of the [application] put in for an EHCP, most of them say that they are unable to make those
positive choices; they can’t differentiate between a positive and a negative friendship. So I’'d
say lots of our pupils don’t know what a good friend is... They will think that because
somebody has asked them to do something, they are a friend: ‘It’s okay that they laugh at me,
but they’ve sat next to me at lunchtime, they must be my friend’. ‘It’s okay, they make fun of me’.
But that’s not a friend. It’s that understanding for them, and that’s a need in itself.... They are all
assessed using the speech and language progression tool...I would say there’s lots of
underlying need in that communication as well.” (4)

“I think lots of it comes from fear, the use of violence, a way of trying to gain some control for
children who feel potentially really quite out of control or in an out of control situation. Whereas
the use of violence is something they can control. Some children | think use violence just
because they are completely out of control as well, completely dysregulated, either through an
additional need, undiagnosed, or a diagnosed need that’s not very well managed.” (5)

“We’ve got a lot of SEND pupils so children with different types of learning needs and challenges
are also very vulnerable because emotionally they can overreact, | suppose, to difficult
social situations which leads them to try and prove themselves and they may take things a step
too far. And they are goaded into it for entertainment of others as well. So they are vulnerable
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to other children, not just adults, who are looking for - it is exploitation but sometimes it can just
be low level entertainment, hierarchical behaviour in gangs.” (13)

As noted in Chapter 3, in terms of primary SEND need most commonly students within the PRUs are
classed as having Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs. Also, commonly mentioned SEND
needs were Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit, Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and
Speech, Language and Communication Difficulties.

“We have a lot of students with ADHD and autism, so that’s one of the main needs.” (6)

“... because a lot of mainstreams - that’s where | used to work - they are trying to be very
structured in terms of you walk on the left, no talking, this, that and the other, and some kids
can’tcope with that. It’s very difficult. So any pupil that has ADHD or doesn’tfitin the lines of
mainstream are going to struggle. So they tend to get into trouble a lot, just by not doing their
homework, or they are walking the wrong way. Then, if they’ve also got ADHD and other issues
they tend to get very argumentative, which schools don’t put up with anymore.” (7).

Some professionals commented that quite often students will not have been diagnosed until they
have reached the Alternative Provision, and that their SEND needs have made it difficult for them
to cope and conform in the mainstream. Professionals referred to a high prevalence of ‘undiagnosed’
or ‘unmet’ needs.

“We have got ADHD, its’s diagnosed quite often here. We get lots of undiagnosed. | know the
SENCO js flat out, trying to get EHCPs for people, and does quite often. So clearly they’ve been
going through school with quite - And sometimes it’s really obvious, even without SEND
training, that you’ll have a student who you can’t quite believe they haven’t had anything
diagnosed. We have ASD pupils. Again, it’s often really obvious, they really struggle with their
social interactions with other people, learning levels for their age group are really low.” (13)

“Yes, if you were to talk to the Head, and certainly the Speech and Language Therapist... They
are seeing a number of children who are excluded that have got unmet special educational
needs, undiagnosed needs. The amount of EHCP applications that the PRU are doing - we
are still not getting it right. \We are getting these children excluded and I think that’s where the
issue is, around exclusions in schools and how well schools are able to identify, assess for need
and support children with those either diagnosed or undiagnosed needs to maintain their school
placement.” (5)

Professionals talked about the difficulties of getting children diagnosed due to long waiting lists
and a shortage of necessary professionals for a diagnosis i.e. educational psychologist.

“When you’ve got the child development clinic, you’ve got a two to three year waiting list at
the minute for any child to be assessed for any kind of neurodiversity. So when we make a
referral to CDC, whether it be in primary or secondary, you’ve got a child there that’s waiting
to be diagnosed or even assessed for some kind of neurodiversity which could be
impacting their life massively and could be the reason why they are so impulsive, why their
inattention is so pronounced, why they are so reactive.” (14)

“We know kids aren’t assessed early now for ADHD or for any particular SEND issues because
there’s a massive waiting list in the place that does it in Luton. We’ve got loads of vacancies
or little resource in educational psychologists in the Local Authority, so you are already on
the back foot.” (2)
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If a SEND need is identified and it is deemed that the child does need an EHCP for their SEND needs to
be met, the application process takes time and therefore, students will remain in the PRU/AP until

the application process is completed for some this may mean that they will not return to mainstream
or move to a specialist provision because they have reached the end of their schooling.

“And even then, when a student has an EHCP and if provision isn’t recognised to be
adequate, it’s then waiting to find suitable provision. So we have students maybe in Year 9
starting that process; they will be with us for the rest of their education, even if they probably
shouldn’t be.” (11)

One professional also felt that some children were not receiving EHCPs who need them because the
‘thresholds is so high’.

“There are a lot of gaps. Children come and then we get them EHCPs and then they go onto
another school afterwards. Also, there are some children that | believe need EHCP that would
find it hard to get one because the threshold is so high to get an EHCP. It’s hard to get. We
collect evidence together and sometimes children won’t get one even still; it’s very hard.” (12)

A key issue raised by some professionals was that there is a lack of specialist provision places to
send young people to if their level of need is so high that they cannot return to the mainstream.
There can also be the issue that mainstream say they cannot meet the child’s needs and a specialist
provision also say they cannot meet their needs, therefore the child remains in the PRU by default.

“I think our biggest challenge is moving them on. A Pupil Referral Unit, certainly the modelin
the city, is that we are not a permanent placement, that we are a stepping stone to either a return
to mainstream, alternative provision or a specialist placement. It's been the lack of specialist
placements that has meant that we have students who have been with us two years,
sometimes more, with an EHCP, who haven’t been able to move on.” (18)

“I think the need for more special school places rather than the view that at the moment we
have special schools who say they can’t meet need, mainstream schools saying they can’t meet
need. But a Pupil Referral Unit, which isn’t a specialist unit in that sense, are having to then
meet need by default.” (18)

“Yes, they can consult as many (special) schools as they want. We are not spoiled for schools
in Bedford Borough. I’ve currently got a pupil at an AP in Peterborough. We’ve got pupils that
have left us in Year 6 at primary and are now at schools in Milton Keynes and Northampton
because they need that therapeutic, wrap-around-That SEMH school that offers all those
things, we don’t have here as a secondary, so we need to send them out, which isn’t ideal
because SEND have to pay for it, and that’s transport as well.” (4)

When there are children that have a high level of SEND needs and would be better suited to a
special school, this can be challenging for PRUs to meet their needs, provide an appropriate
package, resource their needs appropriately and in some cases keep them safe.

“Special school placements are very rare, it could take months, even years. We’ve had a
student here since Year 8, EHCP for the last two years and they’ve not supported us in the
slightest. It’s only when we raised pressure and | said this child is at risk of death, he’s dangerous
- he’s climbed up buildings, he’s climbing down. He’s got no awareness of dangers. We need
urgent intervention and urgent help. It’s only then they’ve said, ‘Okay, we’ll give you 10 hours
of funding for a mentor, to start with, and then we’ll see what we do’...So it’s difficult. Sometimes

33



uo Vulnerabilities of Young People in Pupil Referral
Public Safety VE P P s omanoy | UNits and links to Serious Violence and Exploitation
O Crime and Justice PREVENTION PARTNERSHIP - Insights Report

it’s very hard to take because you have to sit back and wait for others. Whereas I feel a lot of it
is down to funding, which is really sad.” (9)

Another participant voiced concern of the overuse of APs for children with high SEND needs being
as a result of the high cost to Local Authorities of sending children to specialist school placements.

“We have lots of children currently, | think nationally, who are sitting in alternative provision.
Some of those alternative provisions don’t cost as much as a special school placement so
| think Local Authorities are saving quite a lot of money by having children - I’m not saying
‘leaving them’ - but having children in AP is certainly not as costly to Local Authorities as it
is to have themin specialist provision. Obviously Local Authorities are all pretty much in deficit
budgets on their high needs block. So there is a budgetary pressure around if we move all those
children into special school placements, how do we fund them?” (11)

One participant highlighted the introduction of the Team Around the Schools (TAS) meeting approach
in Bedford, to support PRUs with children that have undiagnosed or unmet need.

“And there’s a team around the schools’ approach in Bedford where we have multi-
disciplinary team meetings to support schools. The PRU has just come on board with that,
so we had our first TAS meeting for the PRU last week and | sit on the TAS for the PRU.... it’s led
by the SEND team of the Local Authority. They piloted it last year with a number of secondary
schools, but they’ve included now the PRU into that in terms of trying to look at packages of
support for children that attend the PRU who have either got unmet, undiagnosed special
educational needs.” (5)

A key area of vulnerability noted for students with SEND needs is the transition from primary school
to secondary school, in terms of their ability to cope with the environment, their needs being identified
and their level of vulnerability to exploitation.

“We know kids aren’t assessed early now for ADHD or for any particular SEND issues because
there’s a massive waiting list...You imagine you are that kid that then goes from that primary
school up into secondary school. Every one of us remembers our first day in secondary day, that
is significant. Imagine if the key to your learning wasn’t there, what are you going to do? Of
course you are going to misbehave, you are going to kick back against the system. And that’s
not going to stop when you are in an AP because by the time you get to an AP you’ve been
damage by a system that’s there to teach you and to nurture you and protect you.” (2)

“What we find with these pupils is that they are absolutely fine in primary, they are very, very
nurtured. Everybody knows them in the same class. They got go secondary and it’s such a big
jump, or you are treated so differently. You are an 11-year-old in a school with 16-year-olds...
and then what’s happening is as they are getting older, where they’ve struggled with their
learning and they’ve been really nurtured and supported with it, they then start to maybe miss
school, to truant lessons. It’s easier to miss lessons, to mess around, to truant school, than
admit that you need help and you are struggling.” (4)

“...with the real younger ones, ‘I’ve gone from primary to secondary, | cannot cope; | can’t
cope with the social situations, can’t cope with academic, can’t cope with having to walk
around or nobody really knowing me’. That’s where we’ve gone wrong, that’s where somehow
we are failing. I would argue that primary and secondary then isn’t working for a chunk of
our pupils; primary and secondary has not worked for our pupils who get permanently excluded.
The three-tier system would have worked for them a lot better, or a system where you’ve got your
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primary and maybe when you go to secondary in Year 8 you have all your classes in a block and
you getusedtoitall.” (4)

4.2.4 Lack of Community Assets for Young People

Many raised a lack of community assets for young people as a risk factor stating that there is not
enough for young people to do in the community, especially activities which do not cost money,
resulting in young people being bored and getting into trouble.

“But at the same time what annoys me is government funding, where is it? Where are the youth
clubs? |usedto be part of a youth club organisation. We’d have hundreds of kids in a week, they
had something to do then. Unless you’ve got money now, you can’t do much, even going to a
cinema is going to cost you £20. So | think it’s changed a lot.” (9)

“There’s not a lot out there for young teenagers to do, is there? From the age of 11 there’s nothing
- 11 and under there’s lots but anything from 11 and above and we wonder why they become
destructive and bored and get into trouble, because there is nothing. There’s nothing offered
for them to keep them busy, to keep them active, and this is where they go down the wrong
path, ‘I’'m bored, I’'m bored’. There has to be something other than school, other than education,
that can support them further with it.” (10)

“Just cycling around because either their parents have to work because they don’t have any other
options, or they do come from a pretty awful home situation. There are a whole host of reasons
why those things happen. But what are our kids doing, out in the evenings? There’s nowhere
for them to go...So in asking risk factors for serious youth violence, for me it goes all the way
back to what is available for our young people within the community. Where are the safe
spaces that they can go when they don’t have an adult in their life that can look after them, that
wants to look after them or that is able to look after them.” (15)

One professional from Luton felt that there was plenty for young people to do but they were just not
known about and more could be done to raise awareness of activities and plugging young people
into them.

“..there are a lot of things for kids to do, even if they have no money. But they don’t know where
to find them. I’m being a bit dismissive here, but they are so locked into the Snapchats or the
Instagrams or things like that... ‘Did you put it into google?’ No. Do that first because there’s a
directory. But people, they get so locked into other things they don’t look themselves, and that’s
the same with kids. Some of these kids don’t have smart phones, some of these kids don’t
have internet access at home. Some of these kids live in abject poverty so they don’t know
these things are out there unless someone’s telling them. And that’s what we did as part of
that supported transition, get them plugged into the stuff around them.” (2)

However, across the Local Authorities many interviewed thought more could be done in terms of the
provision of youth clubs and activities as well as more awareness being raised of what exists.

“I think more can be done in the community to prevent these things from happening. Probably
more things forthe young people to do ratherthan just hang around on the streets. Ithink there’s
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not enough that goes on in the community to persuade these students to stay away from
violence and exploitation.” (6)

One PRU professional raised the issue of a Luton community asset being underutilised by their cohort
will not use it because they won’t travel to it because they don’t feel safe.

“In Luton, the neighbourhood youth centres have all closed. There is one amazingly good and
amazingly well-equipped student youth centre in the town centre and it’s got all sorts of
resources and some amazing staff based there. But most of our students won’t go to it because
they’ve got to travel into the town centre, which means going through areas of the town they
don’t feel safe. Then they don’t know which students are going to be there because that is the
only place that students from Luton can go to ...l feel with a lot of the services that are set up at
the moment, the quality of the services is quite good but the onus is on the student getting to
the service because the service can’t get to the student. That’s where it falls apart.” (17)

Another felt there was a need for youth workers on the streets.

“I think there’s not a lot of on-the-street work anymore. | guess that’s all of the youth workers
have gone, haven’t they, there’s not enough money for them. So when these kids are out in the
known areas, in the parks, at the skate park, wherever they are and where they could get
approached by gangs or even that’s where the gangs are themselves, | think that’s something
that we are probably missing at the moment. Getting youth workers or people who are
knowledgeable around this area out there and doing some intervention work out on the
streets.” (1)

4.2.5 Poverty and Deprivation

Poverty and deprivation were highlighted as a risk factor by many professionals, resulting in
children ‘looking for a way out’ of their circumstance through criminal activity or being able to make
some money for themselves and/or their families.

“But if you think about the other...risk factors with a kid — where they live, the environment they
live, their parents, the parent, their neighbourhoods. Don’t ask me the figures, but Luton’s
poverty index has just gone up, which means our kids are getting poorer... some of these
kids are living in environments in their neighbourhoods which they can’t change, which are just
so impoverished that that in itself is an exploitation fact; that’s a vulnerability in terms of
exploitation for kids.” (2)

“So I think the pressures of families not working, for instance, and having very little money,
being low income families; children feeling that they have to have named brands on their
back or their chest, with shoes and stuff like that, they feel pressured to — There are a lot of
difficulties that families and children face nowadays that make them far more susceptible to
being groomed and exploited.” (14)

“I think it depends on social factors, economic factors. Just wanting things that | would say are
basic, but not able to have and they turn to drugs, crime, robbery. I’m not saying it’s right but
there are reasons why they do that, rightly or wrongly.” (9)

“I think poverty, that want for money, although not many of them make much out of it... they
are making chicken and chip money, they are not making hundreds of pounds.” (5)
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“And I think children who face poverty are particularly at risk, or have got maybe single parent
— mum’s at home on disability or whatever, it can become — The children here have a lot of
protective attitude in the way that they behave and they all want to look after their family, so
they will see that as a way of making money. And | think that’s a big risk; | think that’s a big pull

factor in terms of enticing children into that. And it tends to be the younger ones, the more
vulnerable ones, that are being groomed and sought after.” (12)

“And then I think the money and gifts and clothing and mobile phones and all that sort of thing
would be a big driver for a lot of them.” (1)

Professionals spoke of a high level of poverty within the PRU cohort, as illustrated in the data in
Chapter 3. They also spoke of children coming into school hungry.

“We have a high proportion of students who would fit into a disadvantaged background in
terms of pupil premium, free school meals. Yes, our pupil premium statistic at the minute is
82% of the school population and that’s the key aspect, | think, in terms of for most, if not all
students. (11)

“The other thing as well that we’ve noticed a lot of, more so this year than last year, they are
hungry. We have, I think, 58%-55% PP.” (15)

4.2.6 Family and Home Circumstances

A number of professionals spoke about a higher proportion of children in PRUs that lack parental/
carer support or presence.

“Obviously a lot of the cohort in Pupil Referral Units, in terms of family life, there’s that
economic pressure and sometimes there is lack of parental supervision, family breakdown.
I’m probably being quite general but I’m just basing myself on the knowledge of young people
I’'ve dealt with in Pupil Referral Units. There are a lot of times - and we find this quite frustrating
- when we go into a mainstream school most of the time we’ll have a parent or guardian that will
wantto come and support their child or young person when the police are speaking to them. We
don’t always get that support on a Pupil Referral Unit in terms of a parent or carer, they just
leave the child to it.” (3)

“So ifthose that haven’t got a really strong support system at home are more likely, in my view,
to getinvolved in stuff because they haven’t necessarily got boundaries at home. ['ve seen it
where parents aren’t even reporting them as missing - they’ve gone out and they have been
found by police officers at 2 o’clock in the morning, and they are 12 years old and their parents
haven’t even reported them missing...” (1)

“There are some students who have no support from home, or very little support from home, so
they will go out and about and seek it from somewhere else. More often, negatively.” (9)

“A lot of our kids are vulnerable; they come from possibly backgrounds where families aren’t
so bothered about what their children are doing.” (7)

Professionals also talked about the impact of children having home lives in which there are Adverse
Childhood Experiences (ACES) such as domestic abuse in the home, parents having mental health
issues, substance misuse issues or their own ACE’s.
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“If | think about the children that have been involved, not all of them but the majority of them

have got some complex home arrangements, whether that be parental mental health,
parental substance misuse, adolescent neglect.” (5)

“So a lot of our parent cohort themselves have their own needs, whether that’s SEMH
themselves or they’ve had bad experiences, but again come with their own ACEs. So we can
definitely see the impact of some of their history, just as much as we are even aware of.” (11)

“It could be that there’s a lot of domestic violence in the family home and kids will try and
find their niche and find somewhere where they are feeling loved and nurtured. Whether that’s
coming from a gang - some children here have verbally said that they are interested in making
money, so | think that again is another temptation made their way. It’s a well-known fact that
kids that are more vulnerable and that are going through difficulties at home, they are more
vulnerable to being groomed and exploited.” (14)

Participants also spoke about how an adverse experience in the home such as exposure to
domestic abuse are also interacting with other factors such as unmet SEND needs.

“It’s what we already know in terms of vulnerability to violence. It’s being exposed to violence
in the home, it’s the same as what research has told us around what - | don’t think children are
predisposed to be violent, but | think there are other factors. And then I think if your additional
needs are not met and you yourself become dysregulated, and you don’t have the means to
regulate yourself from violence is something that you’ve seen, something you’ve witnessed,
experienced.” (5)

“The biggest thing is, all the children that come here have some experience of adverse
childhood experiences, ACEs, so they all have a number of those. They could be things like
domestic violence; it could come from a house where the parents got divorced or separated;
they could be in care. It could be things like maybe there has been trauma or maybe their parent
is in prison. Or it could be other factors such as they’ve got additional needs, so they are ADHD,
they are autistic, they are dyslexic; there’s some kind of neurodiversity. And more often than
not, you are hitting right the way across those different factors, multiple things.” (12)

Professionals talked aboutthatin some cases children are influenced by family who display negative
behaviours or are involved in criminal activity.

“Sometimes the parent, if they’ve been involved in a certain lifestyle, slight apathy, they want
their children to kind of follow in their footsteps, which is really quite sad and irritating at the
sametime. Actually, there has been many an occasion where I’ve said | just want to shake these
parents to wake them up a bit, ‘You’ve had these kids and you should be selfless, you should be
caring enough to change your ways’. It can be quite frustrating sometimes.” (14)

“I think the ones that are involved or tend to be involved will have family that are already doing
a bit of weed or drugs on the side...” (7)

“And | think the difficulty is that Kingsland is in the top ten percent of deprivation areas in the UK
so community-wise, being involved in criminality is a bit of an accepted norm within the
community. We are aware of parents who have historically quite happily told us that they
buy their meat off the local drug addict who has gone and stolen it from Morrisons, and inter-
dependency. And there are parents who are committing crime and they know someone who
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commits crime. So it’s okay on a low level as long as you are not damaging your own
neighbours.” (11)

In terms of prominent SEND needs in the PRU population, specifically speech, language and
communication, a professional talked about the importance of the home environment, and some
children do not live in a language rich environment at home.

“But it’s very dependent on their home life as well, very dependent on their home life. It’s that
nature/nurture thing, isn’t it? It’s how supported are they at home? What is their family
background? You can tell the pupils who aren’t the pupils that have been in that language rich
environment, they aren’t being spoken to at home, they’ve not really had the opportunity to hear
stories.” (4)

4.2.7 A Sense of Belonging, Feeling Worthy and Wanted
Another risk factor raised by professionals was that these young people are lacking in self-esteem,
they want to feel worthy, they have some status or they are part of something.

“I think also self-esteem and a lot of young people trying to find out who they are; a lot of them
frustrated with the background and the limits that they are coming from. So the only way
through that they can see, is often to make a quick bit of money out of something like drugs or
something else, and gangs and those kinds of things. So that adherence comes out of that
insecurity and also trying to find a way forward.” (8)

“It’s mainly the county lines, let’s face it. It doesn’t matter where you are now, it’s county
lines... A lot of our pupils are vulnerable so they will be getting involved, thinking that they are
top dog and they don’t realise they are never top dog, they are being used. And they will be
the ones that land up in prison because, let’s face it, the top dog is bright enough not to get
caught. So yes, they are vulnerable in believing what these people are telling them, ‘You are
helping me out, you are doing-’this, that and the other. And actually it’s all a gimmick to getthem
deeper and get them to run things.” (7)

“I think some of it is around status as well, and that need for that recognition, perhaps they
are not getting it elsewhere in terms of they are not achieving in school.” (5)

4.2.8 Substance Misuse
A few professionals talked about students own drug use, or their being given drugs, as a risk factor to
being drawn into county lines and gangs.

“Their own drug habits, certainly we’ve had evidence of students who use drugs and then
become dependent on having to work for those drugs in some capacity. And as (other
participant)- mentioned, drug debt, so things then escalate and they are then taking part in
armed robberies and things like that.” (11a)

“But what we do definitely see is where they do become involved in county lines and gangs, yes
absolutely it all starts with being groomed through drug use and -yes and the whole, ‘We’ll
give you some free drugs if you do this’, and then the drug debts and then the dependency. But
then these children very quickly get involved in being in cars, carrying firearms, significant
finance.” (11b)
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Whilstdrug use was seen as anissue for some of the cohort, specifically cannabis not class Adrug use,
alcohol was not seen as an issue for young people.

“Generally alcohol, not so much of an issue. Maybe the odd time you hear of them drinking a
bit at the weekends or whatever, when they’ve managed to get hold of the mum’s gin or
something, but generally alcohol is not the thing...Vaping is a massive, massive issue
amongstyoung people. There was an incident three or four weeks ago at schoolwhere a young
person was offering around a vape and it had spice init.” (1)

“Iwould say that from the cases that we are aware of, drugs would be the biggest factor in the
students being cannabis users, going on to sell drugs and then the need to make money or
repay things.” (11)

One professional, also spoke about the concern that in some cases young people are turning to
cannabis as a way of self-medicating an unmet need.

“So between 16 and 18 for me is a very, very dangerous period for a young person because
who do they go to? Who do parents go to? Who do GPs go to, to get them the help that they
need? If they are not diagnosed with ADHD and that’s been the problem and very often with
ADHD that can turn into bipolar or them having serious mental health problems because that’s
not been diagnosed early enough. They then self-medicate with cannabis, for instance. And
one thing can lead to another because it’s ineffective after a certain period of time” (14)

4.2.9 Risk Factors Within the PRU Setting

Throughout the interviews participants did highlight some significant positives of PRU settings, for
example, in identifying needs and providing tailored support, providing young people with trusted adult
relationships and being able to work much more closely with young people and families with high levels
of need and vulnerabilities. However, both professionals within and outside the PRUs recognised
the risk involved in students coming together in one place with high levels of behavioural needs
and multiple risk factors.

“So you’ve still got those peer relationships, those neighbourhoods, poverty, that are massive
factors. Then what happens, you put a young person in an AP, you are putting them in there with
like-minded people. And also as well, these kids that come from these areas, they are carrying
trauma. Whether it’s through broken families, whether it’s through violence, whether it’s through
whatever, they’re carrying this trauma. And when you get all of those kids together it’s Lord of
the Flies-type scenario, there’s still a packing order within there. There’s exploitation from
within but there’s also exploitation from without because the 16-year-old that was in an AP four
years ago knows exactly where to go to get someone to carry his drugs. There are so many
vulnerability factors there once they are in that environment.” (2)

“That’s probably the biggest thing with the PRUSs, obviously you’ve got a whole school of young
people who struggle with normal educational establishments, normal schools, have behavioural
issues. A lot of them have complex needs and have stuff going on at home. You put them allin
one area, they are going to talk to each other. Some of them will live nearby each other, then
they’ll start hanging out with each other. And ifany of them are involved in gangs then they will
probably pull the others into it...” (1)
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“You can look at it in two ways, can’t you? One in an alternative provision it’s much smaller so

it’s easier to spot but also is it more likely to happen because the children are more close knit? |

would imagine in mainstream schools, and again I’m hypothesising, but | imagine that you

don’t have too many Year 11s mixing with Year 8s, for example. However, in an alternative
provision we’re all in one.” (11)

“And then obviously the Pupil Referral Units as well, we’ve had a number of young people, we’ve
tracked their paths. When they go into a Pupil Referral Unit they then can link in with
individuals that can bring them into the lifestyle that perhaps they wouldn’t have been able to
access previously, if that’s a fair comment to make.” (3)

“I think Pupil Referral Units, there’s that normalisation sometimes of violence. Again, just
because of the cohort that’s in that setting, sometimes violence, weapons become a little bit
more normalised than previously.” (3)

4.2.10 Quality and Monitoring of Alternative Provisions

All three PRUs commented that they use Alternative Provisions on the approved provider lists and
only occasionally have to seek a provider off the list to meet very specific needs. They also were
confident in their own procedures for quality assuring and monitoring the provisions they use.

“Schools very, very, very rarely go outside of the approved list because within LBCs rules
there are so many additional things that the school would have to do if they go off list... as a
PRU we probably do have one or two students at any time that maybe are at an off list
provision but that would be for very, very specific reasons. That’s where you are looking at very
specialist holistic, mental health provisions that we only need to - And invariably those would
be students with EHC plans and it’s gone through Social Care and it’s been agreed that there’s
a very specific need that requires a very specialist provision, so that is an appropriate thing
todo.”(17)

However. Some professionals, both from within the PRUs spoken to and professionals outside, were
concerned about the quality of Alternative Provisions being used.

“We’ve got some really good APs, we’ve got some bad ones, we’ve got some ugly ones, it’s
a really mixed bag.” (2)

“So you’ve got children going for 15 hours a week with EHCPs complex needs being charged
£300-400 a day. And then outcomes are very low. For me, that element of AP needs to go and
every alternative provider needs to be OFSTED registered, a registered school, and
inspected. And I know that would cause an issue in terms of numbers, but right now you’ve got
people who are claiming to be therapeutic practitioners who are using no psychological
model in the delivery of their work and actually there’s a risk of them doing greater harm
than good.” (11)
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4.3 Summary

Overall, this chapter reveals a complex and entrenched landscape of risk which young people navigate
on an everyday basis. The interviewees described prevalent types of serious violence and exploitation,
with gangs and county lines luring children and enticing them to be around or be involved in crime.
Concerningly, there was a clear sense that there is currently a normalisation of violence, weapon
carrying and criminality, which establishes damaging values that are instilled in children. Whilst
perhaps an easier narrative to create suggests young people are at risk from exploitative adults, a more
accurate narrative suggests young people are indeed at risk from such adults but also other children
who are perhaps more embedded within a criminal culture. Here, it was recognised that PRUs
concentrate children with high behavioural needs and multiple risks together, which creates an overt
risk of bonds or ties that could be exploited, either now or later.

There were 10 key risk factors identified in the analysis and it is important to view these are overlapping
and intersecting, create heightened and intensified risks. Exclusion was perhaps seen as the most
detrimental risk factor, initiating a pathway that is damaging and, at times, unescapable. Clearly the
rationale for exclusion of persistent disruptive behaviour was seen as a concern for many participants,
and it was felt more could be done to avoid this. This unease is reflected in a broader societal context,
and changes to Ofsted inspection criteria may to an extent address these concerns.

Importantly, it was felt that many children do not have enough oversight and intervention in their lives.
Concerningly, the current system and conditions exacerbate children’s feelings of unacceptance and
low self-worth. Limited timetables and home schooling were viewed as pivotal at reducing the extent
to which those who are attempting to protect children were sighted on what children were doing. This
was further compounded by some parents not providing sufficient or appropriate levels of supervision.

Notwithstanding the issue of exclusion or oversight, many children in PRUs had SEND needs, further
amplifying the risks they face. In an environment where children crave acceptance and belonging,
involvement in gangs offers a sense of status they cannot obtain elsewhere. It was suggested some
children were unable to differentiate between a positive and healthy relationship with peers and a
negative and damaging relationship. It was highlighted that PRUs were receiving some children with a
high level of SEND needs, which was seen as related to limitations of spaces in specialist provisions
and the associated costs. A chief concern raised here was that some children became stuck within
PRUs, with no viable ability to transition back into mainstream schooling or specialist provision.
Alongside these issues, limited community assets, poverty, difficult home circumstances and
substance misuse all were seen as further deepening risks for children.

This chapter presented the types of crime viewed as most prevalent and the risk factors that children
navigate. The next chapter will go on to detail the identified protective factors against violence and
exploitation within interviews.
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Chapter 5: Protective Factors of Violence and Exploitation

This chapter details the main protective factors identified in the interviews. Overall, 10 protective
factors were identified:

1. Preventing exclusion

2. Improving attendance

3. Providing support around the family

4. Supporting social, emotional and mental health needs in the PRU cohort
5. Strong partnership working

6. Providing trusted adult relationships

7. Reducing PRU stigmatisation

8. Educating students on the risks of becoming involved in violence

9. Building resilience and aspiration

10. Qualifications, Post-16 and NEET

5.1 Preventing Exclusion

5.1 Looking beyond the behaviour
A key to preventing exclusion for many professionals was looking beyond the behaviours that lead to
exclusion and understanding the causes, to address them.

“It’s crazy. If you look at all of those kids that are in a PRU and you are speaking specifically to
the educators - the schools, the heads - what would sit above everything else is behaviour.
We’ve moved them because of their ‘behaviour’. But you need to break that down - why are
they behaving like that? ‘They are behaving like that because-’ And this is what | say about
blaming kids because, of course, that presenting behaviour, and it’s the same with the criminal
justice system, ‘they’ve committed an offence’, yes but why have they? Let’s talk about the
‘why’ because if we could fix the ‘why’ then they are not going to do it again. So, there is
almost this unseen blame culture for children in relation to their education, or their failed
education but also failure throughout their lives, but it’s actually us as adults.” (2)

“But even those that have been expelled, for me there is always stuff that’s caused that
behaviour, adverse childhood experiences, whatever it may well be...” (3)

“Often there has been such a focus on their behaviour that there hasn’t been any investigation
into why that behaviour is there; that behaviour is because of something. Yes, there are
children who just choose and will sometimes just do things and they’ve chosen to do it because
they think it’s funny, or whatever. But quite a few of our pupils will come here and there’s
something underlying. Whether It’s a past trauma - We’ve got a pupil here at the moment who
has displayed some really strange behaviours in his previous school. Nothing was done, and
then when he’s come here we’ve found out that the trauma that he has experienced and is still
experiencing is like nothing I’ve ever heard of for a pupil before. But that was never looked into
because there’s always just a focus on their behaviour and what’s happening in the class.”

(4)

“I think if we look in school at what causes dysregulation, what we would call crisis behaviour,
the really big behaviours, they are actually driven by external factors. It’s not because they
don’t want to do a piece of English work; it’s not because they don’t want to do maths. It’s
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actually because they’ve got a drug debt or the DV in the home or the gas and electric can’t be
on because there isn’t the income. It’s those stresses which we know are stressful factors for
any person, let alone somebody who perhaps doesn’t have the home structure. And those
children are probably not protected from those stresses.” (11)

One key stakeholder outside the region gave a specific example of how a significant traumatic life event
had not been taken into consideration, when a student displayed aggressive behaviours and was
excluded:

“I’ll give an example of a young person who we’ve had referred to us and who has joined us last
week. They lost a family member in a road traffic collision... The school knew, and from what
we can see didn’t put in place any support, didn’t offer and didn’t have accepted any
support. They recognised that the young person’s emotional wellbeing and therefore episodes
of anger, more abusive behaviours, fell in sync with the bereavement, and they permanently
excluded and he’s joined us last week. They know the safeguarding history and the pastoral
history, and it did feel like there wasn’t a particularly empathetic response that which has
meant they’ve just followed their rigid behaviour systems. He’s fallen into that trap of
persistent disruptive or abusive and has been referred to us now full time as a permanent
exclusion, which probably isn’t the best outcome for that young person, other than any support
we provide.” (18)

The need to look beyond the behaviour and identify the causes was a very prominent theme amongst
professionals in relation to exclusions and they gave suggestions and examples of ways in which
identification of needs and support provided could be enhanced.

5.1.2 Upskilling mainstream staff for example in relation to identifying and supporting SEMH
needs and trauma, and skills such as relational practice.

Professionals particularly from within PRUs talked about the benefits of upskilling mainstream staff to
identify and support, particular needs such as SEMH needs and trauma.

“If | could build on that, what | notice is that a lot of the interventions that we end up
completing, designed to support a young person, particularly with regards to SEMH, our
intervention is that a mainstream school can deliver. There’s nothing inherently specialist,
dare | suggest, about some of the interventions that we deliver. Don’t get me wrong, some need
training so again our team deliver emotional literacy interventions sessions. Butthese are things
that mainstream schools, we know what they do; some of them do, some of them do not. Some
of them wouldn’t consider for a second running those types of session with young people
who are showing concerns in the community. And these are the young people who are
vulnerable, getting involved into exploitation and serious youth violence. The earlier the
intervention, | would argue, the more effective the outcome...” (18)

One PRU professional talked about having done some training within a mainstream school on relational
practice.

“So, I did a piece of work on that, on relational practice, how we can use tone of voice, body
language, all those bits and pieces. | did about an hour and 20 mins with it. So, I’'m hoping that
will lead to more.” (16)
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5.1.3 Professional challenge and shared accountability.
Professionals within the region highlighted in different ways the importance of professional challenge

and holding others to account about identifying, and supporting, contributing factors to disruptive
behaviours and choices made in relation to suspensions and exclusions.

“There’s one example we’ve had recently where I’'ve challenged a school who had made a
referral to us for a preventative place. I’'ve gone back through not only the information they’ve
given us but then...the early help system, where I’ve uncovered adverse childhood
experiences that | hadn’t seen a response to from the school. It’s almost about saying, ‘You
are seeing the behaviour, but you are not considering the wider picture, can we do both
together while they are with us at (the AP), to have something more holistic for that young
person and the family?” (18)

“But we do say to the school we need to unpick this a bit more because there are clearly needs
here. You can’t have those kinds of values and blanketly say there is no SEN. And the schools
are getting better at challenging each other as well now; | think they are getting a better
understanding of what some of this information means. And when we have our discussions at
Pupil Placement: ‘What have you done about that? What interventions are you doing if this child
has got a reading age of six?” (20)

“So, we’ve tried to work more appropriately around lengths of suspension as well to make
sure thatit’s proportionate, but also really challenging each other on whether it’s necessary
as...And as leaders, being open to accepting that challenge from our colleagues because it’s
great that we leave something; what’s really wonderful is when staff come to us and say, ‘I
don’t actually agree with that suspension, are you open to having a conversation around
whether that student should be suspended? Have you considered X, Yand Z?” (11)

The Luton Youth Partnership Service are developing an assessment tool for primary schools to
complete. The hope being that in future it will sit alongside when schools make a MASH referral about
a child’s neglect or behaviour to social care. Its aim would be to identify the vulnerabilities, namely
ACEs and trauma, that bring a child into criminal exploitation and/or result in them getting excluded.
This will highlight to the school, where they need to focus their attention in terms of support but also
provide a level of holding them accountable.

“It’s not just about empowering schools, and again it’s all vision stuff and as | see it in my head.
Yes, it is about empowering schools with an additional tool, but it’s about holding schools
responsible for what they provide.”

This toolis currently in the concept and development stage and has not been implemented butis being
developed with the University of Bedfordshire, the aim being that an initial assessment tool will be
piloted in a couple of primary schools imminently. At present there are Vulnerable Learners Panels in
Luton which will look at holding schools to account for those children that are in alternative learning
provisions and ‘perhaps aren’t getting what they should get out of statutory education’.

5.1.4 Identifying SEND and behavioural needs early and where possible at primary age before
transition into secondary school.

As discussed in section 4.2.3, professionals spoke of the transition from Primary to Secondary being a
key risk factor. Specifically discussing some student’s ability to cope with a much bigger, less
nurturing/ protective environment where their individual needs are more difficult to identify and
potentially meet. Professionals spoke about the need for a more supported transition for those that
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might struggle such as year 7 being more like primary where they have ‘all their classes in one block
and you get used to it all’ or a ‘safe space to go to’. Participants talked about how primary children
need to be a key focus and work needs to be done to support and upskill primary staff to identify and

support children with SEND needs and vulnerabilities and start EHCP processes earlier for those with
that would meet the criteria.

“For me, it has to be early intervention in primary. Our primary colleagues are phenomenal;
this is not a criticism of our primary colleagues. It’s a (reflection) of how good they are
because actually they are so able to manage in their classrooms, they are doing a disservice to
ouryoung people because those young people need those EHCPs. And I think credit to you, you
are manging a young person in a class that’s steady, focussed. Because you have that you can
actually take that young person out and you can do the extra reading intervention. The day runs
differently. Not a lot but you’ve a bit more flexibility... Really a risk factor, or a risk management
factor, could be how are we supporting our primary colleagues at identifying SEND issues
so that the EHC process is happening earlier, much, much earlier?” (15)

There is positive work across the County in relation to working with and supporting primary schools.

“We have a service where we’ve got really intensive outreach available and if we need to
have a young person come out of their school, we have in-reach as well as part of a three-tier
approach to AP for primary as well now. So, there are lots of things that we are doing in terms
of relational practice and restorative practice in schools. There’s that part of the service
that’s universal then there’s our outreach offer.” (20)

In 2022, Luton Youth Partnership Service ran a pilot call the ‘Supported Transitions Project’ which
aimed to seek to redress the “educational and health inequalities for children and young people in
Luton” by supporting them to have a successful transition to high school. The children involved in the
project were referred by their primary school for three main reasons: aggressive/violent behaviour,
emotional difficulties including emotional regulation difficulties and anxiety; and issues around
friendships and social skills. The programme was piloted in a ‘couple’ of primary schools. Twenty-two
children being accepted on to the programme, but it was reported that criteria had identified many
more who would have been eligible.

“Now, of those 22 kids, we had them all assessed by an educational psychologist, so obviously
fast tracked, and 12 of them went on to EHCP.” (2)

In terms of what the programme offered the participant commented that ‘it was nothing
groundbreaking’ and outlined some of the activity:

“The session with young people were about empowering, were about self-identity, were about
dealing with responses to authority. So, a lot of CBT work, a lot of work to empower and build
resilience within young people. What we also had is family workers as well. There’s no pointin
building resilience within a kid within the school environment if they just go home and it all
crashes down...So there was a lot of building resilience within parents. Butthenthere was other
stuff. We didn’t stop working with them come summer holidays, because obviously cohort
picking them up, September, we then worked with them throughout. There were visits to the
school, so when you took that first cohort in September there were the visits to their prospective
secondary schools in the October of that first year. We accompanied them there; we helped
them navigate that in terms of their communication needs and all these things.”
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A project evaluation report was provided for the first year which reported that there was a significant
reduction (87%) in aggressive/violent behaviour with only 2 out 15 children still presenting with
aggressive/violent behaviour at the end of STP. Similarly, in terms of emotional difficulties there was a
66% reduction with this continuing to be a concern at the end of STP for only 6 out 18 children. Where
there was less of an impact was on friendships and social skills. There was a 58% reduction which
meant that 5 out of 12 students continued to have difficulties in this area. Additionally, because of the
STP, there was a reduction in exclusions, good attendance was sustained by the majority throughout
the project and the concerning behaviours prompting a referral to the team were no longer or less of a
concern at the end of STP involvement.

5.1.5 Making reasonable adjustments to behaviour and uniform policies to support children with
SEND needs

Professionals, particularly within the PRUs talked about cases where children had struggled in
mainstream due to not conforming to the uniform policy, this was also raised by a couple of young
people one of which had ASD and the other had ADHD (See Chapter 6).

“A big risk for me is mainstream schools who are unwilling to put in reasonable
adjustments to their behaviour policy in order to support a child. Again, another child | was
talking to, | said, ‘Why did everything just go-’ If you met her here, she’s the most engaging,
articulate, interesting young person. Don’t get me wrong, she can be moody and | tell her, but
you just think why would you be excluding her? And she said ‘Do you know what the biggest
problem was at my school? My coat, | didn’t want to take it off’. | asked why and she said,
‘Because it’s tight and I like the feeling’. She’s undiagnosed ADHD. | am not a clinician; |
can’t diagnose those things, but I’'m experienced enough to know when | see a young
person exhibiting traits of ADHD. So, her neurodivergence, one thing that made her feel safe
was this coat. Let her wear the coat! | said what’s the biggest difference between here and there
and she said, ‘You are letting me wear my coat’.” (15)

A couple of the PRUs both in and out of region, that also had uniforms, spoke about how they allowed
and supported their students in making adaptions to the uniforms.

“A lot of the kids were resistant, so | bought uniform here for them, again because disadvantaged
- And one of the kids was like, | don’t like the feeling of that thing’. And | was like, ‘What material
do you like the feeling of?’. We found material he liked the feeling of, so we sewed a little panel
on the inside of the jumper for him and now he wears it, delightfully, around school. No issue.”
(15)

In another PRU a young person did not like the feeling of material on his forearms, so they allowed him
to role his blazer sleeve up, which he was happy with. The professional highlighted that allowing
reasonable adjustments to uniforms was important for children that were neurodiverse and had
sensitivities to certain fabrics. He said the key is also explaining to other students as to why one student
might need an adjustment or dispensation and another does not, educating them to understand,
appreciate and support diversity and why reasonable adjustments are made.

5.2 Improving Attendance

PRU staff talked about strategies they are engaging to constantly improve attendance of students to
improve the outcomes for students as well as recognising that they are likely to be safer in school. The
three PRUs spoken about talked about the different angles from which they do this, including having in-
school suspensions, having close monitoring of students who do not attend through calls and visits
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and having activities and staff that young people are motivated to come in and engage within. For
example, one PRU had recently introduced enrichment Fridays in which students could work on things
that they particularly enjoyed, which had increased attendance on a day in which attendance had been
particularly poor. Another school spoke about having in-school suspensions.

“We also think to ourselves, if there does become an occasion where a student does need to be
suspended for a few days, actually is that what’s right for the student? It might be that actually
the student might be more at risk being out in the community than they are at home. So
then we make that decision it’s not appropriate for them to be suspended so we make
alternative arrangements within school, it might be one-to-one in a separate part of the
building. Yes, it’s just thinking about weighing up that risk and is the risk greater if they are
outside the school? If they are in school, we know where they are, we know what they are
up to and we can keep them safe.” (6)

“A secondary benefit on things like attendance in terms of giving the young people more
incentive to want to attend, if they know that they are going to have a one-to-one session with
someone they trust and have a good relationship with, that they feel open to talking to about
things going on in their life outside of school or inside of school, we see both. That means
they might want to attend more often or on certain days, which otherwise might be a zero percent
attender.” (18)

5.3 Providing Support around the Family

A key strength of PRUs noted by many of the professionals was that they can support the whole family
not just the young person. It was recognised that there was a very high level of need for, and benefitin,
supporting families. In terms of identifying and supporting needs and vulnerabilities, building trust with
them, supporting them in removing barriers to their child’s engagement in education and helping them
navigate difficult processes.

“And thinking about parents, | think again there are probably more support programmes
round families linked to Pupil Referral Units, that’s my perception as well. Just because
there’s smaller cohort in those locations, the provision knows the family a bit better and has
more contact with the family. Rather than a mainstream secondary setting where potentially
you never speak to the parents, apart from parents evening when they come in.” (2)

“The other side, | would say, is the school works on building good relationships with families.
Very often you’ve got a young person that doesn’t want to stay here all day, there will be
contact made home. There are things like that are done, sometimes behind the scenes a bit
more, but that works, | think, helping build rapport where you are able to do that with some
of the families.” (8)

The PRUs all worked to provide support to families that are low income and are unable to afford
everyday essentials including food, uniforms, furniture or appliances.

“I’'m an emergency referrer to the Family Fund Trust essentials programme so if they need
any essential things like cookers, washing machines, any white goods, wardrobes, beds, things
that they need to make family life a bit more bearable and comfortable, just the normal things
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that any family would need to live a bit more pleasantly. So that the kid’s living on a decent bed,
not with springs sticking in their back, for us is very important.” (14)

“We do food parcels on the holidays. We send a text out to parents, ‘If you are interested in a

s »

food parcel, let us know, we’ll drop it off to you, anonymously’.” (9)

Professionals within PRUs can also help parents and families navigate processes that can be
complicated and over-whelming such as the process of applying for an EHCP plan or completing
applications to get school transport.

“But the whole (EHCP) process is so daunting for parents, I’m not sure how they can make it
easier. | always keep in contact with my parents, and | feel if it was me in their position, what
would | want to know? | had an email yesterday, invited to a co-production meeting; the parents
are on that meeting. How does a parent know what a co-production meetingis? So I’m like, ‘You
would have just received an email about this, it’s for us to discuss’, blah, blah, blah. As a parent
do | have to want to google everything every five minutes to try and understand? The parents
have to have so much fight in them to get it, and my personal view is that we have to do that
as well. I’'m not here to make that parent’s job harder...But | would say it’s hard If you don’t work
in education, how are you going to understand what half of these things mean? Even [ECNAF],
EHCP, everything is an acronym and | find myself using them forgetting that people won'’t - this
is my every day.” (4)

“They work with trying to support with housing, but they support with transport, which is a key
thing for our young people because they are often having to get two buses to school and
independent travel. Whereas if they have an EHCP or a significant SEN need, our staff can
support the families in completing the applications for transport from the Local Authority.
Thatinitself has had a significantimpact on getting young people that previously wouldn’t attend
or attended intermittently.” (18)

Some participants spoke about a need for more support for parents, not necessarily within the
PRUs, but more widely for example one person spoke about a need for support for families whose
children had contact with the youth justice service.

“I think there is something to be said around support for parents as well...There is a support
service for parents of children with special educational needs and that’s SENDIASS service. But
if your child either doesn’t have special educational needs, or hasn’t been diagnosed, do you
feel that that service is accessible for you, but your child has once been excluded from school.
It’s where does that peer support come from?... so, I think sometimes those informal, one-off
workshops were better than a rigid structure based, although | get the evidence-based
programmes are that you have that longevity of a programme. | don’t know what the YEF says
around parenting programmes, I’d have to have a look, around the impact. But | do think
sometimes they just feel lost.” (5)

Another expressed concern about financial penalties for low-income families for non-attendance, and
the impact of that, advocating a more supportive rather than punitive approach.

“I think more needs to be done to support families as well. You hear about families getting
fined because their child is not going to school... Nine times out of 10 they are probably bigger
than you are so physically being able to pick them up and take them to school is not an option.
So, I do think Central Beds, as a council, more needs to be done to support families rather
than punish them, issuing fines because actually issuing that fine might be the money that they
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need for shopping. Especially for deprived families...So I do think a lot more needs to be done
to try and support families rather than punish them.” (6)

Professionals talked about the need to build trust as families may have had negative experiences
with the previous school or other agencies.

“The PRUs might get our support but in terms of their trust to other services, as in Children’s
Services, police, | think quite often, because of the trauma maybe that family’s gone through or
stuff has happened. Again, maybe unfair saying this but sometimes some of the families of
the children in the Pupil Referral Units have got historic negative relations with authority,
as in parentor carer has had involvement with the police or Children’s Services, whatever it may
be.” (3)

“It’s good for parents as well because how many of the parents of our pupils that come here
have just had negative phone calls every day about their child? To have that little bit of
positive, it almost helps with that buy-in to going back to school as well.” (4)

Some PRU staff also talked about families coming back to them even after the young person had left
for support.

“We kind of, unfortunately, fill a void for parents and we try and become that corporate
parent and we are quite happy to do that. But it goes back to that thing of we try and let them
know we’re always here and | think they are quite happy when they come back, ‘Oh, you are
still here! ‘Yes, we’re still going. Then, ‘Could you help me with this’, because it’s that safe space
in a time of need and crisis, and they reach out and are like, ‘Can you help? ‘Luckily, we’re able
to help them.” (11)

5.4 Supporting Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs in the PRU Cohort
For all PRUs Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs was the prominent need, and professionals
talked about how they take a trauma informed approach and some of the ways they do this.

“...we have to demonstrate that we are doing trauma informed practice. So, it’s allabout making
learning fun, making it playful. Understanding that they have gone through some stuff at
home. That’s why it’s really good to have the Central Information Document as well,
because it tells us what triggers them. It might be, for example, mum got killed in a car accident
so if we are talking about car accidents, we wouldn’t because that would be a trigger for that
particular student. It just gives us information.” (6)

“We are a trauma informed school, trauma informed practice as well, so we’ve all done our
training on that. We try and change a lot of the behaviours through play and we look at our
language around how we - instead of going, ‘You will do that - | want you to do that, want you to
do that’, | go, ‘See if we take some time-’ So it’s how we manage ourselves to manage them
effectively. And it’s our individuality that helps us with that.” (10)

“In terms of delivery in the classroom, everything | do is set up to provide a trauma informed
environment that gives them a safe place to be. It’s all about allowing them to be safe first
and trusted. Even in terms of the way in which | set up the curriculum. So, for example, if | know
a student is scared of maths, I’m going to give them something | know they can do so that they
can feel success and feel what that feels like. Also, I let the children know that | won’t let them
down if they make a mistake, because they have a fear of making mistakes. So, it’s all about
trying to provide a safe space for them and then they will see me as a safe person.” (12)
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One of the regional APSTs spoke about the importance of the mental health practitioner in supporting
and upskilling the core team in relation to social, emotional and mental health needs.

“So, if a young person is struggling - a young person might be struggling with bereavement or
might be struggling with the impact of home life on their mental health or external factors,
substance misuse - | think it creates an extra avenue for a young person to talk where they
otherwise wouldn’t know who to go to. There’s that nice hybrid of independence. (She)isn’t a
teacher; they won’t recognise her as a member of school staff who is responsible for behaviour
management or anything else like that. But also is familiar enough and is onsite often enough to
have some level of trust and to know who she is rather than going, for example - not that this is a
replacement for CAHMS but if you go to CAHMS you automatically get someone that you don’t
know, and who hasn’t come recommended to you by someone that you trust or have a good
relationship with. Even the minimum we ask for her, one day a week, isn’t a massive amount of
time. It’s to at least help our Youth and Family Support Workers and colleagues on the APST
deliver high quality sessions that are trauma informed, that do consider the mental health needs
of our young people, and to make sure that we are in tune with those needs as we provide that
pastoral support” (18)

5.5 Strong Partnership Working

Professionals highlighted the importance of strong partnership working as a protective factor and
interviewees were generally felt very connected to, and positive about, other partners, with their being
a variety of mechanisms and forums in which they communicated with each other and were
comfortable with.

“So if CAMHS are involved or YOS are involved or there’s a sessional worker involved, or whoever
it is that’s involved, we will have listed. So, then we have meetings, | will invite all of those
professionals, for instance to TAF meetings they are always invited. So our communication
with other professionals, it has to be good because it’s to the benefit and the detriment to the
child ifwe don’t.” (14)

“I sit on the Organised Crime Group Community Partnership Board and then | sit on another
account Drugs Board as well. And they are really useful because we go, we can give
information but what it allows us to do is really understand what the current risk is in the
community and what it’s likely to be pulling. So we can hear things and report those things in
sooner and also we’ve got links with colleagues. So rather than having to phone 107 and do an
intel form, which we do those things, we can also send somebody and email. Ithink that helps
us keep a really tight circle around these young people. So when they are at risk we can
educate parents and then other professionals can come in. So you get that early intervention
without the need for lots of referrals because those referrals could take time. So | think
developing those working relationships have been good because | think if | costed out as a
school the time and money and resource that go into those meetings, it would be really high. |
think for a lot of schools it’s just simply not something that they can achieve.” (11)

The PRUs noted strong relationships and communication with the police.

“I think the police liaison service in Bedford, the Education and Diversion Team, are really
good at alerting us as schools. They have a frequent meeting with designated safeguarding
leads and it would be, ‘Mind this area; this area we know there’s activity’.” (15)
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“We use the Education and Diversion Team, which is our local Education and Diversion Team

from the Beds Police. They come in and do lots of workshops and they can do lots of one-to-
one sessions.” (8)

“The other thing that we are really privileged to have is with the police there’s the Education
and Diversion team. We’ve got a good relationship with the police in terms of that and | speak
to our local PCSO. We’ve got two police officers, we did have one but now we have two, one’s
allocated to primary, one’s allocated to secondary.” (14)

Some stakeholders drew attention to some of the issues they faced in partnership working including
high wait times, limited funding, large caseloads and different agencies understanding each other’s
remits.

“So, I would say that our experiences with most external services is very person dependent.
It depends on who at our end is asking and which person there you are talking to. It can be
amazing, it can be a total waste of time, it’s not very consistent. And obviously all services are
offering very reduced coverage and capacity with increased waiting times. | suppose the
frustration for us is given that most of our students come to us during Year 10, we are very aware
that we don’t have much time to try and make an impact with the students before they move on.
So, for us, the amount of time it can take to get other people involved to support us in what
we are doing, we don’t have that time to waste.” (17)

“For example, we use (service name), who are a substance misuse service. It can take a lot for
us to encourage a young person to seek external support such as that, such as CAMHS. And
then what’s really disappointing actually is that maybe they meet them once, twice and the
student doesn’t initially engage; it gets closed of straight away. Again, it all boils down to
funding and time... And that’s also goes for families as well, so not just the young people. ”(11)

“An ongoing theme that we’ve got within our Local Authority Action Plans and things like that is
how we upskill social workers to understand the remit of Education a bit better, particularly
when they are making requests or they are looking at risk. But also vice versa, how we are doing
ongoing work with schools so that they understand the remit of social care. So, it prevents
things escalating and it then supports a far better working relationship between parties.” (20)

One stakeholder felt that further partnership working could be done between themselves and VEPP.
They also noted it would be useful to bridge the gap between themselves and other PRUs in
Bedfordshire.

“Yes, we are really open to doing more partnership. | know that the [VERU] as it was formed, the
Bedfordshire one has been very, very successful but I don’t feel that we’ve had very much
input or engagement ever with it...But given that we have nearly all of Luton’s most challenging
students and the Bedford unitis a nationally recognised, very successful unit, there seems to be
a bit of a gap that the two of us haven’t done a lot more things together.” (17)

In terms of partnership working, it is also worth referring to Chapter 6 as the out of region PRUs discuss
the positive impacts of the APSTs on their partnership working.
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5.6 Providing Trusted Adult Relationships

A core benefit raised by the AP provisions engaged with, and other professionals, was the ability within
these environments to build trusting relationships with the young people which is much more difficult
to achieve in mainstream.

“I think having a trusted person in the school makes a huge difference, where they feel they
can say, ‘This person, | can speak to them; they will listen to me, | do feel like my information is
safe with that person’.” (13)

“For me, a lot of everything we do here is relationships driven. We do it as best we can - we’ve
gota wonderful team here, very experienced, some have been here decades - about matching a
young person with a lead practitioner that will show them from day one that they genuinely
care about their outcomes and about their history.” (18)

“What works really, really well is they are smaller - not as big as a school in that there are fewer
young people at Pupil Referral Unit and there is that consistent in terms of trusted adult
relationship...there are some really key staffin those locations that seem to have that knack
of engaging with the child or young person, can get on their level, can do that. | think that
really, really helps around that.” (3)

One professional noted that within their cohort the boys are much more open to being allocated a
trusted adult than the girls, who are more likely to gravitate to a particular member of staff.

“I think much more with the boys - with the boys we seem to be more able to present them
with staff that they can access, and the boys will go along with it. Whereas the girls, that
doesn’t work at all. You have to wait and see who they are prepared to work with and then
try and make them available.” (17)

The provision try to accommodate this where they can as they want students to be comfortable with
who they talk to but it does present them with difficulties in terms of staff being equipped and trained
to deal with issues, having support in that and taking on a responsibility which would not ordinarily fall
within the remit of their role. This is an ongoing dilemma.

Researcher: Does that mean any training need for other staff members who might not usually
be utilised for that purpose?

Interviewee: Yes, | think it will. At the moment we’ve done that in-house with the member of
staff that we would have assigned doing that work, working with the person who is doing that
work. But yes, moving forward we would have to look at how can we better equip all staff to
having those conversations...But also | think it’s making support available for those staff.
Quite often what the students are unloading can be very emotional, can be very difficult, so
then there’s that whole area of supervision for staff... | think as an SLT, if this is going to be a
pattern that’s going to emerge, we are going to have to think about how we have internal
processes around monitoring which other staff members have just happened to pick up
students.” (17)

This participant also observed that students tended to gravitate to a degree to members of staff that
they perceived to be like them, for example, in terms of ethnicity and noted the benefit of a diverse
workforce.
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“What we have found that works is we’ve got a number of staff and they tend to be ethnically
mixed staff, male and female, who these students seem to naturally gravitate to. Those

members of staff can have conversations with those girls that other members of staff wouldn’t
even dream of attempting to have with them.” (17)

What was key in these environments was that all staff appear to have the very significant responsibility
of being a trusted ear. Although mainstream staff have this responsibility also, given the complexity of
needs of young people in PRUs and that they are more likely to build trusted relationships with adults
in PRUs (this being a core objective of PRUs and because staff to pupil ratio is much higher) makes the
likelihood of disclosures higher. A staff member in a PRU expressed concerns about handling and
reporting disclosures, having experienced that the reporting and subsequent actions have sometimes
caused more harm than good.

“I think one of the most challenging things here is reporting safely stuff that children
disclose, with enough context and enough reassurance from senior leaders or safeguarding
leads, that the information is going to be handled correctly, otherwise you can make the
situation worse. | think children need to know that you are going to follow that disclosure up the
line. They know that you’ve got to disclose information and sometimes they will tell you because
they want you to, but they won’t tell you if what happens to them after what has been disclosed
has made their life worse. So, I think that’s a difficulty we have, making sure that how we
disclose information gets carried through so children aren’t victims of their disclosure,
which happens a lot, I’'ve seen it happen.” (13)

They spoke of a circumstance where a student had ‘opened up’ to them and as a result they had to
report a safeguarding concern, however it was interpreted by the safeguarding team that the student
was involved in something that he was not and it resulted in them getting in trouble. The staff member
was asked what they think could have been done to ensure that this had not happen:

“Depth of training right from the beginning, | think, in terms of reporting disclosures on
...whatever system the school is using. | think an awareness from (the Designated
Safeguarding Leads) as to how important those relationships on the front line are between
staff and the children. And that if you are somebody reporting and they are going to escalate
something, that they do actually come and double check what was meant, because a lot of
nuance is lost, even if you are quoting, even if you are reporting as accurately as you can.” (13)

They also highlighted the importance of ensuring that the information is handled sensitively once
received and clarity sort on circumstances, as well as the young person being made aware what action
is going to be taken.

“So it’s making sure that you can explain to the child what’s going to happen but also make
sure that the people receiving the information are sensitive about how they are going to
carry out the next steps. Otherwise, you end up losing - well, you lose them forever, really.” (13)

One of the out of region sites also talked about the importance of staff feeling confident that
disclosures will be handled sensitively and that they have someone to talk to about them from their
own wellbeing point of view. This was seen as a core benefit achieved through their APST (See Chapter
7).

“Back on that previous point to recommendations for other schools - open door policy on having
a pastoral team is vital because it delivers more benefits than | could even begin to talk about.
Eveninterms of - it sounds ridiculous but ‘morale’. If staff feelthey can come in, they can offload
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about things they are worried about, they feel they’ve been able to have a good handover for
information, including people that they are required to hand over that information to anyway in
terms of DSL. It means that they can streamline the work that they are doing better, knowing
that they are leaving information in good hands and that the team will talk about the young
person’s needs, they will allocate support and they will keep that frontline team updated on

things thatthey could be doing to make that young person feel better seen and heard day to day.”
(18)

5.7 Reducing PRU Stigmatisation
Some professionals were concerned that students were being stigmatised and would feel punished by
the way in which PRUs and APs are spoken about or framed.

“And again, | might be making an assumption here and would probably get slapped down by
some of my education colleagues or schools, but it kind of feels that when a kid’s in a PRU or
an AP, that’s kind of almost it. It’s seen as a punishment; it’s then, ‘We can’t handle you in
school, you are there’, cut ties. And actually, you are still on school roll and Local Authority
still has a 25 hour a week duty to you as well.” (2)

“But even those that have been expelled, for me there is always stuff that’s caused that
behaviour, adverse childhood experiences, whatever it may well be. So there’s probably
sometimes a lack of training for frontline non-specialist workers, if that’s a phrase to use, in
terms of what a Pupil Referral Unit is. It doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the end of the world
because a child has entered a Pupil Referral Unit.” (3)

“Where a young person has been told before, ‘You are disruptive; you are this, you are that’,
they’ve been labelled with their difficulties, | do try and say - One thing | forgot to mention in
my introduction is that | do a lot of the admission meetings at Key Stage 3 in particular. I do say
to some extent you come here with a clean slate, because they get a chance to re-write
whatever happens next.” (18)

5.8 Educating Students on the Risks of Becoming Involved in Violence

Stakeholders mentioned the importance of educating their students on topics related to serious
violence and exploitation as a preventative measure but also to make students aware of who to go to if
they need help.

“I think one of the main things for me would be for them to do something on county lines,
exploitation, things like that. I think we should do more of that, maybe not even once a week
but maybe once a month just different issues. So things like, like | said, gang related crimes,
that sems to be on the rise; knife related crimes, that’s on the rise. I don’t think students
necessarily know what they are getting into until it is too late, so | think by coming in- And it
might probably be a good idea, if they were willing, for someone that’s been in that experience,
so they can share their views...I think it’s just education really - educating students about what
the risks are out there, what you are getting yourselves into, what are the alternatives. And just
making it a real thing that actually it is very hard to get out of once you get in. And making it
absolutely clear that if you are in a situation, that there are people out there that can help
you. So educated to that, if you are in that situation there is help out there, there are people that
can support you and will help you from that situation.” (6)
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Some of the stakeholders highlighted how education is already in place with the use of the police and
external speakers to come in and educate their students either one-on-one or in group settings.

“The other thing that we are really privileged to have is with the police there’s the Education
and Diversion team. We’ve got a good relationship with the police in terms of that and | speak
to our local PCSO... They do one to one work with children. | have to make a referral to the
Education and Diversion team for any child that | feel would benefit from their input. They are
able to do grooming and exploitation work and one-to-one work with children, making them
aware of their illegal activity and the risks that they are taking in terms of long-term harm.”
(14)

“Yes, we do a lot of work. We have Bedfordshire Police come in, they support us. We do a
lot of work with PSHRE about that. We have a lot of ex-gang members; they come in and talk to
the kids about it and about the lifestyles. We have mentors for our students as well that come
in and they are taken out and they discuss this stuff. The kids are quite respectful, and they
seem to learn from things like that.” (10)

However, it was mentioned by one that education in big groups such as assemblies does not always
work well in PRUs due to the complex needs of the cohort. Therefore, the one-on-one or mentoring as
mentioned above may be a more effective way to educate the students of a PRU on issues of serious
violence and exploitation.

“In mainstream, yes by all means. They are all going to sit there; 200 kids sitting in a hall, they are
going to be fine. Butthese kids can’t even sit in a classroom sometimes without having to talk
round or shout or something because they have got ADHD...or they need medication. Or
because someone else is shouting so they feel that they shout. So, when we do have speakers
come in, some of them can be very rude, and they tend to be the ones that don’t want to be told
about what they are already doing, where the rest will sit there, listening.” (7)

5.9 Building Resilience and Aspirations

Building the resilience and aspirations of the young people was seen as a key method to prevent
involvement is serious violence and exploitation. It was stated that the young people need to
understand what they want their lives to look like in the future to be motivated to display positive
behaviours and build a pro-social identity, and resilience is needed to cope with the issues they are
currently facing.

“When you said to me what are the factors that increase a young person’s vulnerability and the
talk about neighbourhoods and talk about family, that’s where resilience plays its part. | never
forget about being that kid on that council...thinking, ‘| want more than this; | want more than
THIS’, and that’s resilience, | think. For those kids that have to leave that PRU and go back to
their lives in these impoverished areas, they need to have those aspirations...| guess the
final thought around that is lack of aspiration. As in you’ve gone to a Pupil Referral Unit and in
your head you think, ‘That’s the end of my education; I’'m never going to get a job, what’s the point,
I might as well find other ways to make money’. I’'ve got Youth Justice workers here that primarily
what they are trying to do is build that pro-social identity. And when we look at our approach
around that childfirst, it’s not about, ‘You did this offence; it had this impact’. The thinking within

56



uo Vulnerabilities of Young People in Pupil Referral
Public Safety Units and links to Serious Violence and Exploitation
N @) Chimeandlotice NAT i sicices soiommo: insights Raprt
Youth Justice has really shifted to our interventions being much more strength based, trying
to help that child build that pro-social identity.” (5)

“I think there is an issue generally speaking with our students not having very high levels of
aspiration, not having a good understanding of all the options that are open to them. Therefore,
not seeing why you need to make changes now and how what you do now will impact what our
choice is going forwards. | think there’s that carrot element, if we could enthuse our students
more with all the possibilities that their future could hold, that would give them more reason,
more resilience to cope with some of the issues that they’ve got now, because the future will be
better. And more determination to try and make some of those changes now because ‘that’s
a future that I would like to be part of’.” (17)

“It’s about raising aspirations and giving hope and all of those kinds of things, something to
work towards. Ithink doing some of that real goal setting, intervention plans that are really future
focussed. Not, ‘Come and do a knife crime programme’. They know the implications of knife
crime; they are living with it, they see it. That’s not what’s going to stop kids from carrying knives.
It’s how we can build them economically, build them socially, build their resilience, that’s
the kind of thing that’s going to move them away. Not stick them in front of someone and say,
‘This is the danger of carrying a knife; this is what could happen to you in terms of going to prison’.
Actually, sometimes they think that’s a smaller risk than fear of being beaten up or the threats
that they are subject to anyway.” (5)

5.10 Qualifications, Post-16 and NEET
PRU professionals spoke proudly about how their students are still leaving with qualifications in arange
of subjects, both academic and vocational qualifications were highlighted.

“When young people leave us, they’ve generally got qualifications - motor vehicles, hair
and beauty, childcare, catering. They’ve gotsome GCSEs that they’ve worked towards or some
levels of qualifications in languages and science and those things. Generally, | haven’t found
any that have left with very little, they’ve normally had a handful of those and that gives
them lots of opportunities forward in life.” (8)

“The first thing is we are a school and therefore educational outcomes are important. So, we
have high expectations of educational achievement, our results for maths and English at
grade 4 and above are twice the national average for PRUs. That is because we have high
expectations. Three times as many of our children get grade 4 in English and nearly three times
as many get them in maths as well. So very strong educational performance is really important,
don’t think you are coming here because you are not able to get good grades. There are lots of
barriers to getting good grades, but we can help you get them.” (16)

It was felt that it would be of significant benefit to have more provision for post-16, as the PRU’s do not
cater for 16+ and often they are not ready to leave.

“I don’t think there are many who offer post-16 provision. I think that could be massive benefit
because really and truly the Year 11s are not ready to leave at Year 11, they could do with
another year or two.” (9)
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“I know a lot of focus moves down, but if you had a lot more work happening with that 16-20,

or even up to 25, those kinds of things, that would be a very interesting group because that
group would be right in the prime of some of the stuff.” (8)

“But back in the day | remember there would be loads of different types of post-16 provision that
was alternative to college whereas now...if you get excluded from one college round here, you
are excluded from four because they are all managed by the same group so you can’tgetinto
another one either.” (5)

It was highlighted that for those that go onto post 16 provision, such as college, the transition can be
too much for them because the colleges will not be as flexible to support students as the PRUs are,
which results in them dropping out or losing their place.

“Particularly, one of the things | will say, very definitely, is the children that leave here at the
end of Year 11, it’s almost like they drop off a cliff, there’s nothing for them. So, they will go
to college, they will get kicked out of college and then they will become NEET because there’s
nothing for them. And the provision here is so different compared to a college. If they don’t
have the independent skills - it’s almost like they need an alternative provision sequel” (12)

“So, forthe last 10+ years, every student who has left us has had a destination to go to. But when
you look at those that have dropped out - by the time they get to November they do a sweep,
by the time you look at those that have dropped out, they’ve nearly all dropped out because
their punctuality and attendance wasn’t good enough. And you do think is that because the
arrangements we putin place to maintain their attendance and punctuality to keep them here at
(the PRU) was then something that the colleges and the sixth forms can’t provide?” (17)

This was something that this respondent reflected upon as to whether the PRUs, whilst making
reasonable adjustments were supporting young people to stay in school and their qualifications, may
not be negatively impacting their likelihood to succeed at college. In terms of what could be done to
improve this and reduce risk factors for becoming involved in violence and exploitation, he felt that
more could be done around work experience.

“I do think that something around work experience, something around giving students a
better understanding of what is and isn’t acceptable in the real world... It’s very rare for any
of our students to be doing any pat time jobs. Allthese conversations we have with them around
attendance and punctuality and how you presentyourselves, I think for the students is all quite
abstract. They are like, ‘Why does it really make any difference?’” (17)

Another participant voiced that it would be useful to provide more vocational subjects for students, but
they would need investment.

“I think it’s an area that needs more investment. | think it’s a case that these children in my
opinion, if you want to show them a way out, then we need to show them the best of life. It’s
very difficult for them to come here. There are opportunities here, and things can be better for
them here, but we would want to provide more opportunities that we can’t afford because it’s
difficult.” (12)

One professional, not within a PRU, highlighted that the Local Authority and all partners within this
space should consider what can they offer in terms of work experience opportunities to children within
the youth justice cohort or who may be at risk of becoming part of it.
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“Butl do think there is stillroom to grow (in terms of partnership working). If we are talking about
providing kids with opportunities, we are all working in organisations and how well are we
opening up those organisations to provide work placements, or work experience, for our
Youth Justice children? Our work in Local Authority, we’ve got parks departments, we’ve got

vehicle...We are really diverse. How many opportunities are we opening up to our children?”

(5)
5.11 Summary

This chapter has outlined a range of protective factors against the risks children face from violence and
exploitation. At the outset of summarising these factors, it is important to acknowledge that there was
much positive practice, dedication and care reflected in terms of the current context in Bedfordshire
and Luton. It is fair to say, however, that it was felt more could be done to better protect children from
risks and support them to embark on a more positive trajectory following attendance in a PRU.

Reflecting the findings presented in the preceding chapter, preventing exclusion was a dominanttheme
within the interviews. It was suggested more could be done to look beyond the presenting behaviours
that resulted in exclusion and consider this more within decision making. A primary concern here is
that, alongside the disadvantage of removing children from mainstream education for any period of
time, young people excluded would be put at significant risk of exploitation. It was felt that this wider
picture of exclusion practice had improved, particularly through more professional challenge and
shared accountability. Children with SEND needs was seen as a priority cohort of focus, with more
done to identify and support needs earlier, more work to enable positive transitions from primary to
secondary, and a stronger emphasis on reasonable adjustments.

Beyond the child, there was a need to work better together to deliver holistic packages of support to
families. Crucially, when children enter a PRU, an opportunity is presented to engage both the child
and family, addressing barriers to education but also to provide support in a more general sense with
system navigation, applications/referrals and practical support. In so doing, working more closely with
families may reset parents’ views of services or ‘authority’ which may lead to more positive future
engagement.

In a broader and more cultural sense, there was a suggested need to reframe the view of what PRUs
are and of the children who attend a PRU. Rather than something that is separated and distinct from
mainstream, a realignment as partners, may be beneficial. Importantly, it was indicated that raising
aspirations for children attending PRUs is vital, offering hope within a risky and adverse local context.

Finally, it was suggested that far more could be done to support children and young people post-16
years as they transition into young adulthood. Currently, it was suggested most ‘fall off a cliff’ and are
not equipped to be able to engage without support successfully in college. Having more of an insight
into employment through work experience was suggested to be solution.

Overall, itisimportant to note that the protective factors identified were suggested to be evident across
Bedfordshire and Luton, though with variance across the county.
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Chapter 6: Feedback from Young People
The research team consulted young people in two Pupil Referral Units/ Alternative Provisions. Overall,
the research team engaged with 11 young people, 7 in setting 1 and 4 in setting 2.

Itis noted that there were several challenges when engaging with young people, with some of the young
people displaying disruptive behaviours. For example, during the session one of the students took a
staff radio and consequentially there was a pause to the session for the staff to address this.

Despite these issues, which impacted the quantity of young people involved and the quality of
information obtained, useful insights were provided, particularly relating to bullying, SEND needs and
perceptions of knife crime, drug issues and violence.

6.1 Risk Factors

Participants were asked to place on sheets the extent to which they thought a number of factors were
contributing to young people becoming involved in violence. These factors were taken from the
Youth Endowment Fund Survey. Students had to place them depending on whether they were a major
factor, a minor factor or not a factor (these post its are in yellow in the example below). The students
were then asked to add factors they do not think were covered in those given to them (these posts-it’s

are in pink in the example below).

Youth Endowment Fund factors included:

Added risk factors from young people included:

Drug Supply- As part of selling drugs to
others.

Drug Habit- To support a drug habit.
Drug Use- They were under the influence
of drugs.

Gang Membership- They are or want to
be part of a gang.

Peer Pressure- The influence from a
social group to act in a certain way.
Music- Influenced by the content in
some music or music videos.

Money- They need money to support
themselves or their family.

Identity- To feel part of something or to
be respected.

Alcohol Use- They were under the
influence of alcohol.

Bullying

Anger Issues
Abuse

SEND / ASD / ADHD

Alcohol Habit- To support an alcohol
habit.

Social Media- Influenced by things they
have seen online.

Excitement- They get a thrill from getting
involved in violence.

Protection- To avoid being hurt or a
victim of crime.

Loss of Control or Frustration- For
example they lose their temper.

Films and TV Shows- Influenced by the
content in some films or TV shows.
Video Games- Influenced by the content
in some video games.

Traumatic Experiences- A distressing or
shocking event that overwhelms a
person’s ability to cope.

Home Life
Mental health

Arguments / “Beef”



uo Institute for Vulnerabilities of Young People in Pupil Referral

Public Safety BEDFORDSHIRE Units and links to Serious Violence and Exploitation
crim and Just'ne VIOLENCE & EXPLOITATION
Focus Group Example:

PREVENTION PARTNERSHIP - Insights Report

This is an example of how the groups placed
the post its based on whether they were ‘not a
factor’, were a ‘minor factor’ or were a ‘major
factor’. In some groups where they had time,
they also ordered the post-it’s on the pages to
show for example which of the major factors
they thought were most influential. The yellow
post-it’s are pre-existing factors the research
team gave participants and the pink postits are
those factors added by the group. This group
could not decide between major/minor factors
so created a new category in the middle. This is
group 3 in the table below.
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(Setting 1)

Traumatic Experiences

Maijor Factor Gang Membership

(Major/Minor) (NA)

Money
Drug Supply
Peer Pressure
Protection
Identity
Excitement

Minor Factor

Films and TV Shows
Video Games
Music
Social Media
Drug Use
Alcohol Use
Drug Habit
Alcohol Habit
Loss of Control or
Frustration

Not a Factor
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Focus Group Risk Factor Rankings:

Session 2
(Setting 1)

Drug Supply
Excitement
Gang Membership
Social Media
Protection

(NA)

Identity
Peer Pressure
Loss of control
Drug Habit
Drug Use
Traumatic Experiences

Music
Money
Alcohol Use
Video Games
Alcohol Habit
Films and TV Shows

Vulnerabilities of Young People in Pupil Referral
Units and links to Serious Violence and Exploitation

Session 3
(Setting 1)
Alcohol Use
Traumatic Experiences
Gang Membership
Drug Supply
Mental Health
SEND /ASD / ADHD
Home Life
Abuse
AngerIssues
Bullying
Loss of Control
Money
Social Media
Drug Habit
Alcohol Habit
Video Games
Excitement
Identity
Films and TV Shows

Protection
Music

- Insights Report

Session 4
(Setting 2)

Drug Supply
Gang Membership
Peer Pressure
Music
Drug Habit
Money
Arguments/Beef

(NA)

Excitement
Protection
Traumatic Experiences
Social Media
Identity
Drug Use
Alcohol Use

Loss of Control
Films and TV Shows
Video Games

Gang membership was rated as a major factor contributing in young people becomig involved in
serious violence in all four of the focus groups. Following this drug supply was rated as a major factor
inthree of the groups and traumatic experiences were rated as a major factor in two of the groups. For
minor factors, identity was mentioned by all groups, followed by excitement which was mentioned by
three groups. Films and TV shows and Video games were most commonly listed as not a factor (in three
out of the four groups). Analysis was conducted on these answers to establish the most influential
factors by giving two points to any category in the major factors and one point to any category in the
minor factors. The top 5 categories, starting with the higest first, were:

Gang membership
Drug supply
Traumatic experiences
Excitement

O s b=

Identity
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6.2 Prevalence, and Experience, of Violence, Gangs and Knife Crime
Knife crime was considered a big issue by young people spoken to. When asked why, one young person

responded, “I have lost a couple of people from it”. Another young person said, “/ think it was a few
weeks ago | saw a stabbing on a train” and commented “I hate going on trains because of knife crime”.

In the group of male students in setting one that were not audio recorded, students talked about having
friends that had been stabbed, they felt that carrying knives is a form of protection and commented that
some young people carry steak knives — ‘they think they are cool’. Other comments included ‘you hear
about stabbings all the time’ and ‘All the gangs use knives — it used to be fists or bottles but now its
knives’. One student spoke about having been chased by three men with machetes through a park
because they thought he was someone else. This group of males felt that grooming was an issue in
relation to gangs and drugs. They also mentioned sexual grooming.

Several participants talked about hearing about stabbings over ‘silly things’ or for stupid reasons.

“Gangs. Could be anything, so could be over anything. | know somebody who got stabbed in the
back of the leg over a game of pool at night.”

Inthe second setting the group had mixed views about the extent to which issues like violence and knife
crime were an issue stating that “there’s certain areas that are more violent than others”. A participant
spoke about how carrying knives for protection is normalised and in some areas of Bedfordshire they
would expect everyone to be carrying a knife:

Interviewer: Do you hear a lot about people carrying knives for protection?
Student 1: Yes, | hear about it but it’s kind of become normalised, if that makes sense.
Interviewer: Would you walk around and expect most people to have a knife?

Student 1: Depends on where you are at, it sort of depends on who itis. Where I’'m from, I’'m from
(name of place) ... so if | walk round there, | wouldn’t expect anybody to have it. But if | went to
Luton or somewhere like that... then yes, | would expect everybody to have one.”

This group mentioned pressure put on people to get involved in violence and gangs “If somebody, like a
gang or anybody in that was trying to tell you to do something you are probably not really going to want
to say no to them.” A member from another group in the first setting also mentioned how pressuring
gangs can be by stating:

“They can be very pressuring; from what I’'ve heard about it, they can be very pressuring. If you
are in a gang and the gang wants to do something, the leader of the gang wants to do something,
they have to follow it because they think - It’s like they think they are master, head of gang is the
boss. And then if you don’t do it, they start threatening you saying, ‘If you don’t do it, you are
going to be next’. So it’s like peer pressure.”

When asked if there was anything that could be done to prevent gang membership either in schools or
through other methods one participant stated that there was not much that could be done to prevent
gang membership:

“I personally don’t think anything could stop anyone from getting involved in it. But | just think
because it’s been going on for so long, but only recently, the past couple of years, it’s been pulled
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out of it a bit more than it used to be. That’s why it’s such a big thing now. But there will be
nothing to ever do to stop it.”

This participant also stated how they believe traumatic experiences can impact people and many
people in gangs have these experiences:

“Because anything you can go through when you are young, it will travel on. Trauma, I think, is
one of the biggest things that actually needs to be studied fully, but gang membership is below
it. And Ithink a lot of people in gangs have trauma. Trauma always stays, no matter what. It can
go and then it can just come back, like it’s nothing.”

6.3 Bullying

In some of the focus groups young people were asked ‘What challenges do you think your age group
face atthe moment?’ as an icebreaker question. For two females that were in a group together, bullying
was a significant issue. When asked to expand on what bullying was an issue the first student said: “On
your hair colour, how fat you are, skinny you are, your appearance, your nationality.” A teacher that was
supporting them interjected to encourage another girl to participate “Your background, nationality, what
else? Think about yourself, what were people saying to you today about not being able to spell
something?” The second student responded “Oh yes, they were calling me stupid because | couldn’t
spell something. | was in maths and then a person told me to read (something) and | couldn’t say the
words. And then | couldn’t read the rest of it and he was like, ‘You are so stupid’. | have dyspraxia.”

When asked how schools dealt with bullying, students felt that it wasn’t dealt with appropriately
particularly within the mainstream environment:

Interviewer: In terms of schools, how do you think they deal with bullying? What do you
think they do well; what do they not do well?

Student 1: No, I think they do nothing.

Student 2: They do nothing; schools don’t really do anything. Especially mainstream.
Student 1: Yes.

Student 2: Mainstream don’t really do anything.

Student 2: They do know how to fix it, it’s just that it seems like they don’t care. Because if you
are being bullied and you went to a teacher and you reported it and reported it, and then nothing
happens and you get punishment when you’ve reacted to it, that’s not really them caring.

These students selected bullying as a factor in why some young people might become involved in
violence “If you get bullied enough you just have enough and you just fight back”. One student voiced
that they felt the lack of action to deal with bullying contributed to her reason for exclusion.

“That’s how | got kicked out. This guy just kept on bullying me and bullying me to the point that |
went mental because he told me he’s going to slit my throat. And then | went mental at him but
then I slapped a teacher...”

In terms of what could be done to address bullying student 2 said that they felt that ‘pastoral should do
a bit more’. They were asked what more they think pastoral could do:
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Student 2: If you are being bullied by someone severely, you can put things in place where you
don’t go near each other otherwise you get punishment.

Support staff member: So you mean you could do like a behaviour agreement, so you had to sign
something that means thatyou don’t. Okay, butthen what if you are just passing by in the school,
you can’t avoid that.

Student 2: No, | used to have one. It’s like one of those things that you have to sign with the other
person there to basically say that you are not allowed to go up to them, they are not allowed to
come up to you ifitmeans harm. And if that happens the other person gets suspended. If we had
an order putin place where you couldn’t come up to me and | couldn’t come up to you, if we were
going to be violent. And | came up to you and | punched you, I’d get suspended ...

Interviewer: So, a contract of what would happen?
Student 2: Yes.
Interviewer: And you’ve had that before in terms of bullying. And you felt that helped?

Student 2: Yes. Also, when you report something if you are being bullied, if the teacher writes it
down and dates it.

Staff support member: So journalling.
Student 2: Yes, because some teachers will just say that you’ve never reported anything.

A participant mentioned how changes to social media could help prevent bullying by saying “Make
social media a more enjoyable place because some social media has a bit more restrictions on there
of what people can post. With bullying in schools, obviously outside of schools it’s hard but inside of
schools | feel like pastoral should do a bit more”.

6.4 Special Educational Needs
One group also mentioned ASD and ADHD as a possible trigger to violent behaviour.

Because | have ASD myself - some materials, it can make you overstimulated. And it gets to a
certain point of when you get over, over, overstimulated, you start getting annoyed with people
and then when people try and talk to you, you just talk back

When asked further about what was over stimulating, she responded: “Yes in mainstream, with me it
was uniform. | couldn’t have my top button or my collar up, it was just no. And | would get detention
every single time | had it undone.” The other student with ADHD suggested it was a risk factor in terms
of becoming involved in violence or aggressive behaviour.

Interviewer 1: Is there anything else that might lead someone into violence or - ?
Student 1: ADHD.

Interviewer 1: ADHD. And why do you specifically say ADHD?

Student 1: Because with me, people think | have it but I’'m getting tested. How do | explain it?

Support staff: Rather than talk about what has happened, talk about what you experience when
you feel yourself bubbling and getting angry.
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Student 1: When I’m getting angry, | start shouting at people and you can notice when | started
getting angry.

This was the student that ‘slapped a teacher’. When asked what more could be done to support children
with SEND needs such as ASD or ADHD in schools, the participant with ASD responded ‘Being pulled
out of class every now and again to just check in and have a chat, that would help some kids".

6.5 Trusted Adults

The topic of trusted adults was covered briefly in some of the focus groups. One group was asked what
encourages a young person to speak to someone. It was suggested by a participant that if they were
friendly with someone and they trusted them it would help but they also stated, “/ think people would
be less inclined to go and speak to a teacher or an adult.” It was mentioned by one that it can be hard
when joining a new school to find someone that you can trust to speak to “someone they would trust, |
think it’s pretty easy. But someone - if they first join the school and they’ve got problems with someone
and they don’t really know anyone it can be quite tricky”. Another stated that particularly with mental
health it can be hard to reach out “It’s kind of hard for someone my age to reach out for help when they
are struggling with their mental health”. It was stated that regular check in during school hours could
help to build trust, “Being pulled out of class every now and again to just check in and have a chat, that
would help some kids”.

6.6 Summary

It was clear that the young people were aware of the levels of serious violence and exploitation in their
local area with some having personal experiences of loss and fear due to knife crime. On the whole
participants had developed a sense of being ‘street smart’ by avoiding particular areas which were
commonly known to be hotspots for violence. Participants felt that knife carrying, as a form of
protection, was by ho means uncommon and had been normalised. When asked about contributing
factors to young people becominginvolved in violence, the most common factors suggested were ‘gang
membership’, ‘drug supply’ and ‘traumatic experiences’. There seemed to be a level of acceptance of
the existence of gangs and a sense of inevitability that some young people will be drawn into it. When
asked about what could be done to reduce young people’s likelihood of becoming involved in gangs or
violence students provided some suggestions, but some, commented that there wasn’t really anything
or felt that some ‘risk factors’ cannot be undone. For example, one young person felt trauma was a very
significant risk factor, but trauma ‘stays no matter what’.

Bullying was a big topic for some, with participants reporting that they felt that it wasn’t dealt with
appropriately, particularly within the mainstream environment, and they felt pastoral teams can be
doing more to stop it. Bullying was also linked to violence, with one participant voicing that they felt the
lack of action to address bullying contributed to her reason for exclusion, which was a violent reaction.
This pupil had suspected ADHD, and their reflection of their experience highlights the interaction
between two risk factors for exclusion, those being a SEND need and experience of bullying. Special
educational needs were also identified by some, particularly two students who had ASD and suspected
ADHD, as a potential trigger to angry or violent behaviour, as they found the mainstream environment
difficult identifying triggers that overwhelmed them such as stringent uniform polices, leading to
heightened emotions that they find difficult to regulate.
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The young people’s feedback provided extremely important insight into what they consider are the
issues in relation to violence and significant risk factors. As mentioned, there were challenges to

engagement with the young people in PRUs, these are reflected on in more detailin the conclusion with
suggestions being made for building involvement and engagement in the future.
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Chapter 7: Out of Region Case Study Sites

As part of the review, the research team sought to gain insight from Alternative Provisions outside of the
region to add to the Bedfordshire local key stakeholder insight on what 'good looks like’ in terms of
protecting young people in APs from risks factors related to serious violence and exploitation. The
research team identified sites to invite to participate in the research using two criteria. Firstly, that they
were one of the 22 sites chosen for the Department for Education Alternative Provision Specialist
Taskforce (APST) pilot. The second criteria for being invited to participate in this research was that they
had a recent positive Ofsted Report (either within 2024 or 2025) for which the overall result was ‘good’
or ‘outstanding’. The aim was to include three sites, unfortunately one of the sites did not maintain
contact after initially agreeing to participate. As a result, two sites took part, these APs were Leicester
Partnership School, Leicestershire and St Wilfrid’s Academy Alternative Provision Free School, South
Yorkshire. Both provisions were spoken to on two occasions by the research team. This section provides
insightinto their experiences of implementing their APSTs, lessons learnt and the benefits they feel they
have gained from them. The research team would like to thank the staff from both schools for taking the
time to participate in this research.

7.1 Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce (APST)

DFE selected the largest Alternative Provisions in areas that they had identified as ‘serious violence’
hotspots and invited them to apply to take part in the pilot?'. An APST aims to improve the skills and
capabilities of an AP to reduce the pupil’s involvement in violence and to support reengagement in
education. The programme also aims to improve relationships between APs and local agencies and
upskills other members of the AP staff. The APST places at least four professionals into the AP. The
professionals could include, a speech and language therapist, a mental health professional, a post-16
transition coach, a youth worker, an educational psychologist, a family support worker, a youth justice
worker and a social worker. The AP can decide if the support is provided to all pupils or targeted at
specific children. The 22 sites have recently been told that the APSTs will now be funded until the
summer of 2026.

The Youth Endowment Fund (YEF) evaluation (2025) of all the APSTs aimed to identify whether APST had
an impact on two primary outcomes: whether year 11 children subsequently enrolled in post-16 study
and whether years 7-10 children reintegrated into mainstream school in the following academic year. It
also aimed to identify the impact on a range of secondary outcomes, including years 7-10 attendance,
year 11 attainment in English and Maths, and years 7-11 social and emotional difficulties. The impact
evaluation report (2025) only found a low impact for year 11 children progressing to post-16 study and
no impact reported on year 7-10 children being reintegrated into mainstream school. However, Picken
etal. (2025, p.12) concluded that there are:

‘challenges with the reintegration outcome selected as one of the primary outcomes. For some
children, continued support in AP may be in their best interests, while the wider system may not
always facilitate return to mainstream. Consequently, reintegration is not always a desired aim,
and this makes it a challenging outcome to interpret”.

A moderate impact was found on year 7-10’s attendance and a low impact (but uncertain) on KS4 and
English and KS4 maths. There will be a further impact evaluation in the summer of 2026. It is important
to note that the APST programme was a highly differentiated model which operated in 22 schools who
tailored it to their specific needs, the YEF evaluation provides an evaluation across the whole

21 Picken et al. (July 2025) Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce. Evaluation of APST
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population, this chapter provides some specific insight into two APSTs, their specific models, learning
and perceived outcomes.

7.2 Leicester Partnership School

This school has a strong commitment to improving the life chances
and raising the achievement of its pupils, regardless of their
circumstances. Pupils respond positively to these expectations and
are happy at school. They receive careful support to adjust well on Ei
arrival. Pupils develop a sense of pride and belonging that enables
them to achieve well. (Ofsted February 2025)

OR® |cicester

@ Partnership
School

Leicester Partnership School (LPS) is an educational provision for students with a Leicester City
postcode who have been excluded or who are at risk of exclusion from mainstream education. The
provision works with all Leicester City secondary schools and some County secondary schools to
provide appropriate support for 11- to 16-year-olds. The school offer a range of full and part time
educational programmes and courses and work closely with several alternative provision providers to
allow students to access a range of vocational courses and programmes.

For children atrisk of exclusion, the school have a six-week full time or 12-week parttime (1, 2 or 3 days
a week or a longer term programme for pupils already in possession of or going through an EHCP)
programme at Key Stage 3, or for Key Stage 4 there is a 2 or 6 week full time programme. The aim being
to support the young people while they are still in school at Key Stage 3 and 4 or as part of an alternative
provision package at Key Stage 4. Due to permanent exclusions increasing significantly their capacity
to provide these early intervention programmes has been hampered in recenttimes. The most common
reason for permanent exclusions is persistent disruptive behaviour, which reflects the national picture.

7.2.1 The Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce

In 2021 LPS were selected to be one of the pilot sites for the Department of Education’s Alternative
Provision Specialist Taskforces (APST) due to the prevalence of crime and violence related crime in
Leicester. The original team of professionals recruited were:

- 1 XFT APST Manager

- 2xFT Youth and Family Support Workers

- 1 XPT Speech and Language Therapist (SALT)

- 1 XFT post 16 worker

- 1 XPT Social, emotional and mental health counsellor

- 1 XPT Youth justice worker

It has recently been confirmed to the sites that APST funding will now be in place to the end of the
summer term 2026.

Below are outlined key factors suggested to be fundamental in maximising the benefits of the APST
and what the key benefits have been.
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7.2.2 Adapting the Model
To maximise the benefit of the APST, the LPS adapted their model over time to prioritise the roles that
were particularly beneficial to their cohort and to respond to changes in funding.

“It’s worth noting that when we started the project it was initially funded for two years and it
was fully funded. But over time that funding has reduced, so we’ve had to cut our coat
according to our cloth really. We've prioritised the Family Support Workers and the post-16. We
didn’t replace the SALT and also the youth offending side, that’s just become more of a liaising
role but not actually direct working with us. Also, the mental health support initially that was, |
think, two days a week ... and we’ve had to reduce that down to one day a week. Then going
forward, when the funding ends completely...we are looking at using Pupil Premium to employ
her as a counsellor on site.”

When asked which of the original roles have proven to be particularly beneficial to their cohort, the
family and youth support workers were highlighted.

“Yes, in an ideal world we’d have a couple more Family and Youth Support Workers... that’s
where the biggest need is, that intensive family and youth support where we are getting much
more involvement in safeguarding and disclosure and deep diving, which we just wouldn’t have
had capacity to have been able to do before this team.”

The social, emotional and mental health counsellor was also seen as invaluable, and something they
have had to cut since the funding was reduced but would like to increase again in the future.

“I think what we are able to do with our mental health practitioner - and admittedly we don’t have
her in as often as we did at the start of the APST placement, where she would have regular
counselling sessions with young people. But in any sense, it allows us to consider mental
health factors outside the school setting. So, if a young person is struggling - a young person
might be struggling with bereavement or might be struggling with the impact of home life on their
mental health or external factors, substance misuse - | think it creates an extra avenue for a
young person to talk where they otherwise wouldn’t know who to go to. There’s that nice hybrid
of independence. (She) isn’t a teacher; they won’t recognise her as a member of school staff
who is responsible for behaviour management or anything else like that. But also is familiar
enough and is onsite often enough to have some level of trust...”

The role of the post-16 worker was to try and reduce the number of NEET (Not in Employment,
Education or Training) in their cohort. The post-16 worker role has worked in conjunction with a
vocational placement worker, an attendance officer and the youth and family support workers to
support students.

“I think the post-16 worker as well has had some real impact in engagement. We’ve had some
young people who really struggled with the offer at Key Stage 3, which was very much
classroom based, and we do have a vocational placement worker who works with Year 10s as
well. But we’ve had a significant increase in uptake from young people, some with EHCPs
who weren’t able to get special school places, and the support that they receive has really been
instrumental in keeping them engaged. We used to have an awful lot of turbulence of young
people going to alternative providers and then having to be moved, then having to be moved
again. And we do find there’s a lot more stability because there’s a lot more support going in,
so there’s less turbulence for the young people, they are developing more resilience. And
attendance is absolutely key. They ring every day; they make contact with the young people
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every day; they’ve been known to go round and get them out of bed. They are very hands-on and
I think that’s had a significant impact with engagement around the hardest to reach at Key Stage

4 as well... The 16+ role is really about getting them ready in Year 11 for what Year 12 might look
like, and post-LPS.”

Itis worth noting that the Speech and Language Therapist (SALT) left the team and was not replaced as
the SALT role had presented challenges with ‘the amount of time and the restrictions of working with
somebody from the Health Service, the two systems don’t really work together".

7.2.3 Incorporation of the APST

It was felt that core to the APSTs success was that that it is very much incorporated into the provision
itself. The team meet every Thursday in which they go through the register, any member of staff can
come to the APST managers with a concern about a young person and ask for them to be discussed in
the meeting. There is then a meeting of the Senior Leadership Team, the behaviour managers and the
SENDCO each Friday to ratify the list discussed on Thursday and to agree timescales and the type of
work that the APST team should complete with the student, ensuring it complements other work thatis
being done with them, and feedback on anything that is working well or anything that might be missing.

“I'think our model of having an APST is very closely linked with the staff who are delivering the
teaching, who are working with the young people ‘on the front line’, as we might say. Our model
is that I’'m a DSL in the service, (name) is the Lead DSL for the service. Staff will come and talk to
us if they are worried about a young person. Is there a safeguarding concern or just might you
consider talking about them in your Thursday afternoon meetings?”

“One of the key things when we set up the team was that we didn’t want it to be a referral-in
team that was separate to the main Pupil Referral Unit. \We wanted it to be an integral part
of the school, which is why having the staff from within the team initially helped. But | think it
was very much making it central. So, | think developing the panels that involve staff from within
LPS and having a senior leadership element to the Friday panel, where we ratify decisions and
we look at problem cases, that’s something that I’m really pleased we did. | know some of the
other APSTs have it as a referral-in unit; you have to fill in a form. We’re much more open in terms
of how we talk about our young people and staff within the team have been trained to a certain
level of DSL... people have had training within the team so they’ve got a better safeguarding
understanding and that has been a key success of what we’ve done. | would recommend that to
anybody setting up a team, set it up as part of your existing school, not an add-on.”

7.2.4 Open Safeguarding Communication and Involvement of Staff in Concerns
A key strength staff felt of LPS was that there was open communication between staff and involvement
of staff in safeguarding issues.

“Back on that previous point to recommendations for other schools - open door policy on having
a pastoral team is absolutely vital because it delivers more benefits than | could even begin you
talk about. Even in terms of - it sounds ridiculous but ‘morale’. If staff feelthey can come in, they
can offload about things they are worried about, they feel they’ve been able to have a good
handover for information, including people that they are required to hand over that information
toanywayinterms of DSL. It means thatthey can streamline the work thatthey are doing better,
knowing that they are leaving information in good hands and that the team will talk about the
young person’s needs, they will allocate support and they will keep that frontline team updated
on things that they could be doing to make that young person feel better seen and heard day to
day. We repeat some of those key messages in morning briefings where all staff are present and
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online through our safeguarding system as well. Again, we’ve got that model of safeguarding ...
where all staff are pretty much alerted to all safeguarding because there’s rarely a case where
it’s unhelpful for a member of teaching staff to know something about a young person’s lived
experience, especially in a setting such as ours. Ithink the team are integral to that and promote
that culture of safeguarding throughout the school. So yes, although by default the DfE don’t
call us a safeguarding team, | think we very much see ourselves that way because that really is
the impact it has.”

7.2.5 Safeguarding Capacity and Building Trust with Families

As reported by several APST sites in the Youth Endowment Fund evaluation report?? the LPS staff felt a
key strength of their taskforce was the impact it had on identifying safeguarding concerns and building
trust with families to disclose,

“What | find is really interesting is a lot of the things that were perhaps advertised as secondary
benefits to APST have ended up becoming some of our biggest successes. What | mean by that
is when we look at things like safeguarding, I think the team pick up, a lot of safeguarding work
- not to replace that of the DSL or the DSL team - but certainly if there are actions that would
be helpful for a person who works really closely with a child or a family to follow up on, that
the team are able to take the lead on that and feed back into the DSLs, where other members of
teaching staff might not have those same relationships. | personally feel it’s led to a significant
increase in disclosures of harm which we will them be able to respond to.”

It was felt that because of the relationships the APST team, such as the youth and family support
workers, had built with young people and families, families felt more comfortable to come to the team
with safeguarding concerns, for example:

“We had a family ring yesterday about a sibling... a really, really significant safeguarding concern
that she had sat on for a week and didn’t know who else to turn to, so she rang our team and
made a significant disclosure. It's meant that we’ve been able to refer her to social care, the
police and other agencies as an urgent matter and have that followed up because of the
relationships that were pre-existing and the work that our Youth and Family Support Worker
had done with the family, working on housing and all sorts of things like that.”

Often families have had negative experiences with the previous school, and/or other agencies, and the
APST are able to work with the families, to build trust.

“I often meet families who would describe massive burnt-bridges with their previous
school and that has an impact on their ability to act as pastoral support. So if they feel every
time the phone rings it’s a school leader saying, ‘We’re really sorry, there’s been an incident; you
are going to have to come and collect your child and there’s going to be a meeting’, parents want
to challenge that, and they don’t often feel able to. Parents are much, much less likely to ring
to say, ‘Actually, I’m struggling with X, Y or Z, can you as a school then help me?’, which is
something that every school will offer but | think it will affect certain families more than others.
And additionally, as well there are all the preconceptions about what social care is anyway.
So, if that school does offer support and says that support might come through early help or
social care, without a good understanding of what that might look like, parents will just take a
defensive position on it and think that it’s designed to interrogate, designed to make accusations
against them as families. And ultimately to have the child removed or something like that is

22 Ppicken et al. (July 2025) Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce. Evaluation of APST
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something we often find when we talk about what we want to do in terms of providing support. |
was saying to a parent yesterday, ‘This is not to accuse you of X, Y and Z; this is to step in and
provide and add safety to your family setup’, and that’s not anything I’'m worried about in terms
of what the last resort would be in terms of social care. But that hadn’t been explained to them;
their preconceptions from the child’s previous school to where they are now, they just
didn’t have that trust there.”

They are also able to work with families to remove barriers that are impacting on the child’s ability to
attend and engage with school.

“Yes, and | think working with the families who are struggling. Often it’s the family structure
thatis the barrier to the young person engaging. They might be expected to look after younger
siblings, or there might be a young carer role that we are not aware of in terms of the adult in the
family. So, they can do quite a lot of work with the families to try and build some resilience and
structure to get them better organised and better structured, to get the young people in and
valuing education again. Their experience of education has often been quite negative the time
they get to us.”

“They work with trying to support with housing, but they support with transport, which is a key
thing for our young people because they are often having to get two buses to school and
independent travel. Whereas if they have an EHCP or a significant SEN need, our staff can
support the families in completing the applications for transport from the Local Authority.
That in itself has had a significant impact on getting young people that previously wouldn’t
attend or attended intermittently.”

Whilst the APST works on these types of issues with families, they are building those trusting
relationships which then may also lead to disclosures around exploitation or violence further down the
line.

“I think that there are really tangible links to the early help model with what we do because we
are very much about providing that response as soon as we get concerns at an early stage,
before waiting for a big disclosure. Sometimes we don’t get that opportunity, the disclosure
happens and we respond to it in the same way. But if we can work with a family on a housing
concern, if we build trust and rapport by saying, ‘Do you need support in terms of employment
or income, or do you need support in terms of transport to school?, sometimes it’s just that
little spark. Then the parent goes, ‘This team is doing something a little bit different to my
experiences that I've had before’. We don’t always have to go straight in with exploitation or
serious violence as the primary concern unless we’ve got reason to need to address it right off
the bat. Because then you can slowly ask questions about what a young person is seeing in their
community, local services.”

7.2.6 Some APST staff had a pre-existing understanding of LPS and/or came with particular skills,
experience or interests that enhanced the roles.

Another perceived key strength of the APST, which was partly borne out of having to get a team together
in a tight time frame was that some of the members of the APST were existing staff members.

“One of the other things for us was that the three key roles that have had the most impact
came from within our existing staff team. They already understood the ethos of our Pupil
Referral Unit. They understood the cohort to some extent with the students at the time; they
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would already have developed some kind of relationship with them. And I think that has been
really key.”

Itwas also mentioned that both the youth and family support workers had a keen interest in sport which
they felt was particularly beneficial to their cohort of students.

“They both have a really keen interest in sport; one of the two Youth and Family Support Workers
is a trained boxing coach and the other is a trained basketball coach. So, using sport and
physical activity to create a common interest between the young people, | think has been
really effective. We’ve brought some of that onto site, for example a boxing session on a Friday
for students who need some kind of outlet to express emotions. We’ve found it’s been
particularly useful.”

Sports programmes have been estimated by the Youth Endowment Fund as potentially having a high
impact on crime and violence as well as having desirable impacts on reducing aggression, promoting
mental health and responding to other behavioural difficulties®.

7.2.7 The importance of multi-agency working and recognising the need for other services and
expertise.

The LPS also emphasised that key to their success is working closely with other agencies as regards
safeguarding and meeting the needs of young people and families, including through signposting.

“Itreally is about taking that wider family approach, bringing in the professionals that we need
as well. Something I’'ll make clear, because | think it’s important to us, is that we don’t see
ourselves as the be all and end all when it comes to safeguarding because we need that clear
recognition of when we are not the right service as well, bring in those extra professionals, be
it people we’ve got connections with already, like youth offending, be it social care or a specialist
service for a young person’s difficulty or a family’s difficulty, and structure it that way.”

“A chunk of what we do is signposting as well, so it’s about telling families about things that
might be round the corner from them that they didn’t know existed; that the local family centre,
community centre, is offering some kind of course or training or provision. Which means that
they can get support for a younger sibling who might be at risk of going down a similar path to
their teenager who has ended up with us, who might be showing those early signs in a primary or
nursery setting.”

They also highlighted that their ability to access information about the student from other sources,
other than the school referral information from the mainstream school, has enhanced their ability to
provide appropriate and well-timed support.

2 Youth Endowment Fund, Sports Programmes (Secondary or tertiary programmes which engage children in organised
sports or physical activity. Sports programmes | Youth Endowment Fund
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“We now have access to the early help system that the Local Authority manages and
maintains. Sometimes we get high quality information based on previous referrals into
social care and early help that we can access for our new referrals. So, whereas school might
not be proactive in sharing that, sometimes we can find out what’s happened during their time
in secondary school and even further, into their primary years and early years, to identify
whether there is any immediate pastoral support, safeguarding support that we need to be
putting in place.”

The LPS are committed to maintaining the APST team due to the benefits that they have experienced
from it and will continue to adapt it according to resources and needs - ‘we are trying to retain as
many elements of the team as we can because they’ve had such a fundamental role in supporting
young people. It’s not something we could be without now’.

If you would like further information on the LPS and the APST you can contact the team at
office@lps.leicester.sch.uk

7.3 St Wilfrid’s Academy Alternative Provision Free School

“Pupils excel at this exceptionally inclusive school. Many have

experienced disruption to their education. Staff get to know pupils

very well. They provide pupils with highly effective personalised DELTA
curriculums and support programmes. These include holistic L\m
therapies which support pupils greatly in their emotional

development” (Ofsted June 2025)

St Wilfrid’s Academy is the 2025 winner of the NASEN (National Association for Special Educational
Needs) Alternative Provision of the Year Award:

“St. Wilfrid’s Academy gives SEN/SEMH students a true second chance,
with inclusion at the heart of everything they do. Over 84% of students in
short-term assessment places successfully reintegrate into mainstream
nasen schools, and NEETs remain under 4% for six years running. Recognised
Iy oo At 00O with the IQM National Award for Inclusion, Trauma Informed School

2025 i Award, and Thrive Ambassador status, the school combines multi-
agency support with personalised learning to transform lives. Innovative
projects, including research with Sheffield University on literacy and
oracy, continue to push the boundaries of alternative provision.”

St Wilfrid’s Academy is a 125-place alternative provision Free School in Doncaster that supports
students across key stages 2 to 4 (ages 7-16) established in 2014. The primary need at St Wilfrid’s
Academyis Social, Emotionaland Mental Health needs, followed by speech and communication needs
but very few have Education and Health Care Plans. The provision has 50 short term Key Stage 2 and 3
assessment and intervention turnaround places in which they look at identifying young people’s needs
on a short term, 6-12-week turnaround programme. For Key Stage 2 and 3, the provision sees up to 200
pupils per year. The provision tracks pupils for 12 months after they leave and over the last four years
84% of young people that attend an assessment place are successfully reintegrated into mainstream
academies or mainstream education. In terms of the 16% of young people that do not return to
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mainstream, they need something else and, in those cases, it is about establishing the right
destinations. This might be a special school place, another Alternative Provision, Therapeutic
intervention within Doncaster orin extreme cases there might be something out of area. Foravery small
number of pupils there are longer-term Pupil Referral Units within Doncaster.

As well as the short-term ‘turnaround’ places, St Wilfrid’s have up to 80 longer term places for Key Stage
4. Students arrive at a point between Year 10 and Year 11. Any pupil permanently excluded will be
discharged on day 6 to St Wilfrid’s who complete an assessment on them and provide a report and
feedback back to the In Year Fair Access Panel [[YFAP]. The assessment and report aim to ensure that
the young person is more successfully reintegrated back into mainstream school at Key Stage 4.
However, quite a few Key stage 4 students end their Key Stage 4 schooling at St Wilfrid’s as the point at
which they arrive at St Wilfrid’s means the priority is to focus on students completing their GCSEs and
maximising their chances of positive post 16 destinations. For the last 6 years St Wilfrid’s have NEETS
of less than 4%?* and on average have 40-50 students leave in Year 11 each year. Alongside the pupil’s
academic pathway, which includes functional skills, and result in them sitting their GCSEs, students
have access to pre-16 vocational courses such as brick laying, construction, carpentry and hair &
beauty. This provides them with an early introduction to, and taste of, possible post 16 vocational
courses. The majority of pupils either go on to vocational training or a further education college post 16.

In 2021 St Wilfred’s Academy were selected to be one of the pilot sites for the Department of
Education’s Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce (APST) sites due to the prevalence of crime and
violence related crime in the area. To meet the local need the following team was recruited:

1 X 0.2 PT Speech and Language Therapist (SALT)
- 1 XFT Youth justice worker

- 1 XFT Lead family practitioner

- 1X0.2PT Early help coordinator

- 1X0.8PTTherapist

1 X 0.2 PT Careers Advisor, Offering additional career support and guidance

Below are outlined key factors suggested to be fundamental in maximising the benefits of the APST and
what the key benefits have been.

7.3.1 Multi-Agency working and professionals being able to provide on-site support
Because of the APST being on-site, the principal believes that young people with varying needs are
accessing the support that they need.

“..wraparound support that we are able to provide is being delivered really well and is actually
meaning that we don’t need that additional EHCP funding to meet the needs of the young
people because the programme that we’ve got in the Academy is right. So with that
wraparound, whether it’s speech and language therapy, whether it’s early intervention in the
family home through lead family practitioner, early help, whether it’s Youth Justice involvement;
whether it’s SALT, whatever that young person needs. Because we’ve got it onsite and we are

24 National DFE Data Published in October 2023/24, 91.3% of students went on to a sustained education, employment or
apprenticeship from state-funded mainstream schools. Key stage 4 destination measures, Academic year 2023/24 -
Explore education statistics - GOV.UK
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able to work with those young people, often the additionality doesn’t really come into
question because they are getting what they need.”

The school also works closely with the Educational Psychologist who visits the school fortnightly, which
isvery beneficial to the needs of the cohort but also provides efficiencies to the educational psychology
service as it reduces missed appointments.

“.. every fortnight the Doncaster lead Ed Psych, comes into school for a day and her argument
is, ‘I can make appointments with young people and their families in the centre of Doncaster in
my clinical services. However, only 50% of the appointments are made. However, if | come into
St Wilfrid’s for one day, you will create a list of young people for me to see. | will come in with a
reserve list, and I will come in and | will see up to six young people every day’. So the
effectiveness rises, efficiency. So over the years, we’ve seen an additional capacity to my team
S0 we can do more with the resource that we’ve got but we’ve also added more to what we can
do and deliver. Butalso other agencies want to buy into working with us because itimproves
their own efficiency through not lost time.”

The APST allows St Wilfrid’s Academy, either through employing particular roles themselves or drawing
other agencies in to work on site to provide particular types of support to young people much quicker
than if they are solely reliant on referring out to other Agencies such as CAMHS and early help.

“Any young person can have a referral to Early Help or CAMHS. However, that referral process
can take six weeks, a couple of months; it’s not instant. But by being able to integrate those
services within the school and either directly employ those staff ourselves or encourage those
agencies as we have done with Youth Justice and Early Help, to operate out of our school, they
are into our staff meetings and our spotlight meetings on young people and the referrals are
instant. So, we decide on the need, we push those referrals through so red tape gets cut so
quickly. And | haven’t really seen that in any other schools or APs or organisations that I’'ve
worked with.”

As with the other APSTs spoken to, St Wilfrid’s believed the key to the success of the APST is that the
team were an integral on-site part of the school. The specialist APST staff and St Wilfrid’s wider team
work as one together to ensure shared knowledge and understanding of children’s needs, upskilling of
staff is maximised and referral processes are expeditious.

“(With the APST)... the one non-negotiable is that entire new team will be based on-site at St
Wilfrid’s but they will also attend every Spotlight meeting where we talk about young people
and every supervision meeting where staff attend and say, ‘I’'ve got this young person, what would
help?’ What we then had was the genuine shared professional experiences of my own staff
and specialist multi-agency teams. So referrals became seamless, the upskilling of staff
became incredible, and we were able to do more for more young people and their families
out of our own setting. It’s been incredible.”

Importantly different members of the APST and the wider St Wilfrid’s staff are able to work together to
meet multiple needs of young people and families, to improve outcomes such as attendance for young
people.

“..one of the reasons that | think attendance has increased so predominantly is that where my
Attendance Officer has been going out to the family home, they’ve often either been
supported by the Family Practitioner or Youth Justice worker with them and teaming up to meet
more than one need of the young people or family. | don’t think that group working, or that
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team working, can be underestimated. Yes, Youth Justice support is great but teaming that up

with another member of staff is even better. | think that’s a real key, you are not on your own
here, you are not one singular service.”

7.3.2 Supporting and upskilling Schools and Alternative Providers that they work with
The APST enhances St Wilfrid’s ability to provide ongoing support to pupils that transition back into the
mainstream.

“If they transition back, our report would recommend what the barriers are for that person and
what support they would need if it’s to be maintained within a mainstream setting. But because
the way that our taskforce and our multiagency team work, if the support is continually
needed, follow that young person back into that setting and don’t pull back from it until it is
no longer required.”

St Wilfrid’s very much see themselves within the wider ecosystem of the education system in
Doncaster. Commenting that they see themselves as one ‘big school’ in Doncaster so they see a
fundamental part of their role to be supporting other schools and Alternative Provisions in that system
in the interests of each child. For example, through upskilling other schools and Alternative Provisions.

“..we work with our local schools and some of our offsite APs. For instance, in our own Academy
we have staff training every Tuesday after the school day. We invite in our offsite providers if
they want to join us for our staff training. So often you may have a small run family business
that might be fantastic, offering offsite AP but the cost of, let’s say, positive handling training or
safeguarding training, whatever it might be, might be quite restrictive for them. But we’ll invite
them in and say, ‘Come and join us for our training’. It improves quality assurance with our
offsite providers, upskills them but also improves that offer across Doncaster. We don’t see
ourselves as a standalone school; we see ourselves as one big school in Doncaster, and that’s
how Delta sees it’s Trust as a whole. So our two big AP Free Schools, if you like, are just two
classrooms within that, within the northeast. So...upskilling schools we work with is really
important.”

7.3.3 The Taskforce allowed for expansion of support to young people and families outside of the
school day

An unexpected benefit of the APST was that it expanded St Wilfrid’s ability to support and safeguard
their students beyond the school days as taskforce members can flex their working day.

“I’'ve seen thatlwasn’t expecting was that that’s given us a real ability to support young people
and families past the end of the school day... The taskforce can flex their working day to be
able to work with young people and families up until 8 o’clock at night. Sometimes the Youth
Justice worker also jumps on a youth session within the middle of Doncaster with the Youth
Justice team offering support to young people in the town centre at the end of the day and that is
justincredible. I've only just gotused to phone calls on a Friday night...I’llget a phone call saying,
‘I just need to tell you, I’'ve been down town and this Youth Justice worker (or Early Help Co-
ordinator) telling me about a particularly good experience that they’ve had with a young person.’
So extending that school day has been fantastic.”

This way of working through the APST, has shown real impact and led to a Trust and LA commitment to
continue to fund the Multiagency approach moving forward past the original DfE funded pilot.

“What it’s actually meant is that as that funding has come to an end, the Local Authority, or the
agencies within Doncaster, have said, ‘We can see the benefit of the work that’s been
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happening; we would be working with these sort of young people and families anyway so let’s

just leave them working together".

7.3.4 Highlighting the need and increasing the capacity for early intervention

Prior to the APST being established the Principal said that he did not really recognise the need for the
youth justice worker role — “At that point when | first got (the invitation to set up an APST), if you’d have
saidto me is there a need for a youth Justice worker, I’d probably have said | think hardly any of our young
people are either at risk of violence or engaged in violence, or | think it’s minimal..” However, this post
has become integral to the work of St Wilfrid’s identifying a real opportunity for preventative work,
upskilling staff to recognise young people at risk, increasing the school’s capacity particularly out of
school hours and providing access to information that the school would not have been privy to, which
increases their ability to take preventative action and safeguard students.

“The Youth Justice worker that we seconded, his caseload used to be 100% post-court work. So,
a young person would have had to go through the court, have a criminal record and be assigned
a Youth Justice worker. What we’ve done now a number of years since June 2021 when we first
launched (the APST) is nearly all of the YJW’s case work now is pre-court. So the momentthat
we get a referral for a young person that’s at risk of criminal exploitation or maybe has been
picked up for shoplifting and been given a warning in the centre of town, (the YJW) will pick this
young person up on his caseload. What we’ve seen is his caseload has doubled or tripled but
the vast majority of his cases now are pre-court and the impact of the work that he’s doing is
far wider reaching. We are almost getting to it before it’s happened.”

“..since that (youth) worker has come in, they’ve trained our staff to be more vigilant of young
people that need support. But also, because you are bringing in an external agency, the tools
and systems that my Youth Justice worker has access to - When we get a referral for a young
person to the school, they are able to access Local Authority systems and police systems to
see what actually sits behind that young person in far greater depth to the information that we
used to get about those young people. They don’t share everything because it’s on a needs basis,
but what they are able to do is clear certain information but also be able to connect certain other
young people to others that we might be able to come across. Sometimes we are seeing that it’s
massively beneficial for a young person to come out of the area where they are currently involved
in something that potentially could be serious.”

St Wilfrid’s Principal aims to further developing the capacity of the APST to increase support through
early intervention for young people and families to prevent escalating need or risk.

“So, what I’ve got a commitment to is - can we expand that even further? The answer is yes as a
Trust, so I've just taken on a new lead family practitioner five days a week, working out of St
Wilfrid’s. She will do the early help referral assessments, early help assessments, in our local
Delta secondary schools, of which we’ve gotfive, and pick up those caseloads but actually, help
speed those referrals up for the families that need it most. Then the aim in the future will be
that post will be self-funded because at the minute early help within Doncaster drops down
lower priority cases to mainstream schools to pick up, but actually the Head Teachers are telling
me, ‘That drops on staff that | might have employed to chase attendance or do something else’.
Whereas | can have one person, and there’s a real cost saving, so they just pull that in from a
central service as and when they need it. Identification of a need for and increasing the capability
to conduct prevention work with young people at risk of serious violence or exploitation.”
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7.3.5 Ensuring that within a region all organisations understand their role in preventing young
people becoming involved in violence or exploitation.

Core to St Wilfrid’s ability to assist in the aim of reducing and preventing young people’s involvement in
violence was the clarity it has in terms of where it sits in the wider system and what its role is.

“My message would be whatever sort of organisation is looking to reduce the violence or support
violence reduction in young people, where does it sit in the bigger picture? It’s really, really
clear where St Wilfrid’s AP Free School sits within the Doncaster continuum and the Local
Authority. As | said, we’ve got PRUs, we’ve got St Wilfrid’s AP Free School, we’ve got mainstream
secondary, primary, special schools. There’s a well-established referral system into that
entire pathway, that is shared. So the young people go through, if you like, a central triage
referral process and wider AP is included within that as well. That is really, really strong. Run by
the Local Authority, it ensures that the young people are always placed in the locality or
destination where they are likely to be most successful. And that feeds back into the Local
Authority ...or following a permanent exclusion they’ll take our assessment and look at where to
best place that young person back into mainstream, into secondary or into some alternative AP
based on our assessment and judgement. So we never finish a placement and go, ‘That’s your
six weeks, off you go’, because you’d achieve nothing until the needs of that young people are
met. And | think that again is why we are not bed-blocked. So whatever organisation is
supporting young people, where does it sitin the bigger picture? And until you understand what
the bigger picture is and what Bedfordshire is trying to achieve as a whole, | don’t think you
are ever going to be successful with all your organisations until they see where they fit
within that continuum. | think that’s the real strength. Within our continuum of support, every
organisation, whether it’s in a Multi-Academy Trust, independent, Local Authority, they know
where they sit and their role within it.”

It was also felt that due to having strong relationships with other key individuals such as headteachers,
schools understood where St Wilfrid’s sits within the system of education minimising the likelihood that
children would be inappropriately referred to the school.

“l guess we are not new at this, it’s very well established. And we’ve got really good
relationships as a school with the Head Teachers of both primary and secondary across
Doncaster. So we don’t tend to get referred young people that schools feel that would be wrong
for St Wilfred’s.”

7.3.6 Being able to track and react to changes in needs of students and families to provide
appropriate provision/ input

Also highlighted as important to achieve positive outcomes for students, both in terms of education
and risk factors for exploitation and violence, was to keep abreast of the needs, issues and risks of the
cohort over time which have and are changing and to be able to flex and meet these needs and risks.

“At the moment mental health and wellbeing is very to the fore of young people where in the
past | would have a very small number of young people that would actually come into schooland
not want to go into a lesson, for instance. Whereas here, the resilience has dropped over the
last few years. There are just changing needs for young people. Keeping up with the changing
needs for young people is probably the biggest thing.”

(Researcher: Are there any particular parts of the education or curriculum or input that you
deliver that might be focussed around different things, whether that’s involvement in gangs,
drugs, knives?)
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“Yes, we’ve got a full PSHE programme that incorporates everything that you would expect to
see. But also the last Wednesday of each half term, so there are six of these during the school
year, we have a dropdown morning where we look at that half term, the current issues that are
facing the young people within our cohort, our community. And we put on a carousel of support,
it might be something related to drugs, it might be transport; it might be opportunities for
counselling; it might be men’s sexual health, it might be anything. We put that carousel on in the
morning and in the afternoon it’s followed up with our version of a parent’s evening, called a
Student’s Showcase, so parents can have questions answered that they’ve got concerns about.

I think it’s about staying on top of what’s happening within the community and being fed the
right information. Youth Justice work with us on scoping areas, so they will give us a heads up on
particular areas of town or particular areas of the community where there are upcoming issues.”

7.3.7 High expectations and supporting young people to succeed

It is felt by St Wilfrid’s that it is important to set high expectations for students in terms of academic
attainment but key to that is supporting students to be able to aim higher through for example provision
of accessibility arrangements and practice exams.

“We are one big Trust, so therefore what is really important is that our young people are all
entered for GCSEs. We have a high bar for academic attainment in GCSE maths, GCSE
English ...My worry would be if you set the bar low and you say a young person coming into AP is
likely - which is the case for a significant majority - likely to have lost learning and be starting of
down here, if you set the bar low my worry is they’ll achieve that low bar. If we set it high and
they end up in the middle, then that has to be a significant positive. So our GCSE performance
is good. As a Trust, we have regular assessment windows for trial mock exams and we
participate in the same mocks that our mainstream secondaries have. The advantage of that is
we set up exam halls, we do access arrangements. We have classrooms with readers, we have
scribes, you name it. Access arrangements become incredibly important. But because we
set our young people up to succeed rather than to fail, then we never give up on them.”

St Wilfrid’s is always looking for means by which they can support the specific needs of their students
to enhance their ability to succeed. For example, they are currently collaborating with the University of
Sheffield on a three-year pilot to look at speech and language communication needs, assessment
intervention programmes within the AP. As following social, emotional and mental Health Needs
speech and communication is the most common need within the cohort.

St Wilfrid’s are happy to share their experiences of both the APST and their journey more generally
as an Alternative Provision “Now | feel a real responsibility to share the journey we’ve been on with
others that might be in a similar position; that want to develop their own AP or support young people
in this way without having to go through some of the pain that we’ve had”.

If you would like further information on St Wilfrid’s and the APST you can contact the team at
info@stwilfridsacademy.org.uk

7.4 Summary

The provisions within this chapter have seen significant benefit from their APSTs and have provided
invaluable insights on what the benefits have been and lessons they have learnt from implementation.
These experiences echo the perceptions of the APSTs leaders and professionals within the Youth
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Endowment Fund evaluation (2025)?° the leaders at LPS and St Wilfrid’s emphasise the benefits they
have seen in terms of increasing their capacity to more comprehensively support children and their
families and build trusting relationships, improving their safeguarding ability, improving multi-agency
working and the speed at which they can provide their students with specialist support and make
referrals. Both sites felt key to the success of their APSTs were that the APST professionals were on-site
and very much integrated with the provisions core team, which meant that provision staff expertise and
knowledge of their students was combined with the specialist expertise of the APST team. Both sites
talked about their staff being upskilled by the APST professionals, for example in terms of the mental
health professional enabling staff to be more trauma informed (LPS) and in terms of the Youth Justice
Worker (St Wilfrid’s) increasing awareness of signs to look out for in children that suggest that they might
be at risk of violence or exploitation and may need support. The APSTs also felt that they had stronger
connections with other agencies, such as the Youth Justice Service leading to improved information
sharing and cooperation. The case studies also provide evidence of how they increased their capability
to support early help and early intervention.

25 Picken et al. (July 2025) Alternative Provision Specialist Taskforce. Evaluation of APST
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Chapter 8: Conclusion

This report was commissioned to better understand the intersection between violence and exploitation
with PRUs. To investigate this, the research team reviewed literature, national and local data, the views
of professionals that work in and with PRUs, and importantly the views of young people. This chapter
provides an overview of key findings and themes, with suggested focal points for consideration by the
Bedfordshire Violence and Exploitation Prevention Partnership, alongside some strategic
considerations for the future.

There is a breadth and depth of expertise within Bedfordshire PRUs, and it would be beneficial to
support sharing of experiences and good practice. It too would also be helpful to support dialogue
between PRUs and mainstream provision. There would also be benefit in reflecting on what can be
learnt from the experiences of the out of region APST AP sites who emphasise the benefits they have
seen in terms of increasing their capacity to more comprehensively support children and their families
and build trusting relationships, improving their safeguarding ability, improving multi-agency working
and the speed at which they can provide their students with specialist support and make referrals.

It is important to highlight that there were limitations to the data presented in this report, in terms of
there being atime lagin publicly available data, and local data was limited and within both data sources
there was missing data. In terms of interviews, the sample of those interviewed, was shaped by who is
willing to participate. This report, to an extent is partial in that the focus was PRU staff but based on the
findings of this research, further consultation would be advantageous with mainstream staff, both
within the primary and secondary educational environment as well as staff in special school settings.

In terms of the contribution of young people, we are very grateful to them and for their setting for
accommodating us. As noted in Chapter 6 very useful insights were achieved, however there were
challenges in engagement. Due to the importance of ensuring young people’s voices are captured in
the development of services and interventions for them, this is reflected on in more detail in a specific
section below before we move into key reflections and suggested areas of focus. It is important to
highlight two important points:

(1) Although young people in PRUs tend to have increased risk factors to become involved in violence
and exploitation and quite rightly should be an area of focus and resource, it must be noted that
this is by no means an inevitable path and consideration must be given to ensuring that broad
generalisations or labelling does not occur; and

(2) Thisreportfocuses largely on enhancing protective factors, such as reducingthe likelihood of young
people being excluded and entering PRUs. However, what is clear is that, despite challenges, there
are some very significant positives of PRUs in terms of their ability to provide more tailored, trauma
informed environments where they can provide trusted adult relationships with very vulnerable
children and support to families. What is reflected in the feedback from the local PRU staff, and
from those in the regional sites, is that commitment to providing the children that they receive with
the best possible future and they work very hard to achieve that.
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8.1 Reflections on Engagement with Young People

Engaging with the young people at the PRUs was challenging, with disruptions and/or consent
withdrawalin almost all focus groups. However, this was not entirely surprising as the researchers were
unknown adults and, due to the time frame of the research, there was not the opportunity to make
repeated visits to build trust with students. Additionally, the research questions were exploratory (i.e.
relating to risk factors and protective factors of violence and exploitation and what can be done to
address them) and therefore, it was difficult to express to the students what their contribution will
translate into (i.e. what is the point to them?). Some students, particularly, the boys were highly
sceptical of the recording equipment. It is certainly understandable that the children were sceptical of
adults coming in on a one-off occasion to seek their views.

It would be recommended moving forward that that the Partnership map existing mechanisms within
the PRUs such as student voice bodies or relevant youth forums within Bedfordshire. This would allow
foryoung people to be engaged with over an extended period, and in a variety of accessible ways within
safe spaces and with trusted adults. It is likely that adults within the PRUs will know the best ways to
work with the students to gain their views and the young people may engage more productively with
adults that they know and trust. In terms of activities, the students were much happier to engage with
the Post-It activity than discussion alone, the activity gave them something to focus on and perhaps
made them feel less on the spot.

Of course, it is important the young people are involved in co-production of services and interventions
that are designed for their age group. Being able to see a tangible difference to something is key to their
engagement. The research team recently conducted research with the Chiltern Learning Trust in
Bedfordshire, in which there was an Advisory Group of year 9 and 10s. Although they certainly started
from a position of trepidation and perhaps scepticism initially, their engagement and enthusiasm grew
as they saw the research team respond to their input and make tangible changes as a result. A useful
model when engaging with young people is the Lundy Model (2007)%, which is a framework developed
to enhance children’s participation in decision-making processes, emphasising the importance of their
voices being heard and acted upon. The models key concepts that should be present are:

e Space - Children and young people must be given safe, inclusive opportunities to form and

express their views.
e \Voice - Children and young people must be supported to express their views.
e Audience -The views must be listened to.

e Influence -The views must be acted upon, as appropriate.

Useful resources available on how best to engage young people include the Peer Action Collective
(2023) guide to peer research and social action on issues related to youth violence learning from the
peer action collective?” and the Department for Culture, Media and Sport have just published ‘Guidance
for engaging young people’ (January 2026)%.

The next section presents key reflections and suggested areas of focus.

26 Available at ‘Voice’ is not enough: conceptualising Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
- Lundy - 2007 - British Educational Research Journal - Wiley Online Library

27 Available at https://peeractioncollective.com/a-pac-guide-to-peer-research-and-social-action/

28 Available at Methods for engaging young people - GOV.UK
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8.2 Key Reflections and Suggested Areas of Focus

PRU students are permanently excluded students, or students at significant risk of
exclusion, and exclusion is a very well evidenced risk factor for exploitation and
becoming involved in violence. Professionals have concerns over the variation in
the use of exclusions, and in some cases motivations behind them (such as schools
being results driven) and the extent to which causal factors of children’s disruptive
behaviours are being identified and addressed prior to exclusion.

Focus: An analysis of ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’ cases should be considered
because (1) it is the most common reason for exclusion, (2) the DfE provide no specific
definition, and (3) because of its nature, it suggests the opportunity for intervention.

Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs (SEMH) are the prominent SEND Need
amongst both the PRU cohort and the Youth Justice Cohort. Social Skills training is
estimated by YEF as having a high impact on reducing violent crime at moderate
cost. Additionally, the findings reveal how trauma was an influential factor in some
children’s behaviours which has led to them being excluded but it was felt that the
p— trauma was not always considered. Concerns were also raised about identification
and provision of supportin mainstream schools for trauma. Young people in this study identified trauma
as a key driver to young people becoming involved in violence and exploitation.

~

Focus: Assessment of SEMH interventions and support across Bedfordshire, and how they
can be further developed and supported, should be considered. Also, how the partnership
can best support initiatives that upskill relevant staff within schools in recognising and
supporting students with trauma would be beneficial.

Two SEND needs emerged in the PRU cohort as prominent — ASD and ADHD.
Currently, ADHD is arguably statistically ‘invisible’, it is not listed as a category
within school census and EHCP data, yet it is seen as a primary need amongst the
excluded cohort. Professionals highlighted long waiting lists for diagnosis of
conditions and applications for EHCPs, highlighting the importance of a ‘Universal’
approach alongside targeted support to ensure that diagnosed or undiagnosed
children are in an environment where neurodiversity is adjusted for and celebrated. It is important that
there is equality and diversity monitoring on the extent to which reasonable adjustments are being
made for students with specific needs, for which the absence of these adjustments put them at risk of
exclusion. It was indicated that PRUs receive some children with high SEND needs, which was seen as
related to limited specialist provision spaces and the associated costs. A concern raised was that
children become stuck within PRUs, with limited ability to transition back into mainstream schooling or
specialist provision.

Focus: Strengthening the availability of aggregate data on SEND - including ADHD - is
important to both understand need and inform strategic direction. Further, there should be
consideration of targeted interventions which focus on the identification of, and support
of, SEND needs within cohorts of students at risk of exclusion.
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Notwithstanding issues of data, there appeared to be variability in terms of EHCPs
in Luton compared with Bedford and Central Bedfordshire. Children in the PRU in
Luton appeared less likely to have an EHCP and less likely to be categorised as their
primary SEND need being ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health’. Further, compared
to Bedford and Central Bedfordshire, children were more likely to be categorised as
having ‘SEN support/SEN without an EHCP’ and more likely to be categorised as
‘SEN support but no specialist assessment of type of need’.

Focus: This variation in SEND needs recorded for the PRU cohorts may be something that
warrants further investigation in terms of whether this is a difference in how the local
authority areas record the data or whether there is a real difference in the nature of the
needs of the Luton cohort.

The data and feedback from the PRU professionals’ highlights that there are an
increasing number of females entering PRUs when looking at publicly available
data by Local Authority, this is particularly notable for Luton. The findings
highlighted the need for interventions that are more tailored towards girls around
gangs, fighting and bullying.

S _——-

Focus: Consideration of programmes that are tailored towards prevention of girls
becoming involved in violence, gangs and exploitation and the extent to which PRUs have
gaps in provisions for girls in terms of types of AP provisions and vocational options.

Post-16 provision for the PRU cohort was described as a ‘cliff-edge’. Although many
may attend college after year 11, it was acknowledged many drop out. The findings
suggest the need for widening options and increasing aspirations for young people
who attend PRUs. It was indicated that more could be done to increase aspiration
and resilience, demonstrating how requirements — such as punctuality — matter in

the world. Opening opportunities for work experience were seen as important,
alongside potentially increasing access to vocational training.

Focus: Consideration of initiatives to increase students’ aspiration and understanding of
the work environment. Stronger provision and supported pathways post-16, especially for
young people who have extended periods in PRUs, are needed.

Another strong theme was a suggested lack of, or awareness of, activities for
children and young people to do in the community, particularly for free. Additionally,
it was raised that there were some excellent facilities and services, but they were
geographically in a place that students would refuse to travel to, due to areas that
they would need to travel through.

_—

Focus: Consideration to what community assets are available to students in the three PRUs
with an understanding of perceptions of safety and how can they be facilitated to travel
there or engage with them.
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Animportant concern illustrated in the findings concerned the oversight of children
beyond a typical school day, particularly when children had reduced timetables or
were home schooled. This was especially the case for children who had poor
parental supervision. Importantly, some children excluded were depicted as having
been failed by the systems in place, exacerbating feelings of unacceptance and low

self-worth. These children were at heightened risk of exploitation or the allure of
involvement in criminality.

Focus: Consider how the partnership can develop processes to increase the awareness
and ‘sight’ of excluded children who are not necessarily in provision full time or have a
reduced school day.

8.3 Strategic Priorities

The following are some broader strategic priorities for consideration by, and to inform the direction of,
the partnership.

There is a need to consider how to further strengthen prevention across the system, with
a priority of reducing exclusions. Considering the high proportion of students whose reason
for exclusion is ‘persistent disruptive behaviour’, there are opportunities to intervene to
strengthen support to address the root causes of such behaviours.

Reinforcing joint working practices/procedures to address the needs of children and
their families would reinforce partnership and ensure a holistic and coordinated response

to the risks of violence and exploitation. Improving how information is shared to inform
decisions and better understand the root causes of behaviours would be constructive.

Enhancing the provision, quality and consistency of local data, available to the
partnership to monitor and coordinate responses to identify patterns, trends and needs,
would improve both the intelligence available to the partnership, informed strategic needs
assessments, allowing for better decision making and targeted investments.
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