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Introduction  
This short report summarises findings of a review, conducted by the Institute for Public Safety, Crime 
and Justice (IPSCJ), that explored the vulnerabilities of young people in Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) in 
terms of their likelihood of becoming involved in serious violence and/or exploitation in Bedfordshire. It 
was commissioned by the Bedfordshire Violence and Exploitation Prevention Partnership (VEPP) to 
inform future multi-agency strategy, practice and commissioning. To access the full report please scan 
the QR code on the final page. Key points arising include:  
 

• Concerns were raised over the variation in the use of exclusions across schools and the extent 
to which causal factors of children’s ‘persistent disruptive behaviours’ leading to their exclusion 
are being identified and addressed;   

• Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs (SEMH) are the prominent SEND Need amongst 
both the PRU and the Youth Justice Cohort; 

• Through interviews with professionals, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) was 
identified as a key need, however, currently, ADHD is arguably statistically ‘invisible’ as it is not 
listed as a category within the school census and EHCP data; 

• 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 all children are in 
neurodiverse friendly educational environments; 

• 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; and 

• A key concern was the oversight of children in APs, particularly as they 
are often on reduced timetables or shorter days.   

 
Background  
Alternative Provision (AP) is education arranged for pupils who cannot attend a mainstream school, 
because of exclusion, illness or other complex needs. Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) are a type of AP which 
are state funded, legally defined schools. However, AP is a broader category, which also includes any 
education arranged for pupils who cannot attend mainstream schools, which can be provided by a 
wide range of providers. 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)1. The Department for Education (DfE) 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)2. 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)3. It is also important to note that concerns have 
been raised around the quality and monitoring of unregistered APs with no national oversight or 
standards, with a high proportion of children attending them having SEND needs, leading to it being 

 
1https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6227a9b58fa8f526dcf89e17/Education_children_s_social_care_and_off
ending_descriptive_stats_FINAL.pdf 
2https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/748910/Investigati
ve_research_into_alternative_provision.pdf  
3https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13632752.2023.2239580  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6227a9b58fa8f526dcf89e17/Education_children_s_social_care_and_offending_descriptive_stats_FINAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6227a9b58fa8f526dcf89e17/Education_children_s_social_care_and_offending_descriptive_stats_FINAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/748910/Investigative_research_into_alternative_provision.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/748910/Investigative_research_into_alternative_provision.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13632752.2023.2239580
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described by the Children’s Commissioner as a ‘shadow SEND system’4. Significant national work has 
been undertaken to try and address some of the complex vulnerabilities of the AP cohort to improve 
their outcomes including in relation to serious violence prevention. This includes the DfE Alternative 
Provision Specialist Taskforce (APST) pilot5 designed to improve the skills and capabilities of an AP to 
reduce pupil’s involvement in violence and to support reengagement in education. The APST places at 
least four of the following eight professionals in AP schools:  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 pilot is running in 22 AP sites that are in 
serious violence hotspots. The programme began in November 2021 and has been extended to summer 
2026. This pilot is being evaluated by the Youth Endowment Fund6. 

Method  

This local review was conducted from October 2025-Feburary 2026. It began with desk-based research 
and secondary data analysis leading into three strands of primary data collection:  

1. Twenty interviews with relevant local key stakeholders: over half of interviews were with staff 
from the three Local Authority PRUs, but professionals from the police, Youth Justice Services 
and Local Authorities also participated. 

2. The research team consulted young people in two PRUs. 
3. The research team gained insight from two APST pilot site APs outside of the region to add 

to the Bedfordshire local key stakeholder insight on what 'good looks like’.  

Key Findings and Suggested Areas of Focus 
In 2023/24, the most common reason for permanent exclusion was ‘persistent 
disruptive behaviour’ across all the Local Authorities in Bedfordshire 
(Luton=46%, Bedford=36% and Central Bedfordshire=28%) as is the case 
nationally (38%). The interviews (held Nov 25-Feb 26) with PRU staff highlighted 
most students who have been permanently excluded are coming to them for this 
reason. Local professionals interviewed have concerns over the variation in the 
use of exclusions across schools, and in some cases motivations behind them (such as schools being 
results driven) and particularly the extent to which causal factors of children’s persistent 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 therefore 
interpretation could vary significantly, and (3) because of its nature, as a pattern of behaviour over 
time, it suggests the most opportunity for intervention.  

 
4 https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news-and-blogs/over-a-quarter-of-a-million-children-still-waiting-for-
mental-health-support/  
5https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65fd57b7a6c0f7001aef9248/Alternative_provision_specialist_taskforces
.pdf  
6 https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/YEF.-APST-Impact-Evaluation.-2025.pdf  

Therefore, given the risks identified for the PRU/AP cohort in relation to serious violence and 
exploitation at a national level, this review was commissioned by the Bedfordshire VEPP to 
understand the LOCAL picture in terms of PRU/AP students’ risk and protective factors to 
inform LOCAL multi-agency strategy, practice and commissioning.  

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news-and-blogs/over-a-quarter-of-a-million-children-still-waiting-for-mental-health-support/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/news-and-blogs/over-a-quarter-of-a-million-children-still-waiting-for-mental-health-support/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65fd57b7a6c0f7001aef9248/Alternative_provision_specialist_taskforces.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65fd57b7a6c0f7001aef9248/Alternative_provision_specialist_taskforces.pdf
https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/YEF.-APST-Impact-Evaluation.-2025.pdf
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Social, Emotional and Mental Health Needs (SEMH) are the prominent SEND 
Need amongst both the PRU cohorts and the Youth Justice Cohort. For example, 
DfE data on SEND needs in the state funded APs (2024/25) showed that the primary 
need was SEMH for 90% of the cohort in Central Bedfordshire, 76% in Bedford and 
59% in Luton. Whilst SEMH accounted for 44% of SEND needs in the entire Luton 
Youth Partnership Service 2023/24 (LYPS) cohort and 50% of SEND needs in the 
MAGPan7 LYPS caseload.  Social Skills training is estimated by YEF as having a high 

impact on reducing violent crime at moderate cost8. Additionally, the findings of the review revealed 
how trauma was an influential factor in some children’s behaviours which led to them being 
excluded but it was felt by professionals that the trauma was not always considered. Concerns 
were also raised about identification and provision of support in mainstream schools for trauma. 
 
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. 
 
Through the professional interviews two SEND needs emerged in the PRU cohort 
as prominent – autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Currently, ADHD is arguably statistically 
‘invisible’ as 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. 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 puts them 
at risk of exclusion. 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 and undiagnosed children are in an environment where neurodiversity 
is adjusted for and celebrated. 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. 

 

POLICY UPDATE:  It is important to note after this review was completed (February 2026), the 
Government released a White Paper9, which sets out the government’s vision for reforms to the 
system of support for children and young people with SEND in England. These reforms are highly 
relevant to the issues raised within this review.  

 
7 Multi-Agency Gang Panel. 
8 https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/toolkit/social-skills-training/  
9 Every child achieving and thriving (HTML version) - GOV.UK  

https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/toolkit/social-skills-training/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/every-child-achieving-and-thriving/every-child-achieving-and-thriving-html-version
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Engagement with Young People:  

 The research team consulted young people in two PRUs, engaging with 11 young people overall, 7 in 
setting 1 and 4 in setting 2.  Key findings include:  

• 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, and exclusion 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.  

• 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. SEND needs were also linked to 
difficulties in complying with uniform policies. 
 

 Engaging with the young people at the PRUs was 
challenging, with disruptions and/or consent 
withdrawal in almost all focus groups. 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 for 
young people to be engaged with over an extended 
period, and in a variety of accessible ways within safe 
spaces and with trusted adults. Within this research the 
young people were much more comfortable engaging 
with the Post-it activity (right) than discussion alone, 
the activity gave them something to focus on and 
perhaps made them feel less on the spot.  

 
 

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. 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. 
More detail about their experiences, key success factors and challenges can be found in the 
main report.  
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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, there was a high level of missing data for Luton in 2024/25. 
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. 
Notwithstanding issues of data completeness and quality, there appeared to be 
variability in terms of the proportion of the PRU cohorts that had EHCPs. The 
analysis highlighted that children in the PRU in Luton compared with Bedford and Central 
Bedfordshire were less likely to have an EHCP (14% Luton, 30% Bedford, 38% Central Bedfordshire) 
and more likely to be categorised as having ‘SEN support/SEN without an EHCP’ (80% Luton, 62% 
Bedford, 50% Central Bedfordshire). Children in Luton were also less likely to have their primary 
need categorised as ‘Social, Emotional and Mental Health’ this may be because they were more 
likely to be categorised as ‘SEN support but no specialist assessment of type of need’. 

Focus: This variation in SEND need and type of support 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 and when looking at publicly available 
data by Local Authority, the increase is particularly notable for Luton. The findings 
highlight the need for interventions that are more tailored towards girls, one need 
highlighted was an intervention around gangs, fighting and bullying.  

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.  
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Focus: Consideration to what community assets are available to students in the three 
PRUs with an understanding of perceptions of safety and how they can be facilitated to 
travel there or engage with them.  

An important concern illustrated in the findings concerned the oversight of 
children in APs 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.  

Strategic Priorities 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Further Information: 

Authors: Professor Matthew Callender, Kathryn Cahalin, Beatrice Allen   

If you would like more information about this review or the IPSCJ, please contact 
Professor Matthew Callender at ipscj@northampton.ac.uk. More information 
about the work of the IPSCJ can be found at Institute for Public Safety, Crime & 
Justice - University of Northampton's Research Explorer  

If you would like more information about the Bedfordshire VEPP please visit their 
website at https://bedsvepp.org 

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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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.  

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.   
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assessments, allowing for better decision making and targeted investments. 

mailto:ipscj@northampton.ac.uk
https://pure.northampton.ac.uk/en/organisations/institute-for-public-safety-crime-justice/
https://pure.northampton.ac.uk/en/organisations/institute-for-public-safety-crime-justice/
https://bedsvepp.org/

