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1. INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

 “to provide education and development of all our young adults to the 
highest possible standards, with equal access for all.”

(Department of Education’s (DE) Mission Statement, 2006)

1.1 All children and young people are entitled to education of the highest quality 

which enables them to develop as individuals and gain skills, knowledge and 

understanding.  Access to education and keeping children and young people in 

school or education, is a key element in determining life chances such as the 

opportunities to gain qualifi cations and employment and includes those children 

and young people whose care, well-being and education, are also statutorily the 

responsibility of departments other than DE.

1.2 Inspection fi ndings relating to pastoral care and child protection indicate that 

schools are dealing with increasing numbers of children and young people who 

present with complex emotional and mental health related needs.  Within the 

context of this survey the term “vulnerable” will be used to include children 

and young people who are identifi ed as having a number of “risk” factors which 

may jeopardise their emotional health and well-being, manifest themselves in 

unacceptable behaviour patterns and infl uence their motivation to learn and 

achieve. 

1.3 In addition to the issues already stated, factors such as unemployment, poverty, 

crime, domestic violence and abuse, all feature heavily in the background of 

children and young people who experience serious diffi culties in school and 

beyond.  It has also to be recognised that we are a society coming out of confl ict 

and that the pupils in our schools, and most of their parents, have never lived 

in a society free from confl ict.  Inspection evidence confi rms that the education 

sector in Northern Ireland (NI) requires assistance from other professionals and 

agencies to help identify and address the often complex and hidden diffi culties 

that many young people face in accessing education.

All hild d l i l d d i f h hi h li
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1.4 The Education and Training Inspectorate (Inspectorate) recognises the complexity 

and sensitivity of current pastoral issues within the context of contemporary 

schooling which include, mental health issues, bullying and relationship 

diffi culties, self harming and suicide, family confl ict, low self-esteem, drug and 

alcohol abuse, gender issues and teenage pregnancy.  Such issues can manifest 

themselves in day-to-day challenges for teachers and support staff in terms of 

the classroom management of children and young people displaying negative 

behaviour.  

1.5 Data identifi ed for this report indicates that increasing numbers of children and 

young people in our schools are presenting with complex mental health and 

social and emotional diffi culties including severe autistic spectrum disorders 

(ASD).  

1.6 In March 2006, the Children and Young People (C&YP) funding package allocated 

over £61 million over the 2006-08 period “to reduce underachievement and 

improve the life chances of children and young people by enhancing their 

educational achievements and fostering their health, well-being and social 

inclusion through the integrated delivery of the support and services necessary 

to ensure every child has the best start in life”.  The challenge ahead remains 

one of ensuring that the funding empowers development over time and secures 

improvement in the interests of marginalised learners. 
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2. THE SURVEY

2.1 From November 2006 to May 2007, the Inspectorate conducted a survey of 

vulnerable children and young people (VCYP) across 12 primary schools and 

25 post primary schools, all identifi ed as having particularly strong pastoral 

support systems.  Also included were eleven providers of alternative education 

provision (AEP), and the Juvenile Justice Centre.  Focus groups were set up and 

discussions held with primary and post-primary principals, the Chief Education 

Welfare Offi cers (CEWOs) from the fi ve Education and Library Boards (ELBs), and 

representatives from voluntary agencies.  Interviews took place with 24 children 

and young people, parents and carers in the Belfast Education and Library Board 

(BELB) and the Western Education and Library Board (WELB). 

2.2 The focus of the survey was on vulnerable children and young people, who for 

the purposes of the survey were identifi ed as non-attenders, those with multiple 

suspensions, those expelled, looked after children (LAC), those in the Juvenile 

Justice System and those in AEP.

2.3 The main aim of the survey was to identify the extent to which children and 

young people ‘at risk’ are supported to remain in, and engage purposefully with 

education. 
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3. SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS 

3.1 Inspection evidence over the period 2004-06 continues to show that most 

learners in NI are achieving well.  Examination results in the General Certifi cate 

of Education (GCSE) and Advanced (A) Level are better than ever before.  By 

contrast, 6% of all school leavers leave school at age 16 years without achieving 

any qualifi cations.  The Department for Employment and Learning report that 

one in four adults in NI have poor functional levels of literacy and numeracy.  

Many of these individuals have experienced a history of failure throughout their 

school careers, are at risk of social and further educational marginalisation and 

exclusion and are regarded as vulnerable young people.  Education has a key 

universal role in identifying and supporting the needs of such vulnerable children 

and young people.  

3.2 The evidence indicates that certain groups of children are more vulnerable than 

others.  Some categories of vulnerable children identifi ed as being most at risk of 

“dropping out” of education are:

• children permanently excluded from school;

• children unoffi cially excluded from school;

• young people who have committed offences;

• looked after children and young people;

• children and young people experiencing emotional or mental health 

diffi culties;

• teenage/school age mothers;

• children with long term medical or emotional problems;

• children from a Traveller background;

• young carers;

• children living in women’s refuges;
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• children of homeless families, perhaps living in temporary accommodation;

• young runaways; and

• unaccompanied asylum seekers and refugees, or children of asylum seeking 

families.

3.3 The data available to the Inspectorate indicates that in 2005-06, 54 pupils were 

expelled from schools in NI and 5,577 pupils were suspended.  Additionally, 

during the same period, some 4,467 pupils were identifi ed as persistent non-

attenders, refl ecting a growing disengagement from education.  Also, an 

estimated 3-4% of the school population in NI has been identifi ed with social, 

emotional and behavioural diffi culties.  The predominant issue identifi ed 

was of family breakdown, and the need to address abandonment and anger 

management issues, particularly for young males.  Further data detailed in 

Appendix 2 suggests that marginalisation is a signifi cant issue, as increasing 

numbers of children and young people are missing school and failing to benefi t 

from education.

3.4 What is evident is that there is no single overall data system to identify the 

number of vulnerable children and young people in schools and to track their 

well-being and progress.  The data currently available is insuffi cient to indicate 

whether or not some young people are included in more than one category of 

disadvantage.  The evidence shows that it is rare that children and young people 

who are experiencing problems in school are doing so as a result of a single 

issue.  It is usually the case that they are having problems in a number of areas 

in their lives.  There is a consensus among all participants in the survey that 

without adequate data on vulnerable children and young people, planning and 

provision cannot be developed in an informed and co-ordinated way. 

3.5 The survey found that there are examples of good practice in supporting children 

and young people at risk of educational and social exclusion in most of the 

schools surveyed. Provision, however, is  variable and there is no commonality 

or consistency across schools in providing for this group nor in their efforts to 

retain children and young people in school.  Principals and ELB offi cers expressed 

concern at the rise in more complex and severe emotional problems, and more 

particularly the identifi cation of these issues in nursery schools and units within 
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the early years of three to fi ve years.  The CEWOs provided evidence to suggest 

that marginalisation was a developing challenge to schools and that increasing 

numbers of children were dropping out of the education system and not always 

supported thereafter. 

3.6 Evidence from the schools surveyed and supported by DE indicates that there are 

many and varied reasons for suspensions and expulsions often refl ecting differing 

school policies and views of what constitutes acceptable behaviour both in and 

outside school.  Often suspension and exclusion is used to suit the needs of 

the school as opposed to the needs of the child or young person.  It is evident 

that current procedures for suspensions and expulsions across the sectors and 

governing bodies do not constitute equality of treatment for pupils.  The DE, in 

response, is to introduce a common scheme for suspensions and expulsions from 

2008, and a proposed independent appeal tribunal.

3.7 The survey found evidence of schools providing well for VCYP through good 

pastoral care and personal development programmes and the promotion of a 

whole-school culture of inclusive practice; a curriculum, for example, which 

emphasises the basic skills of literacy, numeracy, information and communication 

technology and personal development in all subjects, delivered by supportive, 

caring teachers and support staff, was found to be effective in motivating 

children and young people to learn.  One school, for example, suggested that 

common sense and constant communication (a word in the ear) with parents 

was an effective strategy.  In another school, high levels of supervision at break 

times and by senior staff went a long way to addressing bullying incidents.  

In most schools, staff training was a key element of raising the awareness 

of the issue at a whole-school level as was the recording within the special 

educational needs register of children who were poor attenders and at risk.  The 

latter practice helped to keep a monitoring eye on individual circumstances and 

progress. 

3.8 The survey also found useful practical examples in schools which were found to 

promote a positive pastoral ethos of care.  Among these were:

• overall leadership based on vision and commitment which addresses the 

issues facing teachers in classrooms through the context of the wider 

community;
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• intervention support strategies for those most vulnerable of pupils which 

are well embedded in the school’s pastoral system;

• empathetic teachers who view themselves as teachers of children and 

young people, not subjects;

• active listening to the voices and words of children and young people;

• effective counselling systems, supported by professionally qualifi ed and 

experienced external counsellors; 

• effective and innovative key stage 3 and 4 alternative provision which 

complements mainstream curricular provision, including:

• fl exible timetabling; 

• additional study support;

• clear guidance on course work; 

• pupil mentoring;

• curriculum learning support units;

• parent and child support;

• good use of youth workers trained to support the pastoral curriculum 

of the school; 

• effective use of interesting and creative curriculum programmes;  

• extensive use of outside agencies and a multi-disciplinary approach;

• effective use of the Education Welfare Service; 

• the useful up-skilling of staff in areas such as assertive discipline, 

behaviour management, ASD, dyslexia, holistic therapies; and

• effective use of innovative projects funded through the extended 

schools scheme to support pupils.
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3.9 The fi ndings reveal some improvement in inter-agency working; for example, the 

development of the newly formed Multi-Agency Support Teams where key school 

staff meet regularly with education welfare offi cers, educational psychologists, 

social workers and paediatricians, to discuss the needs of children at risk and 

to identify ways to help keep the child and family engaged with school and 

education

3.10 The majority of primary schools surveyed, were found to have effective 

partnership arrangements with post-primary schools and shared common values 

and procedures and communicated consistently and frequently; this helps to 

ensure consistency in the transition process and in aspects of practice.

3.11 The survey revealed also that little emphasis is given to listening to the children 

and young people:  their voice is not sought suffi ciently to inform provision.  

Evidence from inspection of AEP provision indicates that in these settings 

greater attention is afforded to personal development through the promotion of 

emotional development in Circle Time and other related activities. 

3.12 One striking fi nding is that many parents of vulnerable children and young 

people have poor experiences of school themselves and weak literacy skills and 

confi dence; such parents do not liaise well with schools, and schools for their 

part need to do more to help these parents support their children.  Much of the 

evidence from the interviews carried out suggests that schools require external 

advice and support if they are to develop the capacity to support these children.  

3.13 In the minority of  schools surveyed, provision for VCYP was less effective and 

there were problems accessing additional support, for example, educational 

psychology, a quiet ‘pastoral space’ was not available within accommodation 

to facilitate discussions with pupils and Social Services remained unresponsive 

to the pastoral needs of the school.  These schools found also the counselling 

support to be of little impact and often experienced important gaps in the 

information shared across professional boundaries. 

3.14 In schools providing for LAC, those in residential care presented considerable 

challenges in terms of teachers being able to motivate and engage these 

children effectively.  The schools reported that Social Services were not always 

forthcoming with important information; in one example cited, constant changes 
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in key workers posed an additional barrier to planning for these children.  Further 

evidence provided by the CEWOs reveals a picture of poor school attendance by 

LAC in residential care homes and good attendance by those in “good” foster 

care.  Efforts by schools to engage with parents and carers were often thwarted 

by poor attendance at workshops or parenting courses.  In some instances, 

children’s and parents’ diffi culties are not addressed quickly enough by Social 

Services despite being alerted by schools; such situations result in behavioural 

problems becoming much worse than they need to be.  Such evidence poses the 

question, “What more must be done through vigorous education-social services 

collaborative working to ensure that these children are effectively helped to 

achieve and develop their educational and emotional potential?”

3.15 Much has been written about AEP and published in various inspection reports.  

Additional evidence from this survey testifi es to the positive impact of much of 

the work delivered in these out-of-school centres.  The key elements of success 

in this sector relates to the non-judgmental attitudes of the staff, the high 

expectations of the young people and encouragement for them to reach their 

full potential, short imaginative and practical lessons, effective collaborative 

working of teachers, assistants, youth and community workers and the emphasis 

placed by all on personal and emotional development.  Alternative education 

provision can provide a nurturing environment, small group working with a 

tailored curriculum, all designed to help create a more secure emotional and 

psychological base in which to learn.  For a majority of marginalised pupils of 

post-primary age, AEP provides a second chance to engage with learning and 

achieve accreditation and appropriate coping skills and confi dence for transition 

to further education or employment.  The evidence to date shows that few 

young people return to their mainstream school from AEP.  This practice must be 

challenged to ensure that AEP at its best is a time to receive appropriate support 

with the aim for most of re-integration.  The positive lessons from the AEP sector 

need to be shared with, and considered seriously, by mainstream schools as does 

the interface between mainstream and AEP.  The current DE review of this area is 

timely.

3.16 For those young people who fall into the Juvenile Justice System, they still 

have access to education and it is encouraging that the structures and support 

provided focus on providing an appropriate skills and personal programme to 

assist the young people to reconsider their future and the benefi ts of further 
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educational involvement.  More, however, could be done to provide a more robust 

support for young people on discharge or those at risk of entering the Juvenile 

Justice System in the community.
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

4.1 There is a consensus among all involved in this survey that without adequate 

data on these vulnerable children and young people, planning and provision will 

not develop in an informed and co-ordinated basis.  The survey has highlighted 

the need for a strategic policy to ensure inter-departmental collaboration and 

accountability for provision across the education and health sectors to improve 

the social and educational potential of these children.  To facilitate change this 

survey recommends that the needs of this population should be identifi ed early 

and through effective, well-planned inter-agency working services.  

4.2 This survey has drawn attention to the importance for children and young people 

at risk of social and educational exclusion to enjoy equal access to provision 

which serves their needs. 

4.3 A number of key recommendations emerge for consideration and include:

At a Strategic Level

• Early identifi cation: an effective single inter-agency management data 

system to record numbers of VCYP and track their well-being and progress.

• An early intervention framework to provide for children at risk, such as an 

emotional development curriculum programme.

• Equality of access and consistency in provision across schools and 

organisations in supporting VCYP.

• A common funding system across provision in all ELBs. 

• Continuous professional development to ensure that staff within schools 

are better equipped to deal with the range of complex issues they 

encounter and to provide more effective support to VCYP.

• Adequate funding for pastoral care systems in schools, including 

appropriate pastoral support for key staff members.

• An advocacy forum to promote the rights and voices of VCYP.
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At School/Organisational Level

• Staff development in pastoral care in relation to VCYP.

• Access to information about best practice including curriculum fl exibility 

and teaching approaches.

• Access, at the point of need, to specialist advice and input from relevant 

professionals, particularly for children with complex needs.

• Stronger links with, and understanding of, the role of AEP in schools.
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5. CONCLUSION

5.1 The Chief Inspector’s Report 2004-06 stresses:

“There has never been a time when coherent and joined up thinking 
and action are more urgently needed.  With increasing numbers of 
young people with complex needs there is insuffi cient multi-agency, 
collaborative working….. relevant Departments need to review their 
differing structures, requirements and protocols and to work together 
more strategically to ensure that the needs of vulnerable young people 
are met.”

While this report advocates strongly the need for inter-departmental working 

there is also a need for DE to provide stronger and clearer strategic direction and 

to quality assure the development of an overarching regional strategy striving for 

excellence in providing for this vulnerable population.  

5.2 The early signs are that the collaboration envisaged within the C&YP funding 

package has the potential to benefi t these children and young people through an 

inter-departmental programme of action, but as this report points out there is a 

considerable distance to travel if needs are to be met adequately.

“There has never been a time when coherent and joined up thinking 
and action are more urgently needed.  With increasing numbers of 
young people with complex needs there is insuffi cient multi-agency,
collaborative working….. relevant Departments need to review their 
differing structures, requirements and protocols and to work together 
more strategically to ensure that the needs of vulnerable young people 
are met.”
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Appendix 1

SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

Western Education and Library Board

Drumragh Integrated College, Omagh 

Ebrington Primary School, Londonderry

Gibson Primary School, Omagh

Holy Cross College, Omagh 

Immaculate Conception College, Londonderry

Lisneal College, Londonderry

Nazareth House Primary School, Londonderry

Sacred Heart Grammar School, Omagh 

St Brigid’s High School, Carnhill, Londonderry

St Brigid’s Primary School, Carnhill, Londonderry 

Steelstown Primary School, Londonderry

Southern Education and Library Board

Brownlow Integrated College, Craigavon

Holy Trinity Primary School, Cookstown

Integrated College, Dungannon

Killicomaine Junior High School, Portadown

Lismore Comprehensive School, Craigavon 

Newry High School

Primate Dixon Primary School, Coalisland

St Joseph’s High School, Newry

St Mary’s High School, Newry

St Paul’s High School, Newry

Tannaghmore Primary School, Lurgan

Tullygally Primary School, Craigavon

South-Eastern Education and Library Board

Belvoir Park Primary School, Belfast

Lakewood Special School, Bangor

Laurelhill Community College, Lisburn

Lisburn Central Primary School

St Coleman’s High School, Ballynahinch

St Columbanus High School, Bangor

St Mary’s High School, Downpatrick 

St Patrick’s College, Lisburn
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Belfast Education and Library Board

Avoniel Primary School, Belfast

Glenveagh School, Belfast

Hazelwood Integrated College, Newtownabbey

St Louise’s Comprehensive College, Belfast

St Patrick’s College, Bearnageeha

Providers of AEP

Ardmore Guidance Centre, Downpatrick

Enniskillen AEP

Limavady Educational Alternative Provision (LEAP)

Loughshore Education Resource Centre, Newtownabbey

Omagh AEP

Strabane Alternative Educational Support of Pupils (AESOP)

Post-Primary School Principals

Mr Sean Bradley – Holy Cross College, Strabane

Mr Colm Clarke - St Mark’s High School,  Warrenpoint

Mr Brian Haugh - Dunluce School, Bushmills

Mrs Deirdre McNally – St Mary’s High School, Lurgan

Mr Glen Reilly – Limavady High School

Primary School Principals

Mr George Buckley – Magherafelt Primary School

Mr Seamus Coyle – Termoncanice Primary School, Limavady

Mr Albert Maguire – Bessbrook Primary School, Newry

Mr Dominic McDermott – Barrack Street Boys’ Primary School, Strabane

Mr John McGinley – St Mary’s Boys’ Primary School, Strabane

Chief Education Welfare Offi cers, ELBs

Education Welfare Offi cers, WELB

Children and young people, parent and carers in BELB and WELB

Barnardos

Save the Children
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Appendix 2

Some young people are represented in more than one statistic, but the absence of a 

database prevents us knowing how many are in this category. We need to include an 

estimate of the size of the four to 16-19 years cohort.

• In 2005-06, some 5,577 pupils were suspended from schools and 4,467 

were referred as persistent non-attenders.  There is growing concern in 

each ELB area about increasing numbers of children and young people 

missing from school registers altogether.

• At 31 March 2005, 1,593 children and young people were on the child 

protection register: 34.8% assessed as at risk of neglect (only); 19.8% 

at risk of physical abuse (only); 15.2% at risk of emotional abuse (only); 

14.7% at risk of sexual abuse (only); and 15.5% at risk of more than one 

type of abuse.

• In 2004, the Police Service for Northern Ireland referred a total of 8,424 

children and young people below the age of 17 years to a Youth Diversion 

Scheme because of offending or anti-social behaviour or at risk of doing 

so.  There was a 20% increase in youth defendants entering Youth Courts 

(from 1,554 in 2003 to 1,862 in 2004).

• In 2004, 57 young people aged under 17 years were sentenced to custody 

in the Juvenile Justice System; 291 were aged 17-20 year olds.

• The Young Person’s Behaviour and Attitude Survey (2003) showed that 

23% of all young people in the survey (year 8 to year 12) had used drugs/

solvents and 60% had used alcohol.

• Over 1,000 post-primary pupils were enrolled in AEP during 2005-06.

• In March 2005, 2,531 children and young people were looked after by 

Social Services.

• Around 16.7 of every 1,000 young women aged 13-19 years become 

pregnant each year.

• Statistics from the Bamford Review suggest that up to 20% of our children 

and young people have mental health problems serious enough to require 

intervention.
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