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You will recall that I wrote to you on 13 November 2012 stating the Justice 
Committee’s intention to hold a round-table discussion on the link between school 
exclusions and offending at its meeting on 11 December 2012. 
 
The Committee discussion focused on the policy relating to school exclusions, 
classroom behaviour leading up to an exclusion and methods of addressing such 
behaviour to avoid exclusions.  Participants included representatives from across 
the education sector.  The Official Report from the discussion can be viewed via 
this link. 
 
The Committee considered the range of issues raised in the discussion at its 
meeting this morning.  The key issues highlighted the importance of a pupil’s 
family and social circumstances in influencing their behaviour at school and the 
role of multi-agency working in supporting families.  The Committee is aware that 
this links to the GIRFEC agenda and that the Scottish Government is introducing 
its Children and Young People Bill this year.  Accordingly, the Justice Committee 
agreed to highlight these issues to the Education and Culture Committee and ask 
that these be taken into account during Stage 1 consideration of the Bill.  A 
summary of the issues is attached as an annexe to this letter. 
 
The Committee agreed to highlight to the Cabinet Secretary for Education and 
Lifelong Learning the specific concerns raised in relation to the apparent 
inconsistent application of exclusion policy across Scotland. 
 
The Committee also agreed to copy both these letters to the Cabinet Secretary for 
Justice for his information. 
 
Given the clear overlap in our two committees’ interest in this issue, members 
considered the possibility of a joint committee debate on this issue.  I would 
welcome the opportunity to discuss this further if this is something your committee 
would be interested in.  
 
Christine Grahame MSP 
Convener 
9 January 2013 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=7607&mode=pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=7607&mode=pdf


 

Annexe 
 

Key issues 
 
Introduction 

1. At its meeting on 11 December 2012, the Committee held a round-table 
discussion on the connection between school exclusions and offending. 

2. Following the discussion, the Committee agreed to consider, at a meeting early 
in the New Year, the main issues which were raised and how it might wish to take 
this issue forward.   

Key issues raised during the discussion 

3. The starting point for the discussion was the established correlation between a 
young person being excluded from school and committing an offence in later life.   

4. A number of key issues were raised during the evidence session.  Broadly, 
these relate to the need to view a pupil’s behaviour at school within their wider family 
and social circumstances, and to tailor support accordingly, the success of the 
positive and inclusive approach to exclusion policy endorsed by the Scottish 
Government and a number of more specific issues relating to the implementation of 
exclusion policy at local authority and school level. 

5. Due to the strong evidence showing a correlation between school exclusions 
and future offending, there was broad agreement that reducing exclusions – in as 
much as it represented an increase in the degree of early intervention to tackle 
behaviour in schools – would help lower future offending. 

Pupil’s wider family and social circumstances 
6. There was wide recognition of the importance of home circumstances and the 
broader policy context of early intervention and the Getting it right for every child 
(GIRFEC) approach.  (GIRFEC is a broad umbrella of government policies which 
seek to provide support to families who most need it; central elements are the 
collaborative working between a range of agencies and a child-centred approach.) 

7. Although it was recognised that the number of exclusions across Scotland has 
fallen significantly over recent years, a number of participants highlighted the 
persistent higher proportion of exclusions for those children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, are looked after or have additional support needs.  It was unanimously 
agreed that more needs to be done to address this. 

8. All participants stressed the importance of multi-agency partnerships at 
identifying and supporting children’s needs.  School Leaders Scotland stated that 
“the best way to move forward is to have the agencies that input to the system 
working with a joined-up perspective.  ...  If that is resourced, for example through 
the GIRFEC agenda and the proposed children and young people bill, and if there is 
joint working that is based on a key person who knows a child and is able to speak 
for and advocate for the child in a school, there will be the makings of a joined-up 
agenda in Scotland.” (col. 2203-4) 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/28862.aspx?r=7607&mode=pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/Young-People/gettingitright


 

9. At the same time, the difficulties of effective multi-agency partnerships were 
raised.  Professor Munn asked “how do we get health, the criminal justice system, 
social work and education to work together when they operate out of different 
budgets, they often have different cultures of working and they have different training 
and so on?” (col 2200) 

10. The ability to identify, sometimes as early as at pre-school level, those children 
whose behaviour might later lead to an exclusion was raised by a number of 
teaching professionals.  Some participants felt that this should lead to a continuous 
level of engagement with a child and their family throughout, and even prior to, their 
education. 

Exclusion policy - positive and inclusive approach 
11. The role that the positive and inclusive approach to tackling behavioural issues 
early has played in lowering the exclusion rate over recent years was stressed but it 
was emphasised that this must be balanced with a responsibility to providing a safe 
learning environment for the wider class. 

12. The necessity of dedicated financial support for this approach was agreed, 
especially in the context of the current budget constraints.  In particular, participants 
highlighted the importance of adequate numbers of well trained staff on a school’s 
ability to provide the dedicated support to those children who need it.  Several 
examples were shared with the Committee of times when a pupil was excluded 
because staffing pressures meant that support bases, or similar interventions of 
dedicated support, could not be staffed appropriately.   

13. It was also recognised, however, that there are ways for schools to provide 
support which might not make significant budget demands.  The Committee heard 
from Apex Scotland about its support to schools which, it argued, did not require 
significant additional resources but delivered results, “for about the cost of one 
teacher Apex can provide a whole full-time service in a school, which helps a school 
to reduce its exclusions”. (col 2204) 

14. As well as sufficient resources, the importance of stable resourcing was 
stressed in order to provide a consistent level of support over a young person’s 
education.  The Edinburgh Study for Youth Transitions and Crime argued that “a 
consistent resource over time is needed so that relationships with young people can 
be built over a long period. From research on what works with offenders, we know 
that young people who offend need somebody there consistently. Young people 
need a solid person to go to who does not judge them when they go wrong, because 
very often they fall off the wagon and need someone to help them back on again. 
Resources need to be permanent.” (col 2205) 

Exclusion policy - implementation 
15. There was consensus that there is a clear national exclusions policy – set out in 
Included, Engaged and Involved 2 (IEI2) – but that this might not always be 
implemented effectively or consistently across local authorities.  There was a 
particular concern that schools may have significantly different thresholds for the 
types of behaviour which leads to an exclusion (although it was recognised that a 
number of other factors – such as staffing levels – can impact on this). 



 

16. Anecdotal evidence from across Scotland suggests that some schools still 
make ‘temporary exclusions’ despite the national IEI2 guidance making it explicitly 
clear that such exclusions do not have a statutory backing.  The Scottish Parent 
Teacher Council argued that this “is definitely a big issue. The home will be phoned 
and the mother—it is usually the mother—will be told, “Could you come and get wee 
Jimmy, because he’s not having a very good day?” That happens a lot, and it has a 
serious impact on family life.” (col 2211) 

17. Although IEI2 makes it clear that certain information must be given to children, 
young people and their parents about the terms of an exclusion and their rights to 
challenge exclusions and the appeals procedures, the discussion suggested a lack 
of awareness about these rights.  The Scottish Parent Teacher Council suggested 
that “the nature of the issue is that the families involved are those who are least 
empowered to deal with or challenge what is happening. They simply accept that this 
is the way that things are.” (col 2215) 

18. There was also recognition of a wider need to better and positively involve 
parents in supporting their children at school. 

Other 
19. The dangers of labelling children at an early age so that bad behaviour 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy were discussed.  The Edinburgh Study for Youth 
Transitions and Crime argued that “we label young people as troublemakers, but 
they also take on those labels and learn them. The labels stick to them and it is very 
difficult for the young people to shrug them off, even if their behaviour changes and 
they attempt to stop offending and stay in school. It is very difficult.” (col 2199) 

20. Many participants argued that the statistics for excluded children miss those 
who ‘self-exclude’ through truancy and poor school attendance.  The effect of 
disaffection with school – and its resulting behaviour which can often lead to 
exclusion - was raised in a number of written submissions.  Apex Scotland argued 
that “the incidence of literacy and numeracy or educational underachievement 
among admissions to Polmont and to adult prisons is well documented and clearly 
evidences a circumstantial link between criminality and disengagement with the 
education system”. 

21. A number of witnesses argued that, for some children, being excluded gives 
them a certain status amongst their peers and may even be seen as a reward for 
their behaviour. 

 


