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Justice Committee 
 

Connection between school exclusions and offending 
 

Written submission from Apex Scotland 
 

Briefing notes on the Apex Scotland Inclusion Model and its relationship to 
preventing/reducing offending behaviour. 
 
The link between school exclusion and offending behaviour has been well 
established through a range of academic and action research studies. In 1989 
Williams and Webb writing in the Educational Studies Journal highlighted the strong 
link between exclusion and crime, backed up by the 1989 Youth Lifestyles Survey 
and Godfrey and Parsons’ article in the British Journal of Educational Studies 2000 
which claimed direct causal links. Gilbertson for the New Policy Institute observed 
that the 1996 Audit Commission found 42% of offenders of school age sentenced in 
youth courts had been excluded, and that 98% of boys and 61% of girls who had 
been excluded interviewed admitted offending. The Edinburgh Study of Youth 
Transitions and Crime by Lesley McAra and Susan McVie concluded over a 
longitudinal study of young people that school exclusion was one of the most 
significant markers for subsequent offending behaviour. 
 

 Of the 4,300 young people who took part, 15% of them had at least 1 
conviction by age 22 

 1,163 of them left school at the earliest opportunity and 35% of these had 
ended up with at least one conviction 

 471 of the sample were excluded from school by the age of 14 and of that 
group 50% had at least one conviction by age 22 

 
Gilbertson commented “Since exclusion may be a response to offending or to 
behaviour (such as truancy) which is itself related to offending, it is not possible to 
determine which causes which.  It may be sensible to consider exclusion from school 
as both a cause and a consequence of offending. Nevertheless, the chances of 
committing offences would appear to rise considerably if excluded from school, 
especially if permanently.” 
 
In 2007 The Princes Trust released a document called “The Cost of Exclusion” which 
included arguments that educational underachievement in the UK as a whole was 
estimated to cost between £2 and £5 billion per year. The Inclusion Service in 
Dunfermline High commenced in 2007 paid for jointly by Apex and the school.  
2007/8 saw a reduction of exclusions of 52% compared with a 14% drop across the 
rest of Fife and an 11% drop across the rest of Scotland. This progress has 
continued with a further drop of 20% in 2008/9 and 32% in 2010/11. In 2012 the 
service has also commenced in a further two High Schools in Fife with encouraging 
figures, following two year funding from the Robertson Trust, Fairer Scotland Fund 
and Apex. Some local business investment has been promised for the Dunfermline 
Unit and we are keen to explore further options for alternative funding sources.  The 
Dunfermline Unit was independently evaluated in 2011 and has been the subject of 
great interest across Scotland and other parts of the UK. Apex and Fife Education 
are jointly working on an evaluation framework which will meet the need for 
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outcomes and performance monitoring from an educational perspective. Referrals by 
Dunfermline High to off campus facilities dropped to zero during the development of 
the service yielding significant benefit both financially and for the students. 
 
The Inclusion Unit Model operates on a co-design/co-funded model fully integrated 
into the school itself and the curriculum and support systems which already exist.  It 
is therefore an added value intervention where it can be difficult to separate out the 
specific contributions of either partner. The reductions in exclusion and improved 
educational and employability prospects for Inclusion participants point to a strong 
probability of a direct impact on reducing offending among this cohort.  The 
subsequent impact of the peer mentors among the wider student and social body is 
even less easy to quantify although qualitative surveys and school and parent 
satisfaction levels indicate a positive ongoing effect across the school itself.   
 
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. 
 
The Apex Inclusion Model specifically addresses the factors which lead to offending 
behaviour including aspects of emotional intelligence, substance use, personal 
responsibility, dealing with bullying and peer pressure, financial competence and 
victim awareness. One of the most profoundly attitude changing elements in the 
programme is the visit to a prison.  All those who attend these visits are positive 
about the visit as being relevant to their situation as well as being a strong 
discouragement to further offending.  Of those who attend the units most have self 
disclosed a range of offending behaviours ranging from shoplifting and minor 
criminal damage to more serious offences including drugs possession and serious 
assault, usually beginning in early teens but in some cases already entrenched 
before reaching High School age. Identifying offending or anti-social behaviour and 
building desistance are specific and overt objectives within the Inclusion Model, 
alongside developing improved self awareness, motivation and re-engagement with 
the educational system. At the core of the model is a belief that maintaining an 
individual where existing supportive relationships can reinforce positive change is 
preferable to using exclusion or transfer methods which may reinforce negative self 
image as well as inadvertently offering raised status among other offending peers. 
 
The extra curricular activities provided by the units including holiday time activities, 
community/charity events and personal challenge/development opportunities all 
serve to enhance student’s self esteem and sense of belonging in their community.  
What is interesting is how this impacts on the community itself with reduced fear of 
crime and improved communication across social and age barriers as well as the 
obvious benefits of voluntary work. Local businesses have also recognised that the 
changes at the schools have had an impact on criminal behaviour locally and have 
offered support both financially and as work experience or mentors. This is all 
achieved without stigmatising the young people or reinforcing any kind of special 
needs/special entitlements culture. 
 
The Apex Inclusion Model uses the Apex values of holistic approaches to behaviour 
rather than attempting to pigeon-hole specific areas of a young person’s life.  While it 
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is always problematic to prove the effectiveness directly of any preventative measure 
the evidence base which suggests that reducing school exclusion and increasing 
school integration will impact positively on actual or potential criminal activity is, we 
believe, overwhelming. 
 
Alan Staff 
CEO Apex Scotland 
22 November 2012 
 


