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ABSTRACT

In this paper I argue that the political focus on disciplinary exclusion and the
accompanying ‘league tables’ using exclusion as an indicator of performance, have led
to an impoverished understanding of what discipline means in secondary schools today.
I suggest that ever-increasing legislation, guidance documents and policy guidelines
within a context of an overall tightening of control and surveillance in educational
VHWWLQJVFDQQRWEULQJDERXWWKH¶ZRUNSHDFH· 0DF%HDWK ZKLFKERWKVWDIIDQG
pupils seek. I explore the data from a small-scale, qualitative study which gathered
the views of secondary-age pupils with a range of experiences and understandings
RIVFKRROGLVFLSOLQHV\VWHPV7KHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\DUHXVHGWRLQWHUURJDWH
current understandings of discipline processes in general and the national Guidance
RQ([FOXVLRQ & LQSDUWLFXODU,DUJXHWKDWWKHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\RXWOLQH
a series of challenges to such policies but also offer grounds for hope.
INTRODUCTION

,QWKHVZKHQGLVFLSOLQDU\H[FOXVLRQIURPVFKRROVDZDVWHHSDQGUDSLGULVH 'I(6
 WKHUHZDVDJUHDWGHDORISROLWLFDOFRQFHUQDERXWWKHLVVXHVIRUWKRVHSXSLOVZKRVH
EHKDYLRXUSODFHGWKHPRQWKHPDUJLQVRIVFKRROH[SHULHQFH 0XQQ/OR\GDQG&XOOHQ
3DUVRQV&5(6WLUOLQJ ,QWKH8.WKLVFRQFHUQZDV
translated by a new Labour Government into a transnational drive to reduce rates of
QRQDWWHQGDQFHDQGGLVFLSOLQDU\H[FOXVLRQ 6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH +RZHYHUZKHQ
WKLVSHULRGFDPHWRDQHQGLQWKHUHZHUHIHZGHPDQGVIRUVFKRROVWRFRQWLQXH
to seek to reduce exclusion rates. The autonomy of schools was reasserted amid calls
to recognise that some level of exclusion was inevitable, that head teachers should
control exclusion and that there was a ‘need to ensure the rights of the majority of
SXSLOVZKRDUHKDUGZRUNLQJDQGZHOOEHKDYHG· 6(('& 
In this paper I will argue that the political focus on disciplinary exclusion and the
accompanying ‘league tables’ using exclusion as an indicator of performance, have
led to an impoverished understanding of what discipline means in schools. I suggest
that ever-increasing legislation, guidance documents and policy guidelines within a
context of an overall tightening of control and surveillance in educational settings
FDQQRW EULQJ DERXW WKH ¶ZRUNSHDFH· 0DF%HDWK    ZKLFK ERWK VWDII DQG
pupils seek. I explore the data from a small-scale, qualitative study which gathered
the views of secondary-age pupils with a range of experiences and understandings
RIVFKRROGLVFLSOLQHV\VWHPV7KHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\DUHXVHGWRLQWHUURJDWH
current understandings of discipline processes in general and the national Guidance
RQ([FOXVLRQ & LQSDUWLFXODU,DUJXHWKDWWKHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\RXWOLQH
a series of challenges to such policies but also offer grounds for hope.
THE RESEARCH

Design of the study
The study was based in four urban mainstream secondary schools with recognized
good practice on exclusion. The schools were situated in catchments of differing
socio-economic status with two having high exclusion rates and two much lower
exclusion rates. This study set out to explore pupil experiences, based on direct
contact with young people through individual interview and focus group, seeking


their views on a range of issues surrounding exclusion, disruption, behaviour
management and non-attendance. Until recently, most research in this area has relied
on the use of proxy-informants; parents, teachers and other professionals, to interpret
DQGUHÁHFWWKHYLHZVRI\RXQJSHRSOH3HUPHDWHGE\QRWLRQVRI\RXQJSHRSOHDV
HLWKHU¶LQFRPSHWHQW·RUD¶WKUHDW· +HQGULFN4YRUWUXS UHVHDUFKKDV
often focussed on the deviance of the young person or the damage done to them.
It has inadvertently reduced them to a set of needs or failures. The focus on voiced
research was an acknowledgement of the imperative of including the views of young
people in this area of research; an area from which their voices have, ironically,
been too often missing.
,Q D GHSDUWXUH IURP PDQ\ SUHYLRXV VWXGLHV 3DGÀHOG  3RPHUR\ 
6WLUOLQJ+D\GHQ,PLFK+DPLOODQG%R\G
3DUVRQV LWIRFXVHGRQWKHH[SHULHQFHVRI\RXQJSHRSOHUHJDUGHGE\VWDIIDV
being onWKHPDUJLQVEHKDYLRXUDOO\EXWZKRZHUHVLJQLÀFDQWO\ not beyond the
margins of mainstream school experience. It was interested not only in those with
overtly challenging behaviour, but also those whose behaviour might cause concern
for other reasons; for example, pupils who were socially withdrawn or isolated or
whose attendance was erratic. It sought to understand not only how they experienced
their marginalisation but also what prevented their further marginalisation.
Crucially, the study was also interested to explore the experiences of those
assumed to be most affected by indiscipline and disruption; the generality of pupils.
Concern about the needs of the settled generality of pupils is entirely legitimate, but
schools’ assumptions about these needs and the detrimental effects of the behaviour
of some pupils on the learning and social relationships of the majority seemed to
merit much closer examination. These assumptions are so powerful that they validate
the most serious response that a school can make to disruptive behaviour without
involving the police, that is, exclusion from school. Yet there has been very little
research which explores the understandings and experiences of this generality, from
their own perspective.
By listening to the voices of a range of young people in secondary school then,
the study sought to clarify the imbrications and the distances between these young
people and gather their views on responses made to their perceived needs.
2QHWRRQHLQWHUYLHZVZHUHFRQGXFWHGZLWKSXSLOV PDOHDQGIHPDOH 
ages 13–15 across the four schools, as national statistics reveal the highest levels
of non-attendance and exclusion around this age. All pupils involved had been
LGHQWLÀHGE\VFKRROVWDIIDVJLYLQJFDXVHIRUFRQFHUQUHODWHGWRGLVUXSWLYHEHKDYLRXU
RUDWWHQGDQFHLVVXHVRUVRFLDOLVRODWLRQDQGDOOKDGEHHQLGHQWLÀHGDVUHTXLULQJLQWHU
agency support of some kind. A semi-structured approach to interviewing was felt
to offer the most appropriate way of engaging with these young people, allowing
WKHÁH[LELOLW\IRUERWKHWLFDQGHPLFWKHPHV 6WDNH WRHPHUJH7KHTXHVWLRQV
ZHUHEDVHGRQ0XQQ-RKQVWRQHDQG&KDOPHUV DE DQG-RKQVWRQHDQG
0XQQ·V  ODUJHVXUYH\VRIWHDFKHUVYLHZVRQGLVFLSOLQH
At the same time, focus groups of between 9–14 pupils were set up in the
same schools and with a generality of pupils at a similar age and stage. As with the
interviews, all involvement of pupils was on a voluntary basis. Groups were formed
from registration classes, none of which was ‘set’ by ability. 25 female pupils and 21
male pupils were involved in the focus groups overall. The focus groups were seen
as a way of gathering the views of a larger number of young people in schools, who
might or might not include pupils with more direct experience of exclusion, but who
comprised overall what might be described as a generality or typical pupil group.
7KHIRFXVJURXSVZHUHDVNHGWRUHÁHFWRQWKHVDPHPDMRUWKHPHVDVWKHSXSLOV
in the individual interviews, though data collection was based on groupwork
approaches as this was felt more appropriate to the group situation. Instruments were
GHYHORSHGZKLFKLQLWLDOO\VRXJKWSDLUDQGVPDOOJURXSUHVSRQVHV IURP%UDQGHVDQG


1RUULV3KWLDND DQGÀQDOO\DVNHGSXSLOVWRFRPSOHWHDQLQGLYLGXDO
anonymous behaviour questionnaire, again based on the surveys of Johnstone and
0XQQ7KHTXHVWLRQQDLUHDVNHGDERXWPDQ\GLIIHUHQWDVSHFWVRIGLVUXSWLRQLQ
school; attitudes of group members to peer behaviour, the management of disruption
by school management and understanding of the process, aims and effectiveness of
RIÀFLDOH[FOXVLRQSURFHVV,QDGGLWLRQLWDVNHGSXSLOVWRGHWDLOWKHLURZQLQYROYHPHQW
if any, in disruptive behaviour or unauthorised non-attendance and then to comment
on the effects of such behaviour by their peers.
$SSURDFKHVWRDQDO\VLVERUURZHGIURP%RJGDQDQG%LNOHQ  6WHZDUWDQG
6KDPGDVDQL  5\DQDQG%HUQDUG  DQG0RUJDQ  DQGDOVRWRRN
DFFRXQWRI.LW]LQJHU·VFRQFHUQIRU¶FROOHFWLYHUHPHPEHULQJ·  7KHÀQGLQJV
ZHUHFRGHGLQWRDWKHPDWLFFRQFHSWXDOPDWUL[ 0LOHVDQG+XEHUPDQ ZKLFK
sought to maintain the integrity of the contact with these pupils and at the same time
value them as rich, personal accounts of experience.
FINDINGS

2QHRIWKHPRVWVWULNLQJLQLWLDOÀQGLQJVZDVDQXQH[SHFWHGFRPPRQDOLW\RIYLHZ
among the pupils in the study. Surprisingly, this did not vary according to school
attended or gender or whether the pupil might be regarded as typical or more
marginalized. This commonality centred on two main areas; attitudes to staff
in school, and perceptions about school discipline and behaviour management
systems.
Adult relationships
In view of the continuing concerns about indiscipline in schools it was expected
that pupils might have a poor regard for staff in schools. However, there was found
to be widespread support for individual staff members both among the generality
of pupils, and perhaps more surprisingly also among marginalised pupils including
those who had been excluded from school on disciplinary grounds. This is not to
say all teachers and support staff were held in high regard, but that for these pupils,
there was at least one and sometimes more members of staff whom they valued.
,Q WKH LQGLYLGXDO LQWHUYLHZV DOO  SXSLOV PDGH ERWK SRVLWLYH DQG QHJDWLYH
comments about adults in school, but 15 made more positive comments than
negative, and in terms of the number of comments made, there were twice as many
positive comments made overall. It is also worth noting that many of these positive
comments came from the 9 pupils in the study who had been temporarily excluded
and they referred to senior management and to subject teachers and their ability to
offer academic support; staff who might be assumed to have poorer relations with
some more marginalized pupils. Comments included, ‘Mrs A has been an excellent
KHOS·DQG¶0UV%LVDOZD\VEXLOGLQJP\FRQÀGHQFH·¶0U&OLVWHQHGWRP\SRLQWRI
view’, ‘If you’re sound with [Mr D] he’s sound with you’ and ‘Miss E is brilliant.
She treats everyone like gold’.
Exclusion from school
By contrast, attitudes to discipline were often similar, and were largely very critical.
It might not be surprising that pupils with attendance issues or challenging behaviour
KDGDORZOHYHORIFRQÀGHQFHLQVFKRROGLVFLSOLQH+RZHYHULWLVLQWHUHVWLQJWKDW
WKHJHQHUDOLW\RISXSLOVDOVRKDGDYHU\ORZOHYHORIFRQÀGHQFHLQVFKRROGLVFLSOLQH
especially in view of the positive comments made about individual teachers. When
DVNHG IRU H[DPSOH WR H[SORUH LQ SDLUV QRWLRQV RI WKH HIIHFWLYHQHVV RI RIÀFLDO
exclusion process with a question such as ‘Do you think exclusion works?’ pupils
construed effectiveness in terms of a change in the behaviour of the pupil concerned
and then responded as shown below.


Table 1: Concentric Conversations: ‘Do you think that exclusion works?’
Pupil comments
No

I think it does, sometimes,
depends on the pupil, if
someone has ambition and
wants to be there then it is
more likely to work. If they
aren’t bothered and haven’t
ambition, they probably
don’t care and then
Exclusion won’t work.

Yes, it does get rid of the
idiots from our school

No

Yes and no

Yes

No

Sometimes

No

Yes/no

No
No because they enjoy
being off school
No
No it does not
No people think it’s good
getting time off
No it bloody well doesn’t
No!
No

,WZDVDOVRFOHDUWKDWRIÀFLDOH[FOXVLRQZDVVHHQDVDYHU\VHULRXVSURFHVV¶DUHDOO\
really desperate measure’ as one pupil explained. Paradoxically, it was also clear that
most of these pupils, irrespective of their own direct involvement in the exclusion
SURFHVVUHJDUGHGRIÀFLDOH[FOXVLRQDVHQWLUHO\LQHIIHFWLYHRURQO\SDUWLDOO\HIIHFWLYH
and sometimes counter-productive. A number of pupils were also keen to elaborate
notions of differential effectiveness and suggested that exclusion might work for
some people, some of the time. One young man, who had been excluded himself
VDLG¶,WMXVWPDGHPHPDG·ZKLOHDQRWKHUUHÁHFWHG
‘It depends on the things and on the person it is. It works for somebody
who never really meant to do the thing they were suspended for. And they’ll
be more careful from then on. And for somebody who does things all the
time…it doesn’t work’.
Discipline
5HODWHG WR WKLV VSHFLÀF LVVXH RI H[FOXVLRQ WKHUH HPHUJHG D FOHDU FRQVHQVXV DERXW
failings within the discipline system in general. Most of the young people, whatever
WKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKVFKRRODQGUHJDUGOHVVRIVFKRRODWWHQGHGZHUHGLVVDWLVÀHG
with their school discipline system. It was interesting, for example, that in one of the
schools with very low exclusion levels and a strong local reputation, none of the focus
JURXSH[SUHVVHGFRQÀGHQFHLQWKHLUVFKRRO·VDSSURDFKHVWREHKDYLRXUPDQDJHPHQW
Typical comments here included ‘pupils get away with mucking about’ ‘ teachers


favour some pupils’ and ‘teachers are too soft’. There was found to be limited support
IRUVRPHVSHFLÀFDVSHFWVRIWKHV\VWHPEXWSXSLOVFRQWLQXDOO\GUHZDWWHQWLRQWRD
lack of consistency, the importance of reputation, unresolved problems with bullying
DQGUHSHDWHGO\FDOOHGIRUWHDFKHUVWREHVWULFWHUHFKRLQJÀQGLQJVRISUHYLRXVVWXGLHV
E\0XQQ/OR\GDQG&XOOHQ  &KDSODLQ  &UR]LHUDQG$QWLVV  DQG
*DUQHU  DVZHOODVWKH6FRWWLVK6FKRRO/HDYHUV·6XUYH\  
It may be argued that young people of this age might object to any constraints
on their behaviour. However, it is important to note that young people’s objections
were most often not to the use of exclusion per se but to its overuse, its sometimes
inappropriate use and to its perceived lack of effectiveness in many cases. In the
same way, objections to the school discipline system were to a perceived lack of
consistency and effectiveness, not to the need for its existence.
Attendance
A similar complexity was apparent in discussions about attendance and nonattendance at school. Although sometimes scathing of school monitoring procedures
IRUDWWHQGDQFH ¶7KH\SKRQHKRPH$QG\RX·UHQRWH[DFWO\JRLQJWRDQVZHULWDUH
\RX"· WKHUHZDVDOVRDJHQHUDODFFHSWDQFHDPRQJWKHVHSXSLOVRIWKHQHHGIRUUHJXODU
attendance and an acute awareness of the problems associated with missing school.
+RZHYHUPLVVLQJVFKRROZDVDOVRVHHQDVDYDOLGUHVSRQVHWRGLIÀFXOW\HVSHFLDOO\
when this related to bullying or family issues.
$OWKRXJKPRUHWHQWDWLYHWKDQVRPHRIWKHÀQGLQJVLWLVDOVRLPSRUWDQWWRQRWH
the indications in the study which suggested that non-attendance is a common issue
for pupils and perhaps more so for young women than national data would suggest.
6HYHQRIWKHLQGLYLGXDOLQWHUYLHZHHVLQFOXGLQJIHPDOHSXSLOVUHIHUUHGWRWKHLU
own attendance issues, although staff had alerted the study to this as an issue for
only 2 of the pupils. Of these, two talked about period absence only, four talked
about taking full days off only and one talked about being involved in both. These
pupils seemed comfortable talking about the absences; where they went and with
whom, and which classes they had missed and how often; for example, ‘…just sat
in the toilets…then go to the next class’. Similarly, in the focus groups, attendance
emerged as more of an issue than expected, with female pupils reporting higher
levels of unauthorised non-attendance than their male counterparts; 9 in total
reported missing school either occasionally or sometimes. One of the young men
also commented that ‘girls skive more’
Although the numbers are too small to permit generalisation, it is interesting that
these young women saw attendance as an issue for themselves, when school staff
had not. National statistics on attendance are not presently gathered in such a way as
WRSHUPLWDGHWDLOHGDQDO\VLVEDVHGRQJHQGHU+RZHYHULIWKHÀQGLQJLQWKLVVWXG\
ZHUHWREHFRQÀUPHGE\IXUWKHUUHVHDUFKLWZRXOGSUHVHQWVFKRROVZLWKDQXUJHQW
set of questions about an important aspect of behaviour management and about the
LQYLVLELOLW\RIJLUOVLQJHQHUDO 2VOHUet al., 
Involvement in disruption
Turning to more general issues of disruption, it emerged, as expected, that the
generality of pupils was not often involved in serious disruptive behaviour. However,
each of the four focus groups reported much higher than predicted involvement in
PLQRUGLVUXSWLRQWKHNLQGVRIORZOHYHOGLVUXSWLRQZKLFKUHVHDUFK 0XQQ-RKQVWRQH
DQG6KDUSH-RKQVWRQHDQG0XQQ KDVVXJJHVWHGWHDFKHUVÀQGPRVW
GLIÀFXOW WR WDFNOH VHH 7DEOH  EHORZ $OO RI WKHVH H[DPSOHV RI EHKDYLRXU DUH
relatively minor if taken individually and would not in themselves be grounds for
concern. However, such data also highlights the cumulative and powerful effect of
these many small acts of disruption or resistance.



Table 2: Behaviour Questionnaire: Own involvement in disruption/rule breaking
Never

Occasionally

Sometimes

A lot

6PRNLQJLQWKHVFKRROJURXQGV









Been suspended/excluded for
FDXVLQJWURXEOH









6ZHDULQJDWWHDFKHU









)LJKWLQJDIWHUVFKRRO









'ULQNLQJDWWKHVFKRROGLVFR









Refusing to do a punishment
H[HUFLVH









)LJKWLQJLQWKHFODVVURRP









7DNLQJXSWHDFKHUWLPH









)LJKWLQJLQWKHFRUULGRU









Winding other people up so
WKH\JHWLQWURXEOH









*RWQHJDWLYHUHIHUUDO  1  









3LFNLQJRQSHRSOH









6NLYLQJVFKRRO  1  









1RWEULQJLQJ3(NLW









7KURZLQJWKLQJV









6ZHDULQJDWSXSLOV









Shouting out

14

24

5

3

Forgetting Maths homework

15

15

12

4

,QWHUUXSWLQJWKHWHDFKHU









:DQGHULQJDERXWWKHFODVV









7XUQLQJURXQGLQ\RXUVHDW









1  DGDSWHGIURP-RKQVWRQHDQG0XQQ
Furthermore, female involvement in this low level disruption was found to be at
a much higher level than would be predicted from local and national statistics on
exclusion. This raises again a number of questions about widespread and powerful
conceptions of disruption, including those which see it primarily as a male
phenomenon associated with working class rejection of school. It may be that such
conceptions offer a restricted understanding of the disruptive behaviour of both young
women and young men in school. In the broader context of increasing public and
media concern about the prevalence of ‘girl gangs’ in the UK, it also suggests the
need to consider more closely whether there is in fact a change in female behaviour
as such or an increased female visibility allied to a shift in thinking about the sources
RIWKUHDWVWRPRUDORUGHU %URZQ 



Alternatives to exclusion from school
Finally, it was clear that young people’s views on alternatives to exclusion also raise
urgent questions for schools. Nearly all spoke of the value of a space and opportunity
to talk, though as Cruddas and Haddock remind us, ‘Time is a precious commodity
LQVFKRROV·  ,WZDVIRXQGWKDWVRPHYXOQHUDEOH\RXQJSHRSOHKDGDFOHDU
idea of the range of supports available in and around school, and that they felt able
to approach individual adults with their concerns. However, this knowledge seemed
much greater in the two high excluding schools than in the low excluding schools.
While this may be partly related to a higher level of resources in the high excluding
schools, it nevertheless has clear implications for the troubled and troublesome pupils
LQWKHORZH[FOXGLQJVFKRROV7KRXJKSHUKDSVIHZHULQQXPEHUWKHLUGLIÀFXOWLHVDUH
not necessarily less complex nor are they in less need of support. Of great concern
was the complete lack of talk by any young person, in any of the four schools, about
professional inter-agency groups, set up by the local authority and seen by them as
central to its provision for vulnerable pupils. While it is important to acknowledge
the huge amount of hard work undertaken by many of these professional groups,
there must be concern that young people and those with a duty of care for them have
such different terms of reference for the meaning of ‘support’.
In summary, the contributions of these young people offer some very clear
indications of how they feel about indiscipline, disruption, as well as detailing
clearly their own relationships with this disruption. Pupils expressed their regard
for individual teachers often in very warm terms, but many responses also indicated
deep dissatisfaction with these schools’ approaches to indiscipline. Responses also
revealed an unexpectedly widespread direct involvement in low-level disruption
by the generality, from both male and, importantly, female pupils. Many of the
PRVWLPSRUWDQWÀQGLQJVLQWKLVVWXG\ZHUHFRQVLVWHQWDFURVVDOOIRXUVFKRROVIRU
excludees, for other marginalized pupils, for the generality of pupils, and among
male and female pupils. It had been assumed that in schools known to have lower
levels of disruption and higher attainment levels, the pupils would express greater
satisfaction with overall discipline. This was not found to be the case. Exclusion was
seen to be a major event by the majority of these pupils. It was also seen as ineffective
by most pupils. It should be of immediate concern to schools that such a central,
long-established part of the school discipline process was seen simultaneously as
VLJQLÀFDQWDQG\HWLQHIIHFWLYHE\DUDQJHRISXSLOV,WVHHPVOLNHO\WKDWH[SHULHQFH
RIWKLVSDUDGR[PXVWLQÁXHQFHSXSLOV·HQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHEURDGHUSULRULWLHVRI
schools in terms of discipline.
DISCUSSION

Emerging from the discussions with these pupils was an unexpected consensus and a
challenging set of views about discipline process as it presently operates in Scottish
schools. Their views and experiences offer a valuable and timely contribution to the
debate surrounding the turbulence in schools, to how we understand its effect on a
range of pupils within our schools, and how we might move forward.
Turning to discipline systems as they are practised within schools in more detail,
we may note the following; twice daily registration, period attendance via computer
analysis, toilet passes, late slips, behaviour sheets, regular, controlled, long timed
periods of work and short periods of rest, lining up for classes, the control of eating
and drinking in class, fully supervised areas of study and a common curriculum,
warning bells and period bells, closed circuit television, study contracts and so on.
In short, the lack of autonomy and the level of surveillance of pupils, both within
DQG RXWZLWK WKH FODVVURRP KDV LQWHQVLÀHG JUHDWO\ LQ UHFHQW \HDUV7KH GHWDLO RI
knowledge amassed, Foucault argued, allows much greater control. He noted the
shift in ‘the scale and continuity of the exercise of power, which also involved much



JUHDWHUNQRZOHGJHRIGHWDLO· *XWWLQJ ¶'HWDLO·¶NQRZOHGJH·DQG¶FRQWURO·
are all notions which seem to translate easily into the daily life of most secondary
schools in the UK today. Foucault also offers the phrase ‘disciplinary space’ and
suggests that,
‘Its aim [is] to establish presences and absences, to know where and how to
locate individuals, to set up useful communication, to interrupt others, to be
able to supervise the conduct of each individual, to assess it, to judge it, to
FDOFXODWHLWVTXDOLWLHVRUPHULWV·  
The very fact that the examples given above are common to so many schools
across the UK supports Foucault’s view that normalisation on this scale is about an
increased ability to control. However, it is important to consider how the widespread
involvement in low-level disruption and the pragmatic attitudes to attendance issues
UHSRUWHG E\ ¶KDUGZRUNLQJ DQG ZHOOEHKDYHG· 6((' &  SXSLOV LQ WKLV VWXG\
PD\WKHQEHXQGHUVWRRG)RU )XOODQPDQ\RIWKHGLIÀFXOWLHVLQ VFKRROV DULVHDV
they attempt to respond to the ‘juxtaposition of a continuous change theme with
a continuous conservative system’   5XGGXFN QRWHV WKH ¶HDUOLHU SK\VLFDO
maturation of young people; an awareness that the structures of schooling offer, on
the whole, less responsibility and autonomy than many young people experience in
WKHLUOLYHVRXWVLGHVFKRRO·  
These tensions are compounded by other pressures and priorities in schools.
Scheerens, et al. argue that in education, the talk is dominated by ‘instrumental
UDWLRQDOLW\ KRZWRGRWKLQJVULJKW DQGQRWVRPXFKZLWKVXEVWDQWLYHUDWLRQDOLW\
KRZWRGRWKHULJKWWKLQJV ·  0LQW]EHUJGHVFULEHVWKLVDVWKHGLIIHUHQFH
between creative ‘adhocracy’ and professional bureaucracy; ‘One engages in
divergent thinking aimed at innovation; the other in convergent thinking aimed at
SHUIHFWLRQ·  DQGLQFRQVHTXHQFHWDONLVGRPLQDWHGE\UHODWLYHVUDWKHU
than absolutes.
7KLVHPSKDVLVRQ¶KRZWRGRWKLQJVULJKW·LVUHÁHFWHGLQWKHKXJHJURZWKRI
interest in whole school ‘performance’ and ‘quality improvement’ and a proliferation
of instruments for measuring performance. In terms of whole school responses to
LQGLVFLSOLQH LWV LQÁXHQFH PD\ EH VHHQ IRU H[DPSOH LQ WKH ¶DVVHUWLYH GLVFLSOLQH·
DSSURDFKHV DGYRFDWHG E\ &DQWHU DQG &DQWHU   DQG GHYHORSHG H[WHQVLYHO\
in Scottish secondary schools, through, for example, Discipline for Learning and
)UDPHZRUN IRU ,QWHUYHQWLRQ 6FRWWLVK ([HFXWLYH   6XFK DSSURDFKHV KDYH
often been welcomed by many schools, with their clear staged system of rewards
and sanctions applicable to all pupils. However, in the same way that the school
improvement movement has been criticised in the past for failing to take adequate
account of context, many of these approaches falter because they call upon a
simplistic view of the child as having control over his or her situation, paying scant
attention to the impact of personal circumstances such as those outlined by the pupils
in this study or to broader social differences.
In terms of the disciplinary exclusion process, and the experience for those who
challenge the circumscribed parameters of acceptable behaviour, it is important to
consider how and in what ways this process of discipline as control is so problematic.
The invocation of the exclusion process, for example, pays no attention to pupils’
concerns, for example, about the role of reputation. It is based on a notion of individual
¶GHIHFWLYHVWXGHQWSDWKRORJLHV· 6OHH DQGD¶ZLOOWRSXQLVK· 3DUVRQV 
premised on the assumption that young people in schools always have an individual
choice to be ‘bad’ or ‘good’ and their having made the choice to be ‘bad’.
However, this assumption about agency seems paradoxical within a system which
is otherwise only rarely interested in the agency of pupils, and which, I would argue,
LVQRWVWUXFWXUHGWRSURPRWHDFWLYHSXSLODJHQF\RUPRUHÁH[LEOHFRQVWUXFWLRQVRI
GLVFLSOLQH7KHLQFRQJUXLW\RIWKHFDOOXSRQDQRWLRQRISXSLODJHQF\LVUHÁHFWHGLQ


the ways schools seem to borrow the procedure and formality of the legal system but
without being able to adopt the tenet of ‘innocent until proven guilty’. It is accepted
SUDFWLFHWRLQIRUPSDUHQWVRIDQH[FOXVLRQE\RIÀFLDOOHWWHURIWHQUHFRUGHGGHOLYHU\
DOWKRXJKVLJQLÀFDQWO\UHFRUGHGGHOLYHU\OHWWHUVDUHUDUHO\XVHGQRZDGD\VH[FHSW
by the courts or in formal business. This takes no account of home literacy levels.
The fact that a re-admission meeting takes place at a time arranged by the school,
that the meeting takes place in the school itself, that a written contract between pupil
and school management is often signed before re-admission is permitted, all imply
a presumption of ‘guilt’ and a very particular power relationship between the pupil,
pupil’s family and the school.
This relationship is framed by national policy on disciplinary exclusion and I
now turn to examine this in more detail. It is interesting that national Guidance on
disciplinary exclusion introduced soon after the new ‘inclusive’ Labour Government
WRRNRIÀFHLQKDVDOUHDG\EHHQUHYLVHG7KHPRUHUHFHQW*XLGDQFH([FOXVLRQ
IURP 6FKRROV LQ 6FRWODQG &  PDUNV D FOHDU FKDQJH LQ HPSKDVLV ,W UHIHUV
explicitly and repeatedly to the rights of the majority of well-behaved pupils,
and quotes directly from relevant pieces of legislation seeking to lend weight to
its statement that, ‘it is vital that the option of exclusion is available to education
DXWKRULWLHV· & 
Talking of statutory, legal punishment, but in ways which suggest interesting
parallels with disciplinary exclusion, David Garland suggests that its
‘role in modern society is not at all obvious or well known… That it is not
always perceived as such is a consequence of the obscuring and reassuring
effect of established institutions, rather than the transparent rationality of penal
SUDFWLFHVWKHPVHOYHV«RQFHDFRPSOH[ÀHOGRISUREOHPVQHHGVDQGFRQÁLFWV
is built over by an institutional framework in this way, these problematic and
RIWHQXQVWDEOHIRXQGDWLRQVGLVDSSHDUIURPYLHZ· ²
Garland talks of institutions such as punishment as having ‘created a sense of their
RZQLQHYLWDELOLW\DQGRIWKHQHFHVVDU\ULJKWQHVVRIWKHVWDWXVTXR·  (YHQ
ZHUHWKHDLPVDQGHIIHFWLYHQHVVRIRIÀFLDOH[FOXVLRQQRWVRFORVHO\ERXQGXSZLWK
questions of discipline, punishment and power, the analogy would be powerful.
The previous Exclusion Guidance, much less formal and legalistic in tone, and
WKH6WDQGDUGVLQ6FRWODQG·V6FKRROV$FW  ODLGPXFKVWURQJHUHPSKDVLVRQDQ
LQFOXVLYHHWKRV7KLVVXSSRUWLVQRZPRUHPXWHGH[FHSWZKHUHLWUHIHUVVSHFLÀFDOO\
to those pupils with special needs of some kind; a group which has rarely included
WKRVHZLWKEHKDYLRXUGLIÀFXOWLHV7KLVPRUHUHFHQW*XLGDQFHRQ([FOXVLRQ & 
DOVR VXEVWDQWLDOO\ HURGHV WKH VXSSRUW LW RIIHUV WR WKRVH H[FOXGHG 2QH VLJQLÀFDQW
example of this lies in the reference to consultation with pupils, the right of children
DQG\RXQJSHRSOHWRKDYHDVD\LQPDWWHUVGLUHFWO\DIIHFWLQJWKHP $UWLFOHRIWKH
81&RQYHQWLRQRIWKH5LJKWVRIWKH&KLOG ,QWKHHDUOLHU*XLGDQFHLWZDVDGYLVHG
that consultation should be part of the process of exclusion, but the newer Guidance
notes only that such consultation should take place in the case of an appeal against an
H[FOXVLRQ7KLVVLJQLÀFDQWO\XQGHUPLQHVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIGLDORJXHDQGQHJRWLDWLRQ
in general by moving it to much later in the process. It restricts the obligation for
consultation to a much smaller number of cases, as very few exclusions are appealed
and it effectively further distances the ‘disruptive’ from the ‘disrupted’.
There is no doubt that there are occasions when for the immediate physical safety
of all, it is better that a pupil be removed from a situation. While it may be argued that
LWLVGLIÀFXOWWRPDNHFRQVXOWDWLRQDWWKHSRLQWRIH[FOXVLRQPHDQLQJIXOWKHSUHPLVH
which underpins it; that of respect for young people in general, was an important
step forward in policy terms. It is of concern, then, that though this consultation is
one of the few formal opportunities excludees have to speak and to be listened to,
there is no monitoring of whether schools actually do seek the views of pupils in


these situations, nor whether pupils take up that opportunity, nor whether, if they do
H[SUHVVDYLHZWKLVKDVDQ\LQÁXHQFHRQVXEVHTXHQWDFWLRQVRIVFKRROV
There also appears to be a change in emphasis with regard to parents and carers.
The new Guidance contains many more references to the responsibilities and duties
RISDUHQWVWRSURYLGHDQ¶HIÀFLHQWHGXFDWLRQ·IRUWKHLUFKLOG7KLVFKDQJH,VXJJHVW
is part of an attempt by policy to respond to a wider anxiety in schools about the
UROHRISDUHQWVDQGUHÁHFWVDVHWRIDVVXPSWLRQVDERXWWKHODFNRISDUHQWLQJVNLOOV
LQVRPHVHFWLRQVRIWKHFRPPXQLW\ /HYLWDV 
CONCLUSION

7KHÀQGLQJLQWKLVVWXG\WKDWWKHJHQHUDOLW\RISXSLOVLVLQYROYHGLQORZOHYHOGLVUXSWLYH
behaviour provides evidence that most pupils in these high and low excluding schools
are both disrupted and disruptive to some extent and thereby challenges a popular
discourse in schools about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ pupils and the distance between the two.
7KLVÀQGLQJVWUHQJWKHQVWKHDUJXPHQWIRUUHH[DPLQDWLRQRIWKHUHFHQWO\LQWURGXFHG
*XLGDQFHRQ([FOXVLRQLQ6FRWODQG & ZKLFKSUHVXPHVDQGHPSKDVLVHVWKH
distinctions between these groups of pupils. The arguments made by those who
DGYRFDWHPRUHSXQLWLYHUHVSRQVHVWRGLIÀFXOWEHKDYLRXUDUHRIWHQEDVHGRQDFRQFHUQ
that a small troublesome minority have undue detrimental impact on the lives of
WKHVHWWOHGPDMRULW\RISXSLOV7KHÀQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\GRQRWFRQWUDGLFWWKH
suggestion that this minority exists, but they do suggest the prevalence of a ‘transfer
RIULVNIURPWKHFROOHFWLYHWRWKHLQGLYLGXDO· /HYLWDV D¶UHSULYDWLVDWLRQ·
GLVFRXUVH )UDVHU ZKLFKPD\UHVXOWLQDIXQGDPHQWDOPLVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI
what is actually happening in schools. This misrepresentation is important, I suggest,
because it obscures the fallacy of a conceptual distinction between the ‘disrupted’
and ‘disruptive’ while simultaneously creating a dangerous elision of notions of
¶DXWKRULW\·DQG¶DXWKRULWDULDQLVP· %DXPULQG 
With this fallacy exposed, the questions about a more meaningful construction
of the term ‘discipline’ are thrown into sharp relief. The sense of unease in schools
LVVLJQLÀFDQWQRWOHDVWEHFDXVHLWHPHUJHVIURPWKHUHVSRQVHVRIJURXSVRISXSLOV
who are usually regarded as affected by disruption rather than causing it and
thus also regarded as less likely to be prejudiced against the discipline system.
The juxtaposition of the generality’s direct involvement in minor but persistent
rule-breaking with such strong views on current discipline processes presents an
uncomfortable paradox to those who would see ‘the disruptive’ and ‘the disrupted’
as two quite distinct groups. If the experience of these young people is also the
H[SHULHQFHRIWKHZLGHUVFKRROSRSXODFHWKHQLWFRQÀUPVLQSDUWWKHOHJLWLPDF\RI
policy concern about the effects of disruption on learning and social relationships
in schools. However, by revealing the widespread involvement of the generality in
rule-breaking, it places concerns about disruption within a much more demanding
policy context. These responses require a new, much larger set of questions about
schools and schooling.
REFERENCES
$OODQ-DQG,·$QVRQ-  &KLOGUHQ·VULJKWVLQVFKRRODVVHPEOLHVDQGDVVHPEODJHVSDSHUSUHVHQWHG
to seminar, Challenging ‘Social Inclusion’, Perspectives for and from young people, Glasgow:
Strathclyde University.
%DXPULQG '   (IIHFWLYH SDUHQWLQJ GXULQJ HDUO\ DGROHVFHQW WUDQVLWLRQ LQ 3$ &RZDQ DQG 0
+HWKHULQJWRQ HGV Family Transitions, Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum.
%O\WK(DQG0LOQHU-   HGV Exclusion from School, London: Routledge.
%RJGDQ5DQG%LNOHQ6  Qualitative Research, Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
%UDQGHV'DQG1RUULV-  The Gamester’s Handbook 3, Cheltenham: Stanley Thornes.
%URZQ-  ¶9LROHQWJLUOV·VDPHRUGLIIHUHQWIURP¶RWKHU·JLUOV",Q*/OR\G HG Problem Girls:
Understanding and Supporting Troubled and Troublesome Girls and Young Women, London:
RoutledgeFalmer.



&DQWHU/DQG&DQWHU0  Assertive Discipline, Santa Monica: Lee Canter Associates.
&KDSODLQ5  0DNLQJDVWUDWHJLFZLWKGUDZDOGLVHQJDJHPHQWDQGVHOIZRUWKSURWHFWLRQLQPDOH
pupils, in J. Rudduck, Chaplain, R. and Wallace, G. School Improvement, What Can Pupils Tell Us?
London: David Fulton.
&UR]LHU-DQG$QWLVV-  2XWRIWKHVSRWOLJKWJLUOVH[SHULHQFHRIGLVUXSWLRQLQ-/OR\G6PLWKDQG5
'DYLHV HGV On the Margins; the educational experience of ‘problem pupils’. Stoke: Trentham.
&UXGGDV/DQG+DGGRFN/  (QJDJLQJJLUOV·YRLFHV/HDUQLQJDVVRFLDOSUDFWLFHLQ*/OR\G HG 
Problem Girls: Understanding and Supporting Troubled and Troublesome Girls and Young Women,
London: RoutledgeFalmer.
'HSDUWPHQWIRU(GXFDWLRQDQG6FLHQFH  Permanent Exclusions and Exclusion Appeals.
)RXFDXOW0  Discipline and Punish $6KHULGDQWUDQV 1HZ<RUN3DQWKHRQ
)UDVHU1  Unruly Practices, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
)XOODQ0  Change Forces, Falmer Press, London.
*DUODQG '   Punishment and Modern Society; A study in social theory, Oxford: Clarendon
Press.
*DUQHU3  6FKRROVE\VFRXQGUHOVLQ-/OR\G6PLWKDQG5'DYLHV HGV On the Margins; the
educational experience of ‘problem pupils’, Stoke: Trentham.
*XWWLQJ*  The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
+DPLOO3DQG%R\G%  (TXDOLW\IDLUQHVVDQGULJKWVWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ·VYRLFHBritish Journal
of Special Education  ²
+D\GHQ&  Outside Looking In, Portsmouth: University of Portsmouth.
+D\GHQ&  Children Excluded from Primary School, Buckingham: Open University Press.
+HQGULFN+  Child Welfare; England 1872–1989, London: Routledge.
,PLFK$   ([FOXVLRQV IURP VFKRRO FXUUHQW WUHQGV DQG LVVXHV Educational Research   
3–11.
-RKQVWRQH0DQG0XQQ3  Indiscipline:A Survey of Scottish Primary and Secondary School
Teachers, Edinburgh: Moray House.
/HYLWDV5  The Inclusive Society, London: Macmillan.
/OR\G* HG  Problem Girls: Understanding and Supporting Troubled and Troublesome Girls
and Young Women, London: RoutledgeFalmer.
/OR\G6PLWK-DQG5'DYLHV   HGV On the Margins; the educational experience of ‘problem
pupils’, Stoke: Trentham.
0DF%HDWK-  Schools Must Speak for Themselves; the Case for School Self-Evaluation, London:
Routledge/Falmer.
0LOHV0DQG+XEHUPDQ0  Qualitative Data Analysis, 2nd ed, London: Sage.
0LQW]EHUJ +   The Structuring of Organisations; a synthesis of the research, New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall.
0RUJDQ'  Focus Groups as Qualitative Research, 2nd ed, Beverley Hills: Sage.
0XQQ 3 -RKQVWRQH 0 DQG 6KDUSH 6   Discipline in Scottish Schools, Scottish Executive
Education Department.
0XQQ3-RKQVWRQH0DQG&KDOPHUV9 D Effective Discipline in Primary Classrooms, London:
Paul Chapman.
0XQQ 3 -RKQVWRQH 0 DQG &KDOPHUV 9 E  Effective Discipline in Secondary Classrooms,
London: Paul Chapman.
0XQQ 3 /OR\G * DQG &XOOHQ$0   Alternatives to Exclusion from School, London: Paul
Chapman.
2VOHU$DQG2VOHU&  ,QFOXVLRQH[FOXVLRQDQGFKLOGUHQ·VULJKWVDFDVHVWXG\RIDVWXGHQWZLWK
Asperger Syndrome, in Research Papers in Education  ²
2OVHU$ DQG 9LQFHQW .   Girls and Exlcusion; Rethinking the Agenda, London: Routledge/
Falmer.
2VOHU$6WUHHW&/DOO09LQFHQW.  Not a Problem? Girls and School Exclusion, National
Children’s Bureau.
2VOHU$  &KLOGUHQ·VULJKWVUHVSRQVLELOLWLHVDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIVFKRROGLVFLSOLQHLQResearch
Papers in Education  ²
2VOHU$  Exclusion from school and racial equality; a good practice guide, London: Commission
for Racial Equality.
3DGÀHOG3  :KDW·V\RXUUHSXWDWLRQDWVFKRROOLNH"SCRE Newsletter²
Pomeroy, E. The teacher-student relationship in secondary school: insights from excluded students,
British Journal of Sociology of Education  
3DUVRQV&  6FKRROH[FOXVLRQWKHZLOOWRSXQLVKBritish Journal of Educational Studies  
²
3DUVRQV&  Education, Exclusion and Citizenship, London: Routledge.



3DUVRQV&  7KHFRVWRISULPDU\VFKRROH[FOXVLRQVLQ(%O\WKDQG-0LOQHU HGV Exclusion from
School, London: Routledge.
3KWLDND+  Special Kids for Special Treatment, London: Falmer Press.
4YRUWUXS -   Childhood Matters: Social Theory, Practice and Politics, Vienna: European
Centre.
5XGGXFN-  6WXGHQWVDQGVFKRROLPSURYHPHQWWUDQVFHQGLQJWKHFUDPSHGFRQGLWLRQVRIWKHWLPH,
Improving Schools  ²
5XGGXFN - &KDSODLQ 5 DQG :DOODFH *   School Improvement, What Can Pupils Tell Us?
London: David Fulton.
5\DQ * DQG %HUQDUG +  7HFKQLTXHV WR LGHQWLI\ WKHPHV LQ TXDOLWDWLYH GDWD Field Methods, 1;
²
6FKHHUHQV - %RVNHU 5 DQG &UHHPHUV %  7LPH IRU VHOIFULWLFLVP RQ WKH YLDELOLW\ RI VFKRRO
effectiveness research, in School Effectiveness and School Improvement  
6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH  Exclusion from School & (GLQEXUJK
6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH  Better Behaviour, Better Learning, Edinburgh.
6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH  Scottish School Leavers Survey: 17 in 1997, Edinburgh.
6FRWWLVK([HFXWLYH  Social Justice – A Scotland Where Everyone Matters, Edinburgh: SEED.
6FRWWLVK 2IÀFH   Guidance on Issues Concerning Exclusion from School &  (GLQEXUJK
HMSO.
6OHH5  6WXGHQWDFWLRQUHVHDUFKDQGVFKRROGLVFLSOLQHFRQVXOWLQJWKHH[SHUWVLQWKHÀHOGFRQIHUHQFH
paper presented to American Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, San Diego.
6WDNH5  The Art of Case Study Research, London: Sage.
6WHZDUW'DQG6KDPGDVDQL31  Focus Group Theory and Practice, London: Sage.
6WLUOLQJ0  7KHHQGRIWKHOLQH"Special Children²
6WLUOLQJ0  +RZPDQ\SXSLOVDUHEHLQJH[FOXGHG"British Journal of Special Education  
²
7KRPVRQ5DQG+ROODQG-  <RXQJSHRSOHVRFLDOFKDQJHDQGWKHQHJRWLDWLRQRIPRUDODXWKRULW\
in Children and Society²



